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      Always for my family,

      RJ Scott
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      In Sweden we have a saying, “Det blir som det blir”.

      Loosely translated, it comes out something like “whatever will be, will be”, and despite some missteps along the way, I do believe that everything happens for a reason.

      Like me, being here in Pennsylvania, when yesterday I’d been sitting in the yard in a San Diego winter with just a jersey and a thin jacket. Today there was snow. Lots of snow. And it was past cold and on to bitter when the wind caught you the right way.

      “You might want to get a better coat,” Emma said helpfully. She was my liaison to get me settled; she’d had me sign lots of forms, allocated keys and a key card, and reeled off a list of rules that apparently all the Railers players adhered to. “Like a thicker coat, maybe.”

      You think? I was shivering. The cold had seeped into my bones, and even though she’d explained as she did the tour that the East River Arena, only a few years old, had heating problems that were being fixed, I hoped to hell it wasn’t this cold all the time.

      And yes, I know I’m from Sweden, and a hockey player; I know I should be okay with the cold, but this Harrisburg winter was enough to freeze my balls off.

      “A coat is on my list,” I said, and gave her my best smile. She grinned back and tilted her head a little, just like my ex had done the night I’d met her, slept with her, and created a new life.

      I love women, I love men, and if I’d been on the market then Emma, or indeed that Pete guy who ran security and who’d patted me down when I arrived, would have been on my radar. But I was so not on the market, and there was no way I was getting it on with anyone for a very long time.

      My son was my primary goal, that was the truth, and behind him came hockey and winning the Stanley Cup. The pinnacle of hockey excellence, it was that single shining, beautiful, object that every professional hockey player wanted to win.

      Not that I really expected the Railers to get it this year; they were an expansion team, new to the NHL, kind of raw, with a lot of potential.

      They had a good group of guys in their farm team—young men who were being molded ready to move up to the Railers themselves. I was one of those in that feeder team. Not that I was young; twenty-seven is way past ‘young’ when you have eighteen-year-olds coming in and showing you how it’s done. I’d expected to finish my time with the Carlisle Rush, or another AHL team that would take the chance on me, but no, things had moved so fast, injuries had happened, and here I was, up with the big boys.

      And him.

      As my agent said, the Railers were an exciting team, a new team, a team that wanted me playing the big games, and boy was I ready for that. I’d been drafted at eighteen, and since then, nine long years, I’d played AHL hockey. Not that that was essentially a bad thing, but still, I wanted to play for the cup. I wanted that ring, and the depth the team was creating was going to enable them to make that run. Hopefully with me hanging on for dear life and not fucking up too much.

      “You’re one of those skaters who grow into their skills, their bodies.” That was what my agent pointed out whenever I lost the conviction that I could do any of this. “The boy has become a man,” he had added, because he did that kind of thing where he sounded like Yoda but with the ability to get his words in the right order.

      Emma stopped walking, and I nearly crashed into her. So much for my much-vaunted balance and awareness.

      “This is one of our defensive coaches,” she said, and waved a hand at a tall blond dude who stepped out of a doorway marked “Coaches”, who you’d have to be a complete idiot not to recognize. “Jared Madsen,” she added, just in case maybe I was one of those skaters who didn’t know the world of people he played in.

      “Welcome to the Railers,” Jared said, and extended his hand. A defenseman turned coach, he was also in the middle of some serious issues about who he was dating. I mean, I knew that anyway, but Emma had spent a good thirty minutes challenging my conceptions on life as if she wanted to shake free a certain level of support for the Ten/Jared thing that was going on. She really didn’t need to do that.

      A simple, “Love is love,” from me, and she nodded approvingly.

      I shook Jared’s hand and attempted a smile, which I hoped encompassed how I felt about him dating a dude, and how it was cool, and I accepted and supported it. Likely, though, given the cold that was rattling my bones, it came out more of a grimace, because his eyebrows raised in question.

      “It’s all a bit much at first, new team and all,” Jared said, and released his hold on my hand. He was giving me an out; offering me the chance to explain the half smile.

      Best foot forward and all.

      “Happy for you and Ten, Coach,” I said, then blustered ahead to qualify the statement. “I like Tennant, he’s a good kid.” Shit. Had calling him “kid” drawn attention to the age difference between Coach Madsen and Tennant? Not that it was that bad, but… “I mean a good forward, good for the team.”

      At that, Coach smiled. “Thank you.” He had a clipboard in his hand and a gaggle of kids standing behind him, all peering around him and staring up at me.

      “Who’s he?” someone faux-whispered, a young boy, no more than nine. This was clearly some kind of Railers outreach visit, or a school thing, or something like that. I put on my game face.

      “Hi guys,” I said, and stepped to one side so they could all see me. “Erik Gunnarsson, right wing.”

      There was a moment’s hesitation, and then all hell broke loose—questions, comments, congratulations…a couple of the kids had even heard of me. Coach Madsen had to kind of corral them into a cohesive group, and you could tell he took the word “coach” to heart, because one word, and like a throng of ducklings they followed him away.

      “Down here,” Emma said, and continued to talk as we walked down the long corridor toward the elevators. “The Railers do a lot of outreach in the community, with schools. We have a newly formed sled team, work with several local charities, and have fundraising nights that you’ll be expected to attend.”

      “Cool,” I said, for want of something else to say. We’d had charity events in the San Diego Admirals, only they hadn’t been quite as fancy as what I imagined an NHL team set up, like casino nights and puppy adoptions. Being a player wasn’t just about the playing; the charity side, the outreach, they were all vital parts of my life. Back in Sweden as a kid, in my first team, I’d been in charge of fundraising. My gran had always said I could raise money just by using my dimples and curls.

      Gran was obviously biased, but she’d been right that I had raised a lot of money.

      And believe me, I have always known how to use my dimples and curls.

      Emma called the elevator, and we waited in the cold corridor, me pulling down the sleeves of my worn Admirals jersey and her sinking deeper into her furry-hooded coat.

      “We have a press release for tomorrow,” she said. “Our social media consultant will want to schedule a meeting with you and suggested we drop by after the tour. That will be Layton Foxx, and I’ll introduce you to him after you’ve got your bearings post-skate.”

      “Sure.” I filed away the name. I’d seen the press conference for the guys on the team who were doing the horizontal, but the man who’d orchestrated how it all happened wasn’t someone I knew.

      The elevator arrived, and I gestured for Emma to go in first. She smiled at me, although to be fair I could see very little of her face under the fur of her hood. I smiled back and moved to the opposite side of the car. Hands off. No touching. Stay professional. Don’t act available.

      All wise words from my gran, my agent, and my best friend Lars.  They were the ones helping me pick up the pieces of my life—of being a husband, a father, and of a summer that had changed my life.

      “This way,” Emma said, and I followed her out into another corridor. I was seriously going to get lost. Everything was different on this floor. The walls were devoid of posters about the team and instead adorned with printouts of inspirational hockey quotes. The intensity of them grew as we moved closer to the dressing area. Seemed like someone on this team believed in the power of positive thought. Just as we were being told in stark black capitals that the Railers were winners, we reached double doors, and she stopped again. This time the Gunnarsson grace and control of my body played its part well, and I managed to stop in time.

      “Your key card will get you into the changing room, and then into the locker room, so you need to have that on you at all times. Otherwise you’ll find yourself locked in the corridor with no way in.”

      “Key card. Got it.”

      “Try it now.”

      I tugged at the card on the lanyard and waved it, as instructed, over the panel.

      Ninety-five percent of me desperately hoped it didn’t work. The same percentage that really wanted to have been picked up by an NHL team that wasn’t the Railers. Any team. Even a shitty one that regularly beat my beloved New York Rangers.

      Just my luck, it worked, and suddenly I was out of my comfort zone. In there was a team waiting for a new right wing; someone who could shore up their fourth line after they’d lost veteran Marc Gauthier to a long-term lower-body injury.

      In there were skaters I knew well: Tennant Rowe, Adler Lockhart, Jens Hedlund, Dieter Lehmann, Lee Addison, fellow Swede Arvid Ulfsson, and the captain Connor Hurleigh, to name but a few. Hell, Anatoly ‘Toly’ Sokolov was in there, and he was a personal hero of mine, not to mention my potential fellow winger on the fourth line.

      “Are you okay?” Emma asked. “I know it can be overwhelming.”

      “I’m not overwhelmed. I’m excited,” I reassured her.

      I’m desperate to get on the ice for the Railers all while avoiding a big Russian.

      “I’m just cold,” I added, because she was probably reacting to my pale face or my shivering and taking it as nerves.

      I wasn’t nervous about the hockey or the players; that was my job, and I could do my job.

      There was only one thing that was causing the butterflies in my chest and the nausea that threatened.

      Terror at coming face to face with Stanislav Lyamin. Stan, the man I’d loved and then thrown away last year. One conditioning camp, one long summer, and one affair I would never forget. I’d fallen in love, with the big goalie who spoke no English except for what he’d picked up in popular culture. We’d fallen for each other without much in the way of talking. Who does that kind of thing?

      And Stan? He was the starting goalie for the Harrisburg Railers, and he was in that room.

      “Det blir som det blir,” I murmured. “Whatever will be, will be.”

      Stan will ignore me, or hit me, or look at me with those tragically beautiful gray eyes.

      “Sorry?”

      “Superstition,” I said quickly. People expected hockey players to do some weird things for good luck, and she nodded that she understood. The locker room door was also locked, accessed with the card, and after waving the card at the reader, we were in.

      Noise died. What had been a cacophony of shouts, laughter and talking when I pushed the door open stopped dead. There was me thinking I could walk in to maybe a small group of the team, a subset of the entire team, maybe meet them a few at a time. But no, I wasn’t going to be so lucky.

      Everyone was in there, and one by one they acknowledged me with a handshake if they were close enough, or a welcoming nod if not.

      Captain Connor Hurleigh crossed to me, shook my hand. “Welcome to the Railers,” he said.

      I have mad respect for Connor. Coming in as the captain of an expansion team is a challenge, and one that he’d managed, getting the new team to the playoffs last year. I had so much to say to him, so many questions, but all I could do was look for the one person who I couldn’t immediately see in the room. Stan.

      “Sorry about the lack of heating back here,” Connor continued. “They said it would be fixed by three. You ready for this?”

      I was half listening. Stan was seriously nowhere to be seen. And really, you couldn’t miss the six-four giant mountain of a man, particularly in his goalie gear. His size had been one of the things that had attracted me. I’m not small, but I top out at six feet and carry thirty pounds less than he does. When we’d met in Sweden, all I’d been able to think had been that he was gorgeous, and sexy, and I wanted him.

      So I’d worked harder on chasing Stan than I had on my conditioning.

      I’d had Stan in my bed, and my heart, for the whole camp. I’d fallen in love, and then I’d been a coward. Or a hero? Who knew what I’d been; all that remained was that I’d thrown him away.

      “Okay, then, let’s get you suited up,” Connor said, and his words pulled me back. Had I been standing there like an idiot? He didn’t seem pissed at me, so maybe I hadn’t fucked up on my first morning there. “Your stuff is in the stall. We put you with Toly.”

      Anatoly “Toly” Sokolov, fellow winger and future friend, I hoped, had a welcoming smile on his face, and talked to me the entire time I stripped and changed, pulling on the practice jersey of my new team. Practice jerseys were black and white, but the logo of a train was on all of them. Mine was black, the same as Toly’s, and he fist-bumped me when I finished lacing my skates, thoughtfully available ready for me in my stall.

      Stan was probably out on the ice. I could picture him now, graceful despite his size and his equipment. He’d be in net, maybe working on his stretches, or his blocker side, which he always complained was weaker than glove side. He’d be concentrating hard, and he wouldn’t even notice I was there.

      What was I to the big Russian anyway? A holiday fling? He’d walked away from me just as hard as I’d walked away from him. He understood we couldn’t be together. He had a life that fit his NHL dreams.

      I’d married Freja because it had been the right thing to do; we had a baby together. Even post break-up, my family thought I was managing wonderfully with my color-coded schedules and my nanny, but who was I kidding? My life wasn’t together. My life was actually all kinds of messed up, and the fear of facing Stan for the first time since last summer wasn’t helping at all.

      I had a soon-to-be-official ex-wife, a new baby that I was the primary carer for, a nanny who saved my life on a daily basis, extensive debt, an empty rented apartment that needed filling, and a shark of a lawyer on speed-dial.

      Today, here in this place, I had a Russian I needed to face.

      I hit the ice, the smooth glide of skates on the cold stuff enough to snap me out of my misery as I pushed into lazy circles.  Still no sign of Stan, and the backup goalie was out, leaning on his net and shooting the breeze with one of the coaches.

      There was some joking, stretches, horsing around, and I began to take note of the rink, and the seating, and the huge jumbotron above my head.

      Then the air shifted, or there was a noise, or I felt something. I don’t know what it was exactly, but I knew he was there. I was still attuned to him, like he’d never left my heart or head at all. I just knew.

      Connor patted my arm. “And this is Stan, our starting goalie.”
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      There are many people I would have rather seen standing on the ice of my practice arena than Erik. For example my beloved sister, Galina, my sainted mother, Arina, my cat, Lucy, or my new gay American heartthrob, Zachary Quinto.

      Zachary would be wearing only a smile even though it’s cold on the ice.

      But no, none of them were standing in front of me wearing a Railers sweater and curls. Those damn golden curls. They’d always tempted me beyond sense. As had his mouth. And the way he would tilt his head when he was trying to understand me out of bed. In bed? There was no language barrier. Our bodies had always been tuned to each other like radio waves to a satellite dish.

      Even now, I felt the low hum of his presence in my veins. I had feared this moment would come. From the first time I’d heard his name mentioned as being a new member of the Rush, our AHL feeder team, I’d known he would eventually stand in front of me, tipping his head, with his curls, his eyes and his mouth.

      Connor was looking at me as if he expected something from me. Ah yes, words. He wanted me to say something. How did “go fuck a donkey” translate into English?

      “We are known to each other.”

      I skated to my net, mask perched on my head, and tried to focus. The humming in my blood was unsettling. Closing my eyes, I let the blue ice under my skates talk to me. Opening myself up to the sounds of hockey, the stress of seeing Erik again lessened. I whispered to the pipes as I tapped them. Asked them in Russian if they were going to be my friends during this practice.

      “Uh, hey, I know this is a strict breach of protocol and all…but is there a problem between you and Gunner?”

      I glanced to the left. Tennant stood there, geared up, his stick casually resting across his shoulders. So Erik now had his American hockey nickname. Why didn’t I have a new American hockey nickname? Pah. I was being petty. It tasted bad on my tongue.

      “Gunner is okay person from time back in space.” Was that right? English was hard to speak. It made no sense. How could there be three ways to spell one word? Russian was simple. Strong. Pure. A language of passion and spirit. American was whiney and tied my brain into knots. No, that was not true. American was a wonderful language. It was me who was whiney and unhappy. “Time back. In the back of time. Is bad time to talk. Go away.”

      I waved my stick at him.

      “Okay, yeah, sorry. Didn’t mean to mess up your mojo, big man.”

      My best friend skated away, looking like a whipped dog. When he returned to the others, he shrugged, then they talked. About me. I knew it was about me. I was being stupid and making my friends confused. Truly, they couldn’t be more confused than I was. On one hand, I hated Erik for using me, but I had used him too, a bit. More than a bit. But last summer in Helsinki had been meant to only be for sex, slaking the need. We had been the only two men who liked men among forty or so others. And he had been so handsome and smiled so prettily when I would wink at him secretly. Ugh. My pipes were not talking to me. They were angry that I was ignoring them.

      “I am done with him in my head now. Only you.” I ran my gloved hand over the icy steel.

      When I turned to face center ice a moment later, every Railer was staring at me. But the only gaze that burned into my soul was Erik’s.

      “I am make good now with pipes. We may play.” I reached up and flipped my mask down.

      “So let it be written…” Adler Lockhart said, and many laughed. I didn’t know what that meant. There was so much said around me that I didn’t understand. I felt like the foreigner that I was all the time. Sometimes I wanted to just go home to my mother, but that wouldn’t be safe. Russia was not a good place for a gay man. Mama knew that and never asked for me to come back home to visit. She and my baby sister were the only ones who knew. And Erik, of course. Keeping the secret had kept me safe, perhaps even alive, until I could leave Mother Russia.

      “Stan, are you feeling okay?”

      My gaze flew to Alain Gagnon, our goalie coach, who had skated up on my left unseen. So bad. That was so bad. My concentration was gone today. I blamed Erik and his curls.

      “Yes, fine. Fit as fiddle.” I grinned and tapped my chest with my blocker. “Someone shoot puck at me!”

      They all stared at me like idiots. I looked at Alain. He was not a handsome man, but he knew goaltending. He wore two diamond-studded Cup rings. How many did I wear? None. That was because I let things like Erik’s bouncy blond ringlets make my pipes stop talking.

      “You do know that if you need to talk to me about anything, I’m right down the hall from the dressing room.”

      “Yes, I know. I am good. Strong in head.”

      He nodded. I nodded.

      “Shoot pucks at me!” I bellowed.

      The squads hurried to comply. Angry Russians seemed to intimidate them for some reason. Blocking shots would be good for me. Alain skated off after giving me a funny look.

      The first shot came from Tennant. It hit me dead center of my black practice jersey, right in the train on my chest. I drew in a long breath through my nose, exhaled, and let the puck drop to the ice. It got kicked away. Another shot came at me from the left, another soft one. Warm-up shots. Each man took several at me, even Erik. His snap shot had improved since we’d been on the ice together last. A flash of my glove up, and I had the blistering shot neatly caught.

      And then it started again, over and over, the shots growing faster, harder, more accurately aimed. Sweat ran down my neck, into my eyes, down my back. It was good sweat, though, cleansing sweat. The sweat of hard work. That was a sweat any poor Russian boy was familiar with.

      Now that I was in my head, the pipes felt warmer to me. Happy to have me near. They caught two slap shots and sang out in joy. Such good pipes. They were truly a goalie’s best friend.

      Coach Benning gave us a talk after scrimmage had ended. I was seated alone, my back to the other men, hoping I could undress and shower without seeing Erik again. It was a bad situation there in the dressing room.

      “Tomorrow night we’re hosting Boston. I want you all to have your skates sharp and your heads on straight. We’re in a three-way tie for first in our division. Every game counts. Every point is important. The battle for bragging rights for Pennsylvania is on the line.”

      Everyone mumbled in agreement. Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, and Harrisburg were all log-jammed at the top of the Eastern Division. With about a third of the season behind us, now was the time to make sure we did not slip.

      “Tomorrow’s skate is optional. I want you all rested and mentally sharp. Boston will not lie down for us. They’re big, tough, and hungry. They want to stay on top in the Atlantic Division as badly as we want to stay on top in the Eastern. So go home, sleep, eat, meditate, do whatever it is that gets your head into the space where we need it to be.”

      Coach Benning walked out then. The dressing room got loud. Men laughed and talked. Someone turned on some music. Dieter yelled at Adler about hairbands. Dirty socks flew overhead. I paid it all little mind. I needed to get showered, leave, and go home to Lucy. Maybe watch TV and plan more for my party for New Year’s. My sister was coming. She had never seen my home in Harrisburg. She was so excited to finally see America. My mother also had been invited, but her fear of flying kept her grounded in Leskovo, the dying little farming town I had grown up in. I invited her weekly, it seemed, and she always refused.

      If only I could go back and sit beside her on the plane, hold her hand, but she would not let me. She feared my secret being discovered just as deeply as she did getting onto a plane.

      “Hey, we’re all going to get together at our place for some Pokémon training. You want to come?” Tennant sat down beside me. He had just left the showers and had a towel around his lean waist. Water ran from his hair down his nose.

      “No, thank you. I have food-planning for party.”

      My friend slapped my sweaty shoulder. “Okay, cool. I hope you have those cheese pancake things like you had last year. Those were freaking incredible!”

      “Syrniki. Yes. I have those coming with catering.”

      “You rock.” Tennant bumped the side of my fist with his, then leaped to his bare feet and ambled off to talk with Arvy and Dieter.

      My gaze moved over the room and landed on Erik. Undressing, his back to us, showing me and the world his ass. It was still as tight and high as I recalled. Try as I might, I couldn’t look away from his backside. Skate dangling from my hand by its laces, the tidal wave of memories from our summer together crashed over me, pulling me out to sea in a salty, frothy wash of remembered passion.

      Erik spread out over the bed in my tiny room in the training center, one hand gripping the headboard tightly and the other over his mouth to mute his cries of pleasure. I was between his spread legs, his beautiful prick in my mouth, working his tight ass with three fingers. His body was slick with sweat, as the air conditioning in my room was weak. Sitting in Harrisburg, I could still smell him. That tangy aroma of man, sweat, sex, and cucumber-melon soap filled my nose even now. I could hear the headboard creaking as he pulled strongly on it each time my fingers stroked his prostate. And if I closed my eyes, I could taste him. Musky and male on my tongue as he came, coating my throat. He thrashed madly, pumping deeply, making me gag and groan. I took myself in hand then, with the zest of him thick on my tongue, and stroked myself hard and fast until my palm was slick with my release.

      I dreamily tasted my lips and found them dry and lacking the erotic flavor of Erik Gunnarsson that I’d become so addicted to last summer. Now I felt battered and bruised, as if that wave of hot lust had beaten me against the rocky shore of reality. When I opened my eyes, Erik’s gaze met mine. I shifted uncomfortably, my hard cock unhappy over the cramped conditions of the two cups pressing against it.

      His eyes were such a stunning shade of green, and the undercurrent of emotion and want began to tug on me yet again. Just a taste, maybe…for old time’s sake, as they say. One hot, hard purging of any lingering tenderness. In the skate-sharpening room maybe. Up against the wall… Ugh! This situation was…was…

      “Pizdets,” I muttered, my gaze flying from Erik to the water cooler.

      “What is fucked up?” Toly asked while walking behind me to the showers.

      “What is not?” I grunted, and threw my skate into my cubicle. I spoke to no one else as I stripped and showered. My friends tried talking to me while I was dressing, but I remained inside myself, eager to put distance between Erik and my upset.

      “Stan, where are you going?” Toly shouted at my back as I stalked from the dressing room, winter coat on my back, large lapels up to shield my ears from the wind and cold. “Stanislav, you rode in with me!”

      I bulled through the door, ignoring Peter, the nice security man who stood guard by the players’ entrance. Peter called out something to me as the door slammed shut but I didn’t answer. Now I felt bad. This wasn’t me. I was always nice to people because mostly I liked them all.

      I stepped out into the weather, turned from the players’ cars, and headed to the street out of the back entrance. Fans didn’t know I did this otherwise they might have been waiting and one day they’d figure it out, but that day wasn’t this one.

      Then I stood huddled up with several other people, waiting for a bus. No fan would assume the goalie for the Railers would be taking a bus and that was working for me right now.

      No one huddled here talked to anyone. Usually people smiled or nodded at me because I stood out a bit. Today, they looked up at me then glanced away. My angry face must be scaring them. I didn’t see anyone pull out a phone and take photos though; people here seemed to respect my privacy.

      Large, flat flakes blew around the bus shelter, adding fluffy inches to the already heavy amount of snow on the ground.

      The cold didn’t bother me too much. When the bus pulled up, I admit to being glad to see it, though. The warm air flowed out of the open door. I allowed an old woman to enter before me, then I climbed into the city bus, taking a seat by a window.

      It would take several buses and a few changeovers to reach home, but that was good. It would give me time to clear my head. A man behind me coughed wetly. Hopefully I’d not catch the flu that was going around. Burrowing into my coat, I pulled out my phone and found a music app that Tennant had shown me how to work. Since I read little to no English, everything in America was a struggle for me. Driving, for instance. I was not yet licensed in Pennsylvania but was studying the drivers’ manual hard. The state issued them in Russian, and the test was given in several languages, Russian being one of them. Anatoly had helped me find all this information on a Russian website the state had set up. That was kind of the people who ran Pennsylvania. I know many people say that we should not get benefits if we do not speak English, but truly, it is a hard language, and we who come here are trying hard.

      In the spring I would be ready, I felt, to take the drivers’ test. That would make me even more American. That was my goal. To become an American citizen and bring my mother and sister over to live with me. There was little in Russia for a man like me. But here in America, there were roads lined with yellow bricks. No. Was that right? Gold bricks, maybe.

      I pulled out my phone and looked up yellow bricks. They were not in America but in Oz. I liked that movie. I liked so much about America, the hard language aside. The food was good, the movies filled with action and sex, and the music was uniquely American.

      The bus rolled along, stopping to let people on and off. I found my earbuds and slid them in, content to bounce along until I had to catch another bus for the final ride out to Hershey. My playlists were long and had funny names. Tennant had told me to give them funny names as he did our groups chats on the computer. Those I also had trouble reading, but the pictures and gifs were funny.

      This one that was playing now was my favorite. I had named it “King of Las Vegas and World”, because Elvis was that. I loved him so much. Hearing him sing made me happy, and happy was what I needed now. Happy would always win out over unhappy. So I listened to Elvis singing, working on trying to memorize the lyrics because Elvis spoke good English. It was very hip and cool English too. His movies were hip and cool, just like him.

      It took me over an hour to get from the arena to my neighborhood. The ride with Anatoly usually took half that, but I had needed the time alone. Walking along the well-groomed streets, I was peaceful inside now. My house was waiting for me, tucked back among some big trees. The siding was gray and the shutters black. It was a big house. Five bedrooms and three bathrooms. Plenty of room for my sister and mother to settle in. I might have gone wild when I chose it, since I was a bachelor, but maybe…someday…I’d have a husband and enough children to fill all those bedrooms. That was also my dream. American citizen, Stanley Cup champion, beloved husband and father, and my mother and sister there to enjoy all my success and spoil the children.

      As I stepped inside my massive house, there was no husband or child to greet me. I stamped the snow from my shoes, tossed my keys and phone to the table in the foyer, and called out for my cat.

      “Lucy, I am home,” I shouted, and my sweet kitty ran down the stairs, meowing loudly. I picked up the longhaired brown cat and draped her over my shoulder. She purred and began pulling threads out of my suit jacket as she kneaded. “Silly cat. Let’s eat and watch ‘Viva Las Vegas’ again.”

      Elvis and Ann-Margaret. Yes. They would be far less confusing than thinking about Erik and how his hard body fit so perfectly next to mine.
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      When a coach tells you that a skate is optional that doesn’t apply equally to every member of the team. Arvy was there working on his accuracy, and then there was me, and Toly, and the last man in our line, Martin “Charlie” Brown. We would be working together tonight against Boston, and today was all about getting a feel for each other. We’d practiced yesterday, but this was more concerning skating in a simple cohesive line and passing the puck.

      I’d never played with Toly before, and to be honest I was still overwhelmed that I got to play on the same line as him at all.

      Charlie, on the other hand, had attended a lot of the same intense training and conditioning schools as I had in summer breaks, including the fateful one where Stan and I had happened.

      Please don’t Charlie talk about last summer.

      We skated in soft, flowing movements, getting our line in sync. Toly was slower, but his accuracy was spot on, Charlie was like a damn greyhound, and me? I managed to find a rhythm that was halfway between. I had to study my line, learn Charlie and Toly, the look of them, the way they reversed direction, how fast they were, how quickly they could pass, the moves they made, and had game tape keyed up that I could check out later.

      “I want to see you a step ahead, Charlie,” Coach Benning said as we huddled around him. “Toly, you’re backing this up.” He tapped the board that held an assortment of Xs and Os. “Use your speed, Charlie, get into position—and Gunner, I need you here, so that you can cover their D getting to Charlie and get that puck over the center line.”

      I listened to every word, even said my bit when asked if I had questions, and then Charlie and Toly called it a day, which left me alone on the ice. There’d been no sign of Stan today, and why would there be? He was a starting goalie who was likely at home doing some of those incredibly impressive stretches that had made my mouth water every time I’d seen them.

      If you haven’t made love with a stretchy-bendy goalie, then you haven’t lived.

      A second person joined me in lazy circles. Arvid “Arvy” Ulfsson was not only a fellow Swede, but he’d lived only a few towns over from Ornskoldsvik, which is where I grew up. Everyone in and around O-vik plays hockey, like hockey town Sweden. He knew the beautiful summers and the dark, cold winters on icy lakes as well as I did.

      “Det var länge sedan vi sågs sist,” he said as we fell into a smooth set of figure eights, crossing in the center of the rink. Long time no see.

      We were around the same age, but he’d been drafted and actually played NHL hockey straight from his second year. The six-foot defenseman was one of these eternally happy guys, the one on the bench who kept spirits high even if you were losing so badly you just wanted to go and hide in the locker room. I liked him, and hell, he spoke Swedish. Of course, we both spoke excellent English—in Swedish schools it’s a pre-requisite, along with a love of hockey, it seems. But sometimes you just want to talk in your own language and know that it’s just the two of you who understand.

      “How are you?” I asked, the familiar vowels and syllables of Swedish relaxing me. I needed that after spending the first part of the session waiting for Charlie to ask me about that summer and to have to field questions like, “Didn’t you and Stan get super close?”

      “Doing good.” Arvy switched so he was skating backward, shadowing me, feinting left then right, turning back, icing to a stop and then skating at speed away from me. This was his role—defending, following their forwards whatever they did. I gave nothing away, but tried a few moves and managed to shake him off once. By the time we were finished, we were laughing, leaning on the wood, shooting the breeze about home and family and people we knew.

      Of course he would know about Freja, and the fact that we’d married, and that we’d had a baby. The Swedish skaters had a network of gossip, and I knew it must have come up.

      “Sorry to hear about you and Freja,” he said, lifting his water bottle and squirting a healthy mouthful. “Must be hard.”

      “It’s okay,” I reassured him, “it was a mutual thing.”

      Arvy nodded. “And you have a baby, I heard? A little one.”

      “Noah. He’s nearly nine months now. He’s living with me.” I gave him the look I gave everyone, daring him to ask why he wasn’t with his mom. Arvy didn’t even go there; clearly my expression of warning was enough.

      Noah and I were fine on our own, happier than if I’d stayed with Freja just because it was expected. We had our nanny, Amy, and the three of us rattling around in my empty apartment were exactly right and as it should be.

      “I can’t believe you’re a dad,” Arvy said with a grin. “Changing diapers, burping the little one, getting up in the night…”

      “This is why I have a nanny.”

      I let him think I did nothing, but in all honesty, sitting up with Noah in the early hours of the morning, holding him, finding my Zen space with him curled on my chest, was my idea of heaven. He had the same curls as me—Freja called it his curse, but she was always looking for things that made Noah more mine and less hers, so I ignored what she said. Noah also had my green eyes, although his had tiny amber flecks. I had photos on my phone, but I wasn’t ready to let anyone in to see those yet.

      Not even a man I’d known back home.

      We parted with smiles and a promise to get together soon, and that was it—my morning there was done.

      Most players take naps in the afternoon. I took a nap if Noah let me, which today he did. Curled up next to me, his arms flung out, he slept the sleep of the innocent. Getting to sleep myself was a slow process, so I honestly had no idea if the nap had done any good at all. Still, when I woke I felt ready to get back to the rink.

      After I’d laid on the sofa and cuddled Noah a bit longer while Amy went shopping.

      “So I met Stan again,” I began to explain to Noah, who blew tiny bubbles from his mouth as he drank his milk. I’d talked about Stan before to Noah—how we’d met, how I’d fallen so hard, but how I’d made a decision that was best for all of us. “He’s so big, and if he was holding you…”

      A sudden image of Stan holding Noah struck me front and center. Stan was a gentle giant when he wasn’t either icily in control or angry in goal, and Noah would look up at him and smile and…

      I had to stop that.

      “So anyway, the game Daddy plays, hockey, he plays it too.”

      I rocked Noah to sleep after playing with him a little; he was beginning to cruise the furniture in a stumbling fashion, and it fascinated me. Everything about Noah fascinated me, from the golden curls on his head to his big green eyes, and the way he seemed to smile with his entire body. I picked up my cell and took a few selfie kind of shots of Noah and emailed them to myself. One day I needed to actually print some of these photos and put them up on the wall. Not the walls of this place, but my real place when I finally moved to it.

      I regretted not taking the Railers up on the offer of a temporary place, but they talked as if it was this rookie bachelor hub, and hell, I had a baby, and a nanny.

      In those moments when I was really honest with myself, though, I knew it was my stubborn need to prove I could do this baby-daddy thing on my own that meant I was now in this old building that smelled faintly of cat pee and boiled cabbage.

      Never let it be said that I have any sense at all.

      “I’m going to send a picture to your momma,” I whispered to a sleeping Noah, and opened an app, adding the photo and sending it to her. I didn’t expect a reply; I never did. But I knew she was overseas; one thing she did do was share her calendar with me in case of emergency.

      Although what that meant, I didn’t know. I guessed if Noah needed a blood transfusion or bone marrow, because hell, that was the only way his mom would go anywhere near him. Flicking through Google hits on her name, I found a disturbing trend of her putting herself in more danger with each assignment. Afghanistan was the latest hit—three months, front line, right in the camera, ducking explosions, and looking gorgeous at the same time.

      The woman I’d slept with, twice, before I met Stan, was stunning. Long blonde hair, blue eyes, and a beautiful smile that her son had inherited. We’d met at a local hero’s awards show, both giving away prizes to young adults who had faced danger and won. She didn’t look quite so picture perfect in the latest photo, hair scraped back under a helmet, her fatigues blending in with the pile of stones behind her, but she looked alive and vital. She loved being a journalist, wanted nothing more than to stand at the very front of what was terrifying or dangerous, and make the world sit up and take notice.

      I’d been drawn to that danger, fucking her in the bathroom at the awards, then again against a wall in her room.

      Twice, and on one of those two times Noah had been conceived.

      But Noah and me? We didn’t have Freja anymore. No one had her; she belonged to a different world than us.

      “She’ll always love you,” I half-lied. I actually wasn’t entirely sure how she felt about Noah, only that I’d paid her to let me have him, something he would never know about.

      Call it stupidity, call it the result of having shitty parents, call it my own stubborn nature, but we’d created life, and that was important to me.

      A small part of me actually blamed Stan. I slept with Freja before that fateful summer camp. I didn’t know Freja was pregnant until after that time with Stan.

      Stan had shown me how easy it was to love someone, how a connection could be made, and suddenly my somewhat shallow life had begun to mean more. So when Freja contacted me and explained what had happened, that was when I’d made the decision.

      Have the baby, please.

      She’d already been twelve weeks, hadn’t even realized, had thought it was stomach flu, or something she’d picked up in her time in Honduras.

      She’d told me didn’t want the baby, that she was addicted to being scared, that she needed the passion of journalism, or crossing time zones and explaining disaster and pain for public consumption.

      Who was I to argue? I wanted…needed hockey. It was my life.

      Or it had been my life.

      What she didn’t realize was that the deep-seated fears and the overwhelming love that you have for a child are enough adrenaline to get any parent through the day.

      My cell vibrated, and it was her.

      He looks well. How are you?

      I thought carefully about my reply. Her question wasn’t about how Noah was, but to me there was no longer just-Erik, we were now Erik/Noah, and so my reply was a little broader.

      We’re doing fine. Saw you’d been in A.

      A break, and I imagined her in a tent in the middle of nowhere, which was where she spent most of her life.

      A was bad. Home in New Year.

      I only had one thing to say that. No, scratch that, two.

      Stay safe. Come visit if you like.

      And clearly, she had two things to say to me.

      Staying safe. I don’t think I will visit.

      I didn’t hate her for it. I wondered if one day Noah would. If I had to make a choice between Noah and hockey, between Noah and the icy dreams of winning a championship, I would choose Noah every time.

      Every. Single. Time.

      When it came time for me to leave, Amy took him from me, wished me luck at the game, and mentioned that furniture would be good. She said that every day. I should just give her my credit card, but to be honest, until money funneled to me from the Railers, I was seriously fucked. I mumbled something in return—a vague grunt that could be taken to mean anything—and she shook her head and went into the kitchen.

      She was used to me now.

      Every penny I had, bar some that I’d kept back to live on, had gone. I had a six hundred-thousand-dollar contract and nothing to show for it apart from a rented roof over my head, enough money to pay for Amy, and my shitty car. At least I had Noah with me; that was what mattered.

      The rest of my money? Well, let’s say it had taken that much to get lawyers to draw up papers, to divorce Freja and invest money in her career. I’d had paperwork signed and notarized, she’d waived her rights, Noah was mine, and in less than three months we would have a final divorce. Money consumed my thoughts, though and I wondered if I should approach management for some kind of loan.

      I was so lost in thoughts of balancing check books and wondering where was the best place to get furniture that I didn’t see him.

      Or feel him in that crazy sixth-sense way I’d had in Helsinki.

      Not until I crashed straight into the one man I didn’t want to talk to, or see again.

      Stan caught me, and I stumbled before he hauled me close to keep me upright.

      “Stupid,” Stan said, making it sound less a word and more a curse. Then he pushed me away, not roughly, but definitely firmly.

      Then we stood face to face, or at least my eyeline to his chin, and we didn’t move.

      “I have so much I want to say,” I began. Why was I doing this? He wasn’t interested in what I wanted to say. Not about the regrets, or the fact that I never should have left.

      The last thing we’d said, or rather that I’d said for us both, was that the summer was done and our lives would move on.

      “Not listen, stupid,” Stan said, and crossed his arms over his wide chest. He stared down at me with an unforgiving frown and tension radiating from every pore of him. The way he spoke, the stilted cute words, was enough to have me thinking back to that summer, in one rush of heat and sex and need.

      “I want to say something. Anything. Sorry, maybe?”

      He looked at me suspiciously. “Sorry?” he asked after a small pause.

      “For making decisions for both of us, for the summer, for everything.”

      “Hmmm,” he said, then uncrossed his arms. I saw he had a tattoo—something yellow, but I couldn’t make it out. He’d never had a tattoo before, and I knew, because I’d kissed, licked, and bitten my way over every inch of him.

      “Hmmm?” I prompted, because he seemed to be formulating a response somewhere along the line. Probably he had the words in Russian, and was now parsing them into coherent English.

      “One day to meet wife and baby,” he said. Then he subsided, like that simple sentence had stolen all his energy. Jeez, it had been easier when he’d used television commercials to form his sentences.

      Wait? My wife? My baby? Is he talking about Noah? He knows about Noah? Of course he does; anyone with an Instagram account knows about my marriage.

      How must it have looked? The photos out there of me marrying a pregnant Freja must have had him thinking only one thing, that I’d cheated on her with him, when that wasn’t true. So maybe that was what I needed to explain, about how she’d been a one night-stand, and that we’d conceived Noah, and that to a man like me marriage had been the only option.

      I blinked. I know I did. I know I was looking at him, and my mouth was probably open. Was he saying now that he wanted to meet Noah? Or that he didn’t? How did I explain that I didn’t have a wife anymore, that she’d left me just as I’d left him? How did I explain that she was a wife in name only, that she was Noah’s mom but nothing more?

      “Baby and wife,” he repeated.

      “For you?” I asked, really confused.

      “Team.” He waved a hand. “Bring here baby, for luck.”

      Oh. He meant the team. Not him. Not Stan.

      I guessed that was what I should have expected. Sadness curled inside me, and I knew I should explain, say something. Anything.

      “I want to tell you the truth—”

      “Nyet. Ya vse znayu. Know it.”

      “But you can’t know, I’m nearly divorced and—”

      “Nyet.”

      “When I was with you, it was only you. I promise that, Stan.”

      He stared at me, then he reached for my head and carded one hand through my hair, tugging gently as his fingers caught in the curls.

      “Like gold,” he murmured, and I swayed toward him, half erect at the sound of the deep, rumbling voice. Then he yanked his hand free, cursed loudly, and stalked past me in the corridor.

      The sadness and disquiet settled in for the evening, even right up to the coach’s speech at the beginning of the game.

      “Ten, keep your eye on your brother, I want to know if you see anything, okay?”

      I knew Ten’s brother was the captain of the Boston team. It always helped to have some insider knowledge, but equally they would be saying the same for Ten, keeping an eye on our star player.

      “On it, Coach,” Ten agreed, and fist-bumped Arvy.

      Stan sat very quiet in his corner, and I recollected that he’d done that in Helsinki. He would often sit quietly, eyes closed, humming softly. The memories flooded me again, and there was that familiar sadness laced with regret.

      Maybe I should bring Noah in one day. Maybe if Stan saw us together, saw the unconditional love I was capable of giving… Then maybe Stan might like me again, and then I could explain how I’d packed to go back to him the night my life changed forever.

      That was all I wanted.

      The game was hard; you can’t go up against an elite team like Boston and not feel it in every aching muscle. We were only just beginning the third period, one goal down, and Ten skated as if he was on fire. He was everywhere and nowhere, and the Boston defense was losing sight of him more often than not. Eight shots on goal from him so far, and one of them had to go in. Surely.

      Stan was a wall for us. He’d only let in two goals, one of them questionable as to whether there had been goaltender interference. Arvy certainly let the Boston D know he was unhappy with a nice left hook. We killed that power play, but only because Stan stood on his damn head to block the puck.

      Five minutes left in the game, and one of the Boston Ds was given a penalty for hooking, abruptly we were on a power play. Somehow, in the blink of an eye, with magic that left the bench in silence, Ten was there, and this time the puck went right past their goalie and the score was tied.

      Everyone shouted for Ten, and when he skated past the bench, touching gloves, he wore a wide grin.

      But I wasn’t looking at Ten. I was looking way past him, at the way Stan leaned on his pipes, at the grin I could make out from here.

      I might have decided that things had ended, but clearly my brain hadn’t informed my libido, or more importantly, my heart.
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      “Ya lyublyu tebya.” Words of affection and adoration. I love you. And I did. And they loved me. Tonight, my pipes had been loving friends, catching three Boston shots. I rubbed the cold metal pipe with my catcher as the Railers fans chanted and stamped their feet. “Lyubite menya nemnogo dol’she,” I added, asking them to love me just a bit longer. I turned from my net and glanced at the clock. Only two minutes left. Something pulled at me, making me look at the Railers bench. At Erik.

      Anger bubbled up inside my chest. Pain, too. So much pain, fresh, as if he’d just walked out on me yesterday. The ache in my chest felt like bad heartburn, or when one has drunk too much vodka and vomits it back up. That was what I felt looking at my ex-lover, that burning fire racing up my throat. Why had I been so stupid as to fall for him so quickly? Why did I give my heart so easily? Lust had driven me to lure him to my bed. And he had been eager to come. So eager. And so willing. He had held me as if he cared. Whispered tender things. My Swedish was bad, his Russian worse, but the emotions and feelings had spoken for us. But I’d thought he might stay with me, somehow, when camp ended. Although in all honesty it seemed stupid now to have had such romantic dreams. A gay Russian man did not flaunt his homosexuality by moving in with a pretty, blond Swedish man back home. It just wasn’t done, especially out in the country where I had been raised. Yes, there were young people in the cities who were accepting, but not enough. Not nearly enough… Deep down, I think, I knew this, but still I dreamed. Of him, of a life with him, children, love. Here in America this dream could be real. Men could marry here in this wonderful country. They could adopt children, even! Even now the fantasy wanted to settle on my shoulders, but I shook it off like an unwanted embrace. I hated him. Yes. And that was how it would remain. How it must remain if I were to keep my heart.

      I was so lost in the past drama that the shot from Brady Rowe hitting my shoulder startled me. I flopped my arm up and over my head, batting the puck away. Tennant’s brother was like a wolfhound on the scent of its prey. Big, fierce, and determined, the eldest Rowe slid into my crease, his stick working around my skates. That made me mad. Him being in my blue ice and my being angry with Erik left me feeling dumb and unprofessional.

      “Fuck off, stupid face!” I snarled at Brady, then shoved him. Hard. He went to his ass and I kicked the puck away from my net. Of course, the Railers who were on the ice skated into my net, as did the other Boston players. Pushing and shoving happened. Whistles blew. Players fell on top of Brady. The clock was stopped as men rolled around on the ice, trying to pull off sweaters and helmets while a TV timeout was called. I grabbed my water bottle and skated past the knot of players on the ice. Seeing Brady pinned by Adler Lockhart’s big body, I took my advantage and squirted him in the face with my drinking water.

      He spat and cursed. I skated to my bench, smiling widely, knowing I’d probably get a fine, but it would be worth it. I could afford it. My contract gave me close to two million dollars a year. What was a few thousand lost in a fine?

      “Fucking Aquaman right here!” Tennant shouted amid the peals of laughter. I grinned at my friend and let the players tousle my sodden hair. “I wish it had been me doing that to him!”

      A trainer took my old water bottle and filled it with fresh, cold water—you fill the bottle but do not replace it because there is luck with my old bottle—while I took pats on the back from everyone but Erik. His gaze and mine tangled, though. He inclined his head. I did the same. Then I skated back to my crease with cold water and doused myself repeatedly while the penalty minutes were being assigned.

      We ended up with ninety seconds of four-on-four. Brady Rowe had been assessed a goaltender interference call and Adler Lockhart had gotten a roughing penalty. Four-on-four was good for me; there was more room on the ice, and I could see plays developing that much faster. Not much happened until the final twenty seconds, when a rolling shot deflected off the skate of my ex…whatever he was. Erik was trying to defend the net, I knew that. It was what the coaches call a “freaky deflection” that I simply couldn’t adjust quickly enough to stop. The puck slithered under my right leg pad a second before I could seal pad to ice. The red light flashed, and Boston celebrated right in my face.

      “I’m sorry, Stan. I didn’t even see the shot,” Erik was saying as I closed my eyes and looked heavenward, resting on my ass in my crease. I didn’t have a response for him, so I just got to my feet and gave him my back. My pipes and I had a long talk in Russian. Erik had left the ice by the time I’d stopped explaining myself to my pipes, who had done all they could this night.

      The loss stung a bit but, as always with sports, it was crucial not to dwell. Goalies especially can get mental blocks over a bad luck shot like that one that had bounced off Erik’s skate. During the post-game interviews, I was asked how I felt about the bad goal by Gunner.

      “Was not bad for him. Was bad for me. Was on me big bad.”

      The reporters nodded and moved on, gathering around Erik. Watching him trying to apologize to the city about that goal, I felt bad for him. A little bit.

      After the press left, we showered. Not Erik and me, no, that was not happening ever again. I made sure he was out of the showers before I went in. When I was drying off in front of my cubicle, several players gathered around me.

      “Hey, big guy,” Tennant said. I gave him a look that made him smile awkwardly. “Glad to hear that you’re cool with what happened out there.” He jerked his dark head toward the ice.

      “Is cool for papermen,” I replied, and returned to organizing my kit layer by layer.

      The gang of half-dressed players lingered. I flung my shoulder pads into my cubicle, lifted my gaze from my pads lying on their side, and glowered at the men assembled around me.

      “Stan, we know there’s some sort of past with you and Gunner. I mean, you’d have to be blind to miss the animosity,” Connor was now saying in his best captain tone of voice. Tennant I could push off, also Adler, Arvy, Dieter, and the rest, but the captain? No. Him I listen to, because he is our leader. I began to speak. Connor lifted a hand. “I don’t need to know what it is, but I do need to say that whatever it is needs to be handled. The tension is creeping into the locker room and affecting the team.”

      “I understand good,” I replied. Connor lifted an eyebrow. “I do. I understand good.” The words were jamming up inside my head. So many whirling thoughts and sentiments. Sorting the language was hard. “I’m not mad at Erik more.”

      “I’m not asking you to go over and kiss the man on the mouth or anything,” Connor interjected. A flash of buried memory flared to life. Of me doing just that, capturing Erik’s mouth as we tripped and stumbled into my hotel room, his hands pulling at my shirt, my fingers wound in all those golden curls. My body reacted with a rush of need that surged to my crotch. “Just try not to make it so obvious that you and him have issues.”

      “Truth,” said Adler. “There are players that we all have trouble with, right? But for this team to steam onward to the playoffs, we can’t let that dislike derail us.” He grinned at me. “See what I did there? I went with the train motif because we’re Railers and…yeah. Okay, I’m going to go shower now.”

      “Dude has got a point, Stan,” Tennant chimed in as Connor continued to study me like a bug pinned to a board. “Harmony is important. Maybe you could just go shake the guy’s hand or something?”

      “I will do or something on morning time.”

      “Maybe you should do it now.”

      I threw a dark look at Connor Hurleigh. I did not like his captain talk right now. So I stood up and continued with the bad eyeballs.

      “No time like the present,” he added as I tried to stare him down. Usually my size intimidated most, but not our captain. He folded his arms over his bare chest and tipped up his chin.

      “Fine. I am shaking hands now.” I stormed through the two men blocking me, nearly sending Tennant to his ass, and stalked up to Erik. I slapped his back. He grunted and whirled around to see who had struck him. I extended my hand. His beautiful green eyes darted from my face to my open palm. “All is groovy.”

      “Ah, okay. Thanks, Stan.” He placed his hand in mine.

      The other men in the room—hell, the room itself—seemed to be swallowed up by the universe. It was only Erik and me, skin on skin, eyes locked. Memories rode over me unbidden, like Cossack horsemen. The first time I saw him. Our bumbling attempts to communicate back when my English was not as peachy keen as it was now. His laughter, his smile, the way he tipped his head, the spark of desire in those emerald eyes, the feel of him under me, his body clamping down around me as he bucked and arched back for more of my cock.

      I ripped my hand from his, my prick hard but thankfully well hidden behind my cups. I turned and walked back to my space.

      “Is good now. Go leap off tall building in single bound.”

      Tennant snorted and clapped my back. Connor gave me a smile. Then they left me alone. I sat there, head down, waiting for my prick to soften and for Erik to leave. I waited until they were all gone. Only then did I go wash away the sweat. I dressed in silence, my thoughts and body confused about everything. Pete, the security man, stood at the player’s exit. He was a handsome man. His tattooed arm was impressive and masculine.

      “Sorry about that fluke. Happens, though, right?”

      “Yes, flukes happen. I am off to see pussy now.”

      Pete laughed. “Yeah, I bet you are. Night, Stan.”

      I looked at him oddly, then stepped outside. It was so cold. Deep cold that goes into your bones like back home. I missed my mother then. Terribly so. Going home to my big empty house was depressing. Soon I would be twenty-eight, and had no one to go home to but Lucy.

      “Yo, dude, about time, man! Come on.” Tennant appeared in front of me. He grabbed me by the arm and tugged me to a fancy car that Coach Madsen owned. “Took you long enough.”

      “I am going home with bus,” I argued when Ten opened the back door and waved at me to get in.

      “No, we’re taking you home. Now get in,” Tennant said.

      I planted my feet firmly in the few inches of new snow. “No, I am going home with bus.”

      “Stan, please get in. I’m too tired to sit here and listen to you two fight about this.” Coach Madsen sighed wearily, his arms dangling over the steering wheel.

      I got in, but only because he was a coach. Tennant dashed around and climbed into the front seat beside Coach Madsen.

      “When are you going to go for your test?” Tennant asked as we made our way to Hershey. His upbeat bopper music was playing. It was bouncy but not as bouncy as “Good Luck Charm”.

      “Soon.”

      “Cool! You’re going to rake in all the babes cruising through Hardscrabble.” Tennant and Jared laughed. I didn’t understand how I could drive through a board game. Americans spoke bizarrely at times. “Buy a convertible!”

      “Those are hardly good cars to own when one lives where it snows,” Coach Madsen said.

      “They put heaters in them. You old men and your chilly feet.”

      “You weren’t complaining about my chilly feet last night.”

      I stopped listening to them tossing couple banter back and forth. Instead I just grunted and nodded until I was out of the car and safely in my house. Then I let my coat slide off my arms, and the yearning for someone doubled. Lucy appeared then, purring and acting silly. I bent down and picked her up. She licked my nose with her rough tongue.

      “You have breath like dead tuna,” I told her, then walked through my house, looking at all the bedrooms and wondering if I would ever fill them. Could I ever find someone who would love me as I loved Erik? Had loved. I did not love him now. I hated him. Yes. “We hate him like moldy bread on sandwich after bite.”

      I paused in the doorway of my bedroom, Lucy draped around my neck like a sable stole, and thought on what I had said.

      “We hate him like bite of sandwich with bread that is molding. Yes, that is much good English.”

      Lucy meowed in agreement. I reached up and removed the brown cat from my shoulders and dropped her onto the bed. It was eleven at night. I stripped off my suit and threw it into the hamper. Soon I would need to go to the dry cleaners to pick up my clean suits and drop off the dirty ones. I crawled into my bed, in nothing but my sexy boxer briefs that Tennant said all studs wear, and found Netflix on the plasma TV set attached to the wall. Lucy walked over my thighs, making toenail tracks until I removed her from my lap and told her to stay on her side of the bed.

      “You have much room,” I said while wagging a finger at her. She rubbed her cheek over my finger, then curled up on the spare pillow.

      “Let us find something good to make us feel better about shit life,” I said. Lucy twitched an ear in reply.

      I found my list of good movies. So many Elvis. Some were explosion movies that Tennant or Adler had suggested. Lots of fire and guns while the actors walked away from them with Cool Hand Luke attitudes. I flipped through the collection of gay movies I had on a list, but so many of them ended sadly, with the two leading men being apart at the end. Why would I want to watch that? I had lived it.

      I went back to Elvis and settled on Girls! Girls! Girls!, which I had seen fourteen times before. I liked it a great deal. He was so cool.

      “He is the swingingest Elvis,” I told Lucy as the movie started. Legs stretched out under the thick duvet, I began to drift off, the movie I was so familiar with not holding my attention as it usually did. My mind refused to stay focused. It wanted to go in bad directions, leading me down paths of green that matched Erik’s eyes, or to summer skies with a golden sun the same color as his curls.

      Soon, I gave up trying to make myself watch Elvis playing a poor Hawaiian fisherman and gave into the soft lure of the hot memories. My eyes closed slowly and he was there, as always when I needed to find release. I touched my stomach gently, letting the fantasy grab me wholly. The muscles under my hand twitched. My cock stirred. Eager and attentive, it began to fatten the longer I lay there letting erotic memory take over. Erik was on his knees inside a stall at the Moon Boy club in Helsinki. Back to the door, I lifted his curls from his brow as he sucked me off.

      My hand slipped into my briefs, fisting my hard cock. I began stroking myself, each hard tug in perfect syncopation with Erik swallowing my dick. Ah, he looked so good down there. An angel come from above with his cherubic yellow hair and stunning green eyes. He took all of me down his throat. His oral skills were amazing. I pumped harder, faster, gritting my teeth as an orgasm began to build in my balls.

      I told him to finish me off. He hollowed his cheeks, his gaze never leaving mine. I fucked his mouth then, long thrusts that buried my cock deeply in his throat. His sweet nose firmly resting in the thatch of dark curls at the base of my cock, he grunted and begged me visually to come, then popped off my dick with a loud slurp.

      “Da, pozhaluysta, bol’she moya lyubov’!” I shouted. “Yes, please, more my love.” My dream lover went down on me again. Held me there in his mouth and throat, eyes closed, and then pulled off slowly and held my cock as I came on his cheeks and jaw.

      I thrashed around the bed like a madman, the release hard and incredibly powerful. Lucy hissed and jumped down as I clawed at the bedding with my left hand, my right tight around my cock. Hot spunk coated my fingers, palm, and the sheets. When it was over, I lay there, wet and alone, staring at the ceiling.

      “Ty, che blyad?” I panted. “What the fuck?” I repeated in English so that Lucy could understand that I was as confused about that as she was, maybe more so. My cat only understood English, since she was an American cat. She didn’t know Russian, which was why she ignored me many times when I spoke to her. Lucy leaped back onto the bed, walked over and sat on my still heaving chest.

      My cat swatted my nose with a soft paw.

      “Yes, you are wise. Hit me harder.”

      Maybe it would knock Erik out of my head and heart for good.
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      When I woke up the next morning, I allowed myself exactly ten minutes of thinking about that freaky goal off my skate, and the fact that I’d been forced to shake hands with Stan, and that Stan had yanked his hand away so fast that I’d known exactly how he felt.

      Not just from a goalie’s point of view, either. I mean, it’s okay for me to be scrappy around the net, blocking bounces, helping the goalie. But… I buried my face in my pillow and groaned loudly.

      “Mr. Gunnarsson?” Amy’s voice was loud enough to penetrate the door, and she didn’t sound right. “I need help. Mr. Gunnarsson?”

      I was up off the bed quicker than you could say five on four, and yanked the door open.

      “What’s wrong?” I demanded, looking for my son, but he wasn’t in her arms and she looked as if she’d been crying. My world stopped in that moment, every terrible scenario I’d ever considered since becoming a dad ripping through me like wildfire. I shook her, shouted at her, pushed past her, and sprinted for Noah’s room, sliding to an unglamorous halt right next to his crib.

      He was there, my beautiful baby boy, sleeping, one chubby hand up by his face, the other in a loose fist on top of the blanket. He was breathing, I could see his little chest rising, and god, the nights I’d sat next to him watching for that simple sign he was okay. I’d never known that having a baby would turn my heart inside out and make me carry so much fear with me every day.

      “Mr. Gunnarsson,” Amy said from the door, and I turned to face her, angry that she’d scared me, even though I knew that was irrational. I took in a few things at once. She looked like shit, bless her, her long dark hair scraped back in a ponytail, her skin pale, and she was carrying a bowl that I recognized from the kitchen. “I think I’m going to…”

      She didn’t finish, only groaned and vomited into the bowl, then left the doorway. I was torn. Amy was clearly ill, and she was not much more than a kid herself, fresh out of college, looking for work. Should I go after her, be some kind of father figure despite being only a few years older than her, hold her hair, that kind of thing? So, with Noah sleeping, I did just that. I followed her, helped her, did all the gross things I’d gotten used to with Noah. I mean, sick, a full diaper, milk, I could do it all now.

      “Should I call a doctor?”

      “No, I don’t think I should have eaten the—” She was sick again and never did finish the sentence. Whatever it was she had eaten, I selfishly hoped I hadn’t had any of it, because missing practice today after last night’s debacle was not on my to-do list.

      So I helped her as much as I could, and found out it had been reheated rice, and no I hadn’t eaten that, because I’d been sulking in my room with a sleeping baby on my chest watching replays of the game.

      “I’m sorry, Mr. Gunnarsson,” she said pathetically as I helped her to her room. It didn’t matter how many times I told her to call me Erik, she always reverted to using my last name. She said it was respectful; I just thought it was way harder to say a last name like mine than a simple Erik. I left her water, a clean bowl, and her cell phone, with orders to call the doctor if she needed to.

      Shutting her door, I leaned back against it and surveyed the tiny place I’d rented. Yes, it had three rooms, but it was in the middle of nowhere. Yes, it had a kitchen, but the carpets needed replacing. Noah was already crawling and cruising the furniture, and I’d wanted more for him. Closing my eyes, I joined everything together, even though I didn’t mean to—the loss last night, my goal, being unable to provide the home that Noah deserved, and the weight of blackness was heavy on me.

      Then I heard it, Noah burbling away, and the world righted itself in an instant. He was my everything. Equally, it hit me straight between the eyes: I had practice in two hours. I had a baby. And no nanny.

      Fuck. My. Life.

      With expert-level on packing for a trip out with Noah achieved, we were on the road. I’d changed twice already today, once because Amy had got a little sick on me, and the second because Noah had found a new game of flinging-the-cereal-and-milk-right-at-Daddy. The world was conspiring to make my morning from hell worse, but at the stoplight I reached over to Noah in his reverse baby seat, and he gripped my thumb tight, blinking at me with those huge green eyes.

      “You and me, buddy,” I said.

      “Bah,” he said back.

      “Yeah, yeah, bah.”

      We made it to Capital Ice Complex with half an hour to spare. I’d got there, yep, and my gear was inside the arena. But I had a baby with me. My mom’s words were right front and center. How fucking stupid are you? You think it’s easy having a baby? What the hell were you thinking? Get your money back, you stupid boy. Of course, the words had been in Swedish, and I was loosely translating “stupid boy”. She’d never understood why I wanted Noah, why I’d given every cent I had to get him, and she’d officially resigned from being my mom, in a way that I wasn’t sure we’d ever get back from. Dad wasn’t interested; he had a new family to worry about. One of the perks of being a famous Swedish hockey player was the abundance of women willing to take Mom’s place when she finally kicked him out for his whoring NHL ways.

      “You and me, bud,” I began, and traced a finger down his cheek, “we are not dysfunctional. Me and you? We are the dictionary definition of a functional family unit.”

      Having done all the woe-is-me shit, I pulled my shoulders back and lifted Noah out of the car. Fuck knew what I was going to be facing in there—a locker room full of noise, a coach who would stare at me with an expression of horror. No one brought their kids to the ice for practice. That was reserved for family skate days, and I’d missed that, as it had happened the week before I got there.

      I passed through security and faced my first hurdle.

      “Is that a baby?” Pete asked, and reached out to pat Noah’s head. I held Noah close. Pete is one of those big security guys, all muscle, and he had a left sleeve tattoo which he flashed when he wasn’t bundled up against the cold. “Intimidating” would be a good word to describe Pete, and no one tried to get past him without his say-so.

      “Pete, meet Noah, my son,” I said proudly.

      “Aww, he’s cute,” Pete said, and I probably beamed at him; I did that a lot when people told me Noah was cute. Clearly Noah was the cutest, most fabulous baby in the entire world, but then I was biased. “He must look like his momma huh?” Pete asked, and left the question hanging. No way was I opening that can of worms; it was bad enough I’d brought Noah to work with me.

      The main doors opened, a gust of cold air preceding two players talking loudly about something to do with potatoes. Pete was distracted, and I escaped his all-seeing gaze. I got exactly one corridor through before I met the next hurdle.

      “Is that a baby?” Arvy asked. “Is that your baby?”

      “Noah.” Proudly, I lifted the soft blanket so Arvy could see more of Noah’s face. I could see the moment when he saw the big eyes and the soft skin, and Arvy just sighed and cooed, and that was pretty much it.

      Then he ruined the moment. “Where’s your nanny?” he asked, and looked past me, expecting to see a nanny waiting there.

      “Sick,” I said, because I needed to be honest with Arvy so I could get help. He knew my parents were in Sweden, didn’t know the full extent of my disenchantment with them both, but he realized my support network here in the US was at zero.

      “Shit,” he said, which, let’s face it, wasn’t that helpful.

      Ten arrived at the little group. “Hey,” he said, “is that a baby?”

      “Noah,” I explained as Ten cooed over Noah. Arvy looked at me pointedly, then nodded in the direction of the locker rooms and the ice.

      “I didn’t know what to do,” I said.

      “You have no backup?” Arvy asked.

      Dieter and Adler walked up. “Is that a baby?” they asked in unison. I wondered if maybe I should invest in a sign that announced that yes, Noah was a baby.

      “Yes, it’s a baby,” I explained.

      “Was he left outside in a box or something?” Adler asked with his usual lack of filter.

      “Dude.” Ten thumped Adler. “This is Gunner’s baby, Noah.”

      Adler peered at Noah, and Noah batted at him with a tiny fist, wrinkling his nose. To be fair, if Adler was up in my space I’d be wrinkling my nose and making a fist as well.

      When Jens and Charlie joined the group, oohing and aaahing then starting on bawdy jokes about my sex life, I was kind of done.

      “I’ll go talk to management,” Arvy said, with a firm hand on my shoulder. “Get you some help.”

      He left, and the rest were still crowded around me. Five guys all joking and laughing, and Noah was restless in my arms. Hockey players weren’t exactly known for their sensitivity and ability to whisper, and I wasn’t sure Noah was happy.

      And then it happened. Stan arrived in a swirl of cold and hostility when he looked at me. He couldn’t get by the small knot of people, and I couldn’t turn away, and his face was thunderous and twisted in a scornful glare. Then it changed. As if someone had waved a magic wand and wished it so, the scowl dropped, and in its place was a soft smile.

      “You bring Baby-Erik,” he said, then he must have realized Noah’s predicament, the way he was screwing up his face ready to cry and the guys all crowding around. “Enough,” he said, loudly enough to stop my team mates talking. “Space for baby. Go away.”

      Everyone scattered; no one wanted to argue with the Russian who loomed large over the group. Which just left him and me in the corridor. And Noah, of course.

      “This is Noah,” I explained.

      “His pretty,” Stan said, then frowned again. “Is boy, not pretty, like handsome.”

      He held out his hand to Noah, who gripped a thumb tight and pulled it toward his mouth.

      “Nyet,” he murmured, “big dirty hockey man.”

      Noah burbled something along the lines of bah bah, and Stan’s smile widened.

      “I hold?” he asked.

      I hesitated a bit. This was Stan. He hated me, and he wanted my baby to hold, and he’d just come off the street and was cold, and hell, this was my baby.

      He must have seen my hesitation, because the smile slipped and he nodded. “Is okay,” he said, and made to move away.

      Which was when the balance tipped and I kind of thrust Noah at him, using my own baby to stop him walking off.

      Stan stopped and took Noah, at first holding him under his arms, little legs dangling and kicking.

      “Bah,” Noah explained.

      “Mal’chik-zaichik,” Stan murmured, and instead of holding him at arm’s length, he cradled him close. Right up to the thick jacket with the furry hood, and god, even at nine months, Noah looked so tiny in Stan’s big, capable hands. “Mal’chik-zaichik,” he repeated.

      I leaned in. I couldn’t help it; Stan’s Russian had always made me weak at the knees. When we’d been together, when he’d been deep inside me as we made love, he’d talked to me and I’d melted. He could have been reciting a grocery list and it wouldn’t have mattered. His soft tones and the beautiful words had never failed to push me over the edge.

      “What are you saying to him?” I asked.

      “Little rabbit,” he said, and touched the furry ears of Noah’s tiny sweater. “Mal’chik-zaichik.”

      Oh god. I was turned on. Seriously, the voice, the beautiful hands, the way he was holding Noah, and my heart was dancing in my chest.

      “He likes you,” I said as Noah reached for any part of Stan he could find.

      “Bah,” Noah pointed out, and laughed when Stan chuckled, the sound from deep in his chest.

      “Is clever,” Stan said, and leaned down to press a kiss to Noah’s head. “Noah.”

      He handed Noah back just as Arvy arrived back with someone in a suit and our captain, Connor Hurleigh, in tow.

      “Eddie said he’d take him,” Arvy explained. I looked from Stan to Connor and then to Arvy.

      “Who is Eddie?” I asked. I wasn’t going to be handing my baby over to some stranger.

      The guy in the suit held out a hand.

      “I’m Eddie,” he said as I shook it awkwardly with Noah in my arms. “I’m here teaching Larson and Anatoly’s kids. I’m police-checked, healthy, and the eldest of five, so I’m good with babies.”

      “He is good,” Arvy said, and I stared at my fellow Swede, trying to keep the panic from my eyes. I don’t know what I’d thought I would do. Skate around with Noah strapped to my back or something?

      “We’re not exactly set up for babies, but we could make up a corner of the room with blankets and things…”

      Eddie was talking. Stan was staring at me. Arvy was smiling, and Connor was looking at his watch and frowning.

      Practice. I had to trust that the team knew this Eddie guy. “Can you get the stuff from the car for Noah?” I asked Arvy and handed over the keys.

      “Is good thing for little rabbit,” Stan said, and left.

      I watched him walk away, wanted to call him back. Irrationally, I felt like I needed him to check out this little space for Noah with me, because I needed someone.

      Anyone.
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        * * *

      

      I couldn’t help worrying, even when halfway through practice Eddie came and sat behind the glass with Noah in his arms. Noah was asleep, and Eddie gave the thumbs up. I’d already taken a puck to the shin for not concentrating, which was pissing off Coach and which would get me benched if I didn’t watch out.

      “Heads up, for god’s sake, Gunner, keep your fucking eyes on the puck.”

      I attempted to ignore Eddie and Noah, and waited my turn for the shots on goal. One day I would actually get a goal past Stan, because I’d never managed it yet in any kind of practice. Even when we’d messed about at the conditioning place with street hockey, he’d never once let his net get any sign of one of my shots. Eddie had lifted Noah up against the glass, Noah’s hand flat on it. My turn came up. I skated the length of the ice, deked, feinted, did everything I fucking could.

      Stan stopped it. As I’d known he would.

      On my way back to the group, I stopped and pressed my own gloved hand against Noah’s, and he wrinkled his nose at me and bounced in Eddie’s arms.

      The whole team copied me; seemed like touching the glass by Noah had become a thing. Stan stopped my second shot, my third. Only Connor and Ten managed to get by him, and I wasn’t in their league for accuracy.

      One day.

      “What’s the story with Eddie?” I asked Arvy when he put Noah back in the seat and vanished from the rink side.

      “Larson said he moved around so much that he and his wife wanted a private tutor for their kids, then Anatoly said maybe we should have a study room, so the kids would get stability and friends in the same position. Eddie’s been here a year now—good guy.”

      When I collected Noah at the end of practice, I didn’t expect nearly every member of the team to say goodbye, but somehow I did expect Connor to corner me. Being the captain and all that.

      “You need some help finding care?” he asked. “We can find someone for you if you need that.”

      “My nanny is sick.”

      “And if she’s sick again?”

      “I’ll deal with it, find backup.” I wanted to say that it was none of Connor’s business, but it was—he was captain, and he was only looking out for the team, and for me.

      “He’s a good baby,” Connor said, petting Noah’s head gently. “And how do you feel about the game last night?”

      “Shit,” I said, then cast a look down at Noah, ready to apologize. Noah was asleep, his lips parted, and I loved him so much.

      “Don’t take it to heart. You’re a valuable part of this team. Work with your line and Stan, clean up those passes, keep it crisp and clean.”

      I nodded, then Connor left with one more tiny touch to Noah.

      I’d made it almost all the way to the car, Noah bundled up in his coat, when Stan silently fell in next to me. He didn’t want to talk to me, though. This was all about Noah.

      “Bye, Mal’chik-zaichik,” he murmured.

      And then he walked off.

      “Seriously?” I called after him. He stopped and turned. “Where’s my goodbye?”

      Stan pressed a hand to his chest and looked at me like the world had fallen away under his feet.

      “In here, your goodbye,” he said, and left without looking back.
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      Holding little Noah had made me feel something like nostalgia, or maybe a yearning to go back to when life was easier. Sitting at home, with Lucy on my lap, I realized that I felt homesick for the first time in many years. I missed my mother and sister. My family. Yes, the Railers were like my brothers in a way—some days fun and some days annoying—but they were not family. They didn’t cook for me or smile when I walked in the door after a bad game.

      I wanted that here in America. I wanted my mother here, far away from the decaying old town she clung to. Maybe when Galina arrived we could talk and plan. Come up with a way to lure my mother off the farm and into a 747. I wanted Galina nearby. I wanted a husband and children. Maybe a dog. I would have to discuss the dog idea with my cat first, though.

      Lucy purred steadily, kneading the denim covering my thighs. My in-home music system was playing Russian folk music, not Elvis, for today I needed to feel connected to something, and that was my homeland, and the people dear to me that it held. The music was deeply rooted in the Orthodox Church, which I had been raised in. I’d not attended services for many years even though there was a Russian Orthodox church here in the city.

      My church did not accept men such as me. I missed the services greatly, but would have felt out of place knowing the priests in their flowing black robes thought I was a perverse distortion and that I should never marry or raise children.

      Pah. I felt miserable. So I dug my phone out of my back pocket and called my mother.

      She greeted me with tears of joy, so happy to hear my voice. Truly it hadn’t been that long since we had spoken, maybe a week, but mothers cry easily.

      We talked about my sister and her arrival here in several hours. Then I begged her to come over yet again. Said I would buy the tickets and meet her at the airport, just as I’d done for my sister.

      “But Stanislav, I do not like planes. If God had meant for us to fly…”

      “He would have given us wings,” I finished for her, both of us speaking in rapid Russian.

      “Yes, see, you know that to be the truth.”

      “Mama, America is amazing! I have a big house. You could have your own room with air conditioning, a big TV with a thousand channels, and a Jacuzzi bath just for you. You’d not have to cook or clean, just sit back and be a queen!”

      “I’ll not be a bother.”

      “You’re not a bother. Galina and I worrying about you all alone in Leskovo is a bother.”

      “I’m sorry for making life more difficult for you.”

      And now I felt guilty. “Mama, you’re not. I just… I want you here. I miss my family. If you don’t want to live with me, I’ll get you an apartment. Harrisburg is a wonderful city! You could live by yourself. I would pay your bills and rent. Please, Mama, think about it, for me.”

      “I will think on it.”

      I knew she wouldn’t. I wasn’t sure what it would take to tempt her from the homeland, but it would be more than her son pleading and begging. We talked for a long time, touching on the few old friends who, like my mother, refused to leave Leskovo and live somewhere else. Then we talked about the pain in her hip. I told her that was probably because she had arthritis starting and that the old house was not warm enough for her joints.

      “You should go now. Get ready for your hockey game,” Mama replied.

      I sighed theatrically. “And you should pack your bags and come to America so I can take care of you. You worked so hard all those years for me to play hockey. Let me repay you.”

      “Parents suffer; that is our lot. Now go and play good hockey for me. When you call next, I want to talk to you and Galina at the same time.”

      “Yes, Mama, we can do that.”

      “Goodbye, my sweet boy.”

      “Goodbye, Mama.”

      I tossed my phone aside and listened to Russian music until it was time to return to the arena for another game. I rode the bus in and was fine. Why my friends thought riding the bus was so bad, I didn’t understand. People were nice to me. They asked me for my autograph and we talked hockey during the ride. I liked moving among the fans and people of this good city. They’d accepted me openly even when I still spoke chopped-up English.
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        * * *

      

      The dressing room was loud when I entered after our win against Tampa Bay. Life was good. We had played well, and I had blocked forty-two out of forty-two shots. I was number one star of the game. Also, I was an hour away from seeing my baby sister.  My fellow Russian strode up to me as I removed my sweaty jersey.

      “Stanislav, we are thinking you should invite Erik to your party,” Anatoly declared so loudly that Erik had to hear. The people in the parking lot probably heard. “To show world there is no hard feelings and team is happy good like brothers.”

      I threw a look at Erik. He had his back to us. His white dress shirt clung to his damp back. Those curls were just beginning to dry. In a few moments, they would bounce up into golden rings of soft satin that I could—

      “Nyet.”

      “Stan, come on, dude. Don’t be mad at him. Flukes happen, right?” Tennant said while pulling on a dark brown jacket. “Could have been me or Arvy or Adzee. Just a wrong-place-wrong-time situation.”

      “Ten’s right, Stan.” I ignored Adler the best I could. “He’s already feeling left out. Just invite him.”

      “I have numbers of foods catering counted.” That was a lie and it tasted bad.

      Anatoly gave me a look. A dark one. “Stanislav, New Year’s is most important. Forgive bad mistake goal from Gunner. Be big man. Captain says team is family. You leave brother out of party plans?”

      “I am big man. Go make poops in other pond.”

      They all stared at me. “Dude, that’s a total butchery of something that was maybe English,” Tennant finally said.

      “If you wish him, fine, go tell him he has good wills. But only because it is New Year’s and he has baby Noah.”

      I spun from them, ripped my Under Armour off, and flung it into my stall. One of the equipment managers picked up after us, so he’d find it and wash it for me so it would be there clean and dry for the next game. I usually liked to place everything in order but today that wasn’t happening.

      “You be big man,” Anatoly said as Tennant jogged over to pass along my invitation. Erik listened, nodded, then gave me a quick look. I returned to dressing.

      “Okay, so why is New Year’s such a big deal to Russians?” Adler asked, because Adler asks whatever is on his mind. I waved at Anatoly to explain before I butchered something else that might have been good English. Also, I had to catch a taxi and get to the airport to pick up my sister.

      “Back when Bolsheviks come to power, religious holidays are outlawed. Christmas was banned, so people simply shift from Christmas to New Year’s. Was not easy transition. Fir trees and Father Frost now could have no religious meaning. But our people are strong and smart. We make New Year’s Day a day of presents and celebrations.”

      “What kind of jerkwad outlaws Christmas? Ouch! Shit, Ten.” Adler yelped. I chuckled at the swat to the head my friend gave my other friend. “What was that for?”

      “Go find Layton and have him explain. By the way, Erik said he’s not sure he can make it because of needing a babysitter but he’ll try.”

      “Whatever good,” I said as I stepped into my dress slacks.

      “Tennant, are you ready?” We all looked at the door at the sound of Coach Madsen’s voice. My friend Tennant smiled at us, then left with his boyfriend.

      Erik left then as well, and I continued dressing as Anatoly and I chatted about the party. He would oversee the bar and I was the food man. Much vodka had been purchased, he informed me.

      “Oh, I see Dieter in showers. He says he brings pretty figure skating boyfriend up from Philadelphia for party tomorrow night.”

      “Trent is nice man.” I tugged my jacket on, grabbed my bag, said goodbye to my countryman, and ran to the doors. Peter said hello, and I replied this time, stopping just for a minute to make chitter-chat before jogging out into the cold for my waiting cab. The ride to the airport seemed to take an eternity.

      My sister stood just inside the doors of the Harrisburg International Airport. I ran from the parked taxi, and she met me outside. I swept her up off the ground, hugging her tightly. She was crying and gasping, her long dark hair blowing around in a bitter-cold wind.

      “Sladkaya detskaya sestra.” “My sweet baby sister” I whispered, kissing her damp cheeks. Galina finally broke free from my embrace, laughing and crying. She grabbed my hand as the taxi driver put her bags into the trunk of the cab.

      We climbed into the back of the car, glad for the warmth, and simply stared at each other for several moments. She was so beautiful, with smoky gray eyes like mine and dark brown hair. Her smile was brilliant and white, her skin soft and smooth like rich cream, and her lips as pink as the marble floors in the Kremlin throne room. She was tall, but not as tall as me, and filled out nicely now. For many years, she was thin. Too thin. Her purging disorder had made her sick, but I had paid for her recovery from my KHL monies. Now she was healthy again.

      Galina was funny and loud on occasion, drank almost as well as I could, loved rock music and dancing. She was my darling baby sister, and I adored her.

      It had been some time years since we had seen each other. When I had been signed by the Railers from the KHL, I’d had to leave her behind. There was no way then for her to come because she was entering her first year as a student at Novosibirsk Medical University, studying psychology to become an eating disorder counselor.  That had been her dream after recovering from her dark times. Mine was hockey in America. Hockey paid for her dream to come true. Now she was in her third year of study and always at the top of her class. My gift to her this year was plane tickets to America for a long visit.

      “Tell me how you are doing.”

      I began to tell her.

      “Tell me in English,” she said, her English so much better than mine. She had taken classes in college.

      “I am doing groovy good.”

      She laughed warmly. “Who is teaching you English? Is it an old coach?”

      “No, it is Elvis movies, TV Land, and team.”

      “Elvis movies?” She laughed hard then. I didn’t mind her joking with me. Hearing her laughter and seeing her lovely face made me feel as light as a cloud. We talked all the way back to Hershey. She filled me in on her life. School was hard, but she was doing well. She had no boyfriend, because every man her age that she met was a bolvan, or a jackass. Mama was well too, although she didn’t see her as much as she would like. We both worried over our mother out there in that old, dead village.

      “Someday I wish to bring her to America,” I told her as we pulled into my driveway.

      Galina gaped at my house through the steamy windows. “Stanislav, your house is huge!”

      “But empty until you come to visit.”

      We ran inside, me pulling her along, anxious to show her my new American house. Then I ran back out to pay the cab driver and gather her many bags. I gave her a tour and got her settled into a guest room. We changed into pajamas and then watched Elvis movies while we sipped icy-cold vodka and ate pickles. Lucy took turns sleeping on me and my sister. All night we spoke in English mixed with Russian, and it was joyous to let my native tongue flow freely on occasion.

      “What time is it?” Galina asked after yawning widely. My head was peaceful on a pillow on the floor and I hated to lift it up, but for her, I would. “Tell me in English. You won’t get better in the language if you do not use it.”

      “Ten after two,” I replied, then rolled to my side to look up at her. She was on her belly on the big, fat sofa. Her hair was flipped up over her head and hung over her face.

      “We have much work tomorrow for your party.” That wasn’t a question but a fact. I nodded and giggled at the silly feeling in my toes. “I am going to bed now.” She began snoring.

      “Dobroy nochi,” I said, and closed my eyes. Galina never said goodnight in return before I fell asleep on the floor. I had to get up the next morning. The skate was optional, but I was hoping Galina would take over talking to caterers and decorators and who knows what.

      When I woke up, I walked into the chaos of getting ready for the party.

      I scooped up Lucy, who was cowering behind the sofa, and put her in a cat box ready to take her to the vets for her overnight stay. I needed to get out of here and together we would find peace, and hope that when we came back all would be well.
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      “Hey, we haven’t met.”

      I looked up from lacing my skates, and the cutest, sweetest, shortest woman stood there, with her hands on her hips and a toddler by her side. I remembered my manners and clambered to stand, but she held up a hand to stop me.

      “Don’t get up,” she said, and even her voice was little in the locker room.

      “No, ma’am.” She might be tiny, but she had a way about her that I didn’t want to argue with. “Hi,” I said to the little girl standing confidently next to her mom.

      “Hi, I’m Ellie, and my dad is in charge of you,” she announced imperiously. Was this the daughter of someone in management? I looked to her mom for clarification, and she smiled at me and held out a hand.

      “Liza Hurleigh. I’m Connor’s wife.”

      Oh. That kind of boss; the captain of the Railers.

      “Ma’am,” I said again, and shook her hand, which was so small in mine.

      “Connor said you have a baby and that you might need some help right now?” She tilted her head, and Ellie did as well, like a mini-me. “We have a group of WAGs and a kind of co-operative on emergency childcare. Connor says you have a nanny?”

      “Yes ma’am.”

      “Liza, please. If you give her this information, she can connect with some of the moms and nannies, and then if the worst happens you know someone always has your back.” She handed me a card, and I took it without even looking at it.

      I blinked up at her, not entirely sure what to say. It seemed too good to be true, but didn’t I need a wife or girlfriend to qualify? Certainly, I didn’t have a WAG, nor would I ever, but explaining that right now? I couldn’t do that, even if the Railers whole team appeared to be coming out. Well, not the whole team, but at least two, anyway.

      “That sounds wonderful, ma— Liza.”

      “Good, good,” she said, as if that was one more thing she had to cross off her list of good deeds today. “Tell her she can call anytime, or you can, and we can set up a play date.”

      “Noah isn’t one yet,” I said, but that didn’t seem to be an obstacle for one of these play dates.

      “A baby.” She smiled so widely. “And it’s never too soon to have play dates. I guess I’ll see you tonight, at Stan’s party?”

      “I’ll be there,” I lied; I hadn’t made up my mind yet. Amy was over her sickness thing, and she’d said she had Netflix she needed to catch up on and added that I paid her for her skills at sitting with a baby and watching TV on New Year’s. Thing was, balancing the concept of facing Stan with the idea of snuggle-time with Noah… I knew which was winning.

      Liza left with a goodbye, and Ellie trailed after her. It was only as they left that I realized I hadn’t known that play dates for little babies were even a thing. I mean, what did they do? Throw cereal at each other? Crawl and bump into furniture?

      Let’s face it, I am a shit dad.

      With that stuck in my craw, I laced my skates fully and grumbled my way out onto the ice. Only Connor and my line mates Toly and Charlie were on the ice, and I blurted out the first thing I thought of when Connor skated over to me.

      “Dude, your wife is tiny; you must be able to…” I stopped, and he raised an eyebrow, clearly asking for the rest of the sentence. “…pick her up,” I ended.

      “Did she tell you about the WAGs and the cooperative care backup?”

      “She did.”

      “Good.” He skated away slowly, and the three of us, the Erik/Toly/Charlie line, stopped in front of him. “All we’re working on today is some passing skills. I notice that Erik is faster and…”

      The rest of the session, or at least half of it, passed in slow motion checking of positions for passes, and I enjoyed it to the point where I could have done it all day.

      Skate. Netflix and snuggle with Noah. Bed. No party at all. Perfect day.

      “Okay, guys, I think we’re done.”

      “Is not done.” A booming voice came from behind us, and I couldn’t help myself; I had to turn around to see if maybe it was another Russian on the ice with us. No, luck wasn’t on my side. Stan, in full gear, was heading for his net, and when he passed there was a constant stream of Russian.

      “Thought you were organizing party,” Toly said, and leaned on his stick.

      Stan came to a halt, snowing the net, then turned to face us, skating to the left and stopping, and then to the right, scoring up the ice in the blue paint. He said something to Toly in Russian, and Toly answered back with a huff of laughter.

      “Big chaws,” Stan announced, and hit the post gently with his stick, like a love tap. “Sister is all yell, and pussy mad. I leave. Shoot puck.” He took a stance, and it wasn’t just me staring at Stan and not quite getting what he’d said.

      “Did he say chaws?” Charlie asked.

      “What is chaws?” Connor asked us, and then he raised his voice. “What is chaws, Stan?”

      Stan scowled. “Mess, noise.”

      Connor looked at us blankly, and then I could see a dawning realization on his face. “Chaos,” he said. “I think he means chaos.”

      “Chaws,” Stan repeated. “Is what I say. Shoot.”

      “I’m out of here,” Connor announced, “See you all tonight.”

      He fist-bumped us, and I looked at the other two expectantly. If they went as well, then I could go without feeling like a complete shit.

      “I’m in if you are,” Charlie said.

      “Me also,” Toly added.

      “Yeah,” I said, “me too.”

      One by one, we attempted single shots on goal, gently at first, letting Stan warm up, until the Russian he was shouting was less words than these weird humming noises he sometimes made when he was in that place. Yep. Stan was in the zone.

      We practiced a rush, passing between us, and Charlie managed to get a goal past Stan. “Is good,” he shouted, and poked at Charlie with his stick. “You make good Russian.”

      Charlie puffed up at that, and chirped at me as he went past. “I’m good,” he said in a bad attempt at a Russian accent. “You’re shit.” He ducked my head-rub and we went for another rush. This time I was shooting, but Stan was there, catching it as though I’d just tossed it to him and not blistered a slap shot right at him.

      “Is bad,” he jeered, and Charlie repeated that as I went back. I knew Charlie was teasing, but the doubts inside me were like an acid eating away at my control. The next rush, I was an assist on a goal made against Stan, this time by Toly, who went down on his knees and slid a third of the way across the ice in mock celebration.

      “Get the fuck up,” I snapped, and he did, but not without showering us with ice from his jersey. Bastard.

      “Toly is good Russian,” Stan summarized.

      We rushed again. I was determined to get a shot past him, and we were at speed, aiming right for the big guy in net. I could see the goal, visualize the puck in the net. I wound up, looked Stan right in the eyes, tilted so it looked like I was going five hole, and then slam, right in the net over his head. I began to celebrate, then realized that Stan was holding the puck.

      “Too easy,” he chirped at me.

      “Again,” I snapped to my line mates, and even though they exchanged looks that spoke volumes about me being out of my freaking mind, they went for it. We skated so fast at Stan that I couldn’t stop myself from barreling into him. A normal man would have been flat on the floor. A normal goalie wouldn’t have been knocked to the ground and still have the damn puck in his glove.

      I pushed at the weight of him pinning my leg, and he rolled off, and it sounded like he was laughing.

      “You easy like broken car.”

      God knew what that meant. I didn’t care. All the tension of moving here, sitting in a crappy apartment, hiring a nanny I could ill afford, worrying about Noah, paying off my ex, and I was done.

      So done.

      “Again.”

      Two more times Stan stopped me. He was reading me better than I could read myself.

      “Try hard bad,” Stan informed me when I pushed off the board behind the net. What was wrong with me? Why was I not getting this? I’d beaten goalies, so many of them. I was a good skater, I worked hard, I was accurate.

      I iced to a stop next to Toly and Charlie. Toly pointed up at the clock, but didn’t say anything. We needed to get off the ice.

      “One more,” I said.

      They didn’t argue, must have seen something in me that spoke of utter focus, and we set off again. This time, though, it wasn’t Stan in the net, it was just some random goalie, and when I took the pass, crisp and clean from Toly, I visualized the net—not the puck going in, but the space—and when the puck left my stick, I knew it would get past him. My momentum carried me on to him, and I skated hard left to avoid being part of a Stan/net sandwich. I didn’t have to see the puck go in. I just knew.

      Charlie tapped the ice with his stick in celebration, and grinned widely. “Now can we go? Toly only has a few hours to try to look pretty.”

      “Fuck you,” Toly said without heat, and the two of them skated off. I waited for Stan, flushed with success and a hint of pride.

      “I let in,” Stan said as he skated past, but I was on him and in front of him in an instant, blocking his exit off the ice.

      “You did not let that in. It was a solid goal.”

      Stan shrugged. “I let in,” he repeated.

      Everything stood between us, like a brick wall; the fact that I’d walked away, that I had never contacted him, that I’d chosen a wife instead of him. It was all there, and I hated every pound of the weight between us.

      “I’m sorry, okay?” I shouted at him.

      He just looked at me, confused, then nodded. “Don’t tug tail of tiger.”

      “What?”

      “Tiger, tail.” Stan frowned and muttered something in Russian. “Angry,” he summarized, like that made it all better.

      That made no fucking sense and, frustrated, I couldn’t help everything spilling out. I pressed a gloved hand to his chest and pushed so he’d feel me. “What can I do? To make things right?”

      “Time,” Stan murmured after a few moments’ consideration. “Big time.”

      I skated aside to let him through, and he walked off to the locker rooms. For half an hour I skated slow circles and figures of eight, waiting until I knew the locker room would be empty, and fucking glad there were no kids’ lessons on New Year’s. It meant I had the place to myself, and I could think.

      When I looked at Stan, I saw the man I’d fallen in love with, his strength and passion and utter determination, and I missed him.

      Grief spiked me so hard I slid to a stop by the boards.

      “Everything okay?” a voice asked.

      I looked up to see Pete the security guy looking at me as if I was an alien.

      I huffed a laugh. Was I okay? Not today, no, but maybe Stan was right. With time, maybe I’d be fine and guilt wouldn’t be my constant friend.

      “I’m good,” I lied.

      “I think they want to close the place,” Pete said.

      “Yeah, sorry, I’ll be out in thirty.”

      “No sweat.”

      When I got to the locker room, there was no sign of Stan, Toly or Charlie. I showered quickly, dressed in my street clothes and hurried out to my car.

      I needed some Noah time. Badly.
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      Amy held out her hands for Noah. She’d been poking at me to go to this damn party all through the hours between getting home and now. I didn’t want to hand him over. He was my barrier against the rest of the world, and I was happy and content just sitting there with him.

      “We’ll be fine,” she said.

      I knew that. I trusted her. She’d been recommended to me, and I liked her. She was good for Noah and me, and the little guy needed that. But she was wrong about the party. After the ice incident, I wasn’t that keen on making nice with the team.

      All because I couldn’t make nice with Stan.

      “This is team bonding,” she said. Again.

      I knew that. I knew it was bonding. I mean, what was more bonding than getting blind drunk with your team mates? Only I hadn’t had a drink since Freja had told me she was pregnant. First it had been the shock that one drunken hookup had produced a child, then it had been solidarity with her, then it had been because I was determined to be the most responsible dad in the entire world. Now it was because I’d lost the habit of cracking a cold one.

      “Noah is sleepy, so am I, you need to go.”

      I looked at my wide-awake son and my equally non-sleepy nanny and sighed.

      “I’ll take a shower,” I agreed grudgingly.

      A shower became needing a shave first, and then styling my hair, and then finding clean, presentable jeans and a smart button-down shirt in a dark red. Only when I passed the mirror did I realize what I’d done. I looked good, even for me, but was it for Stan, or was it for the team?

      Maybe it was just for me?

      I kissed Noah, fussed with him a little, and he did at least let out a tiny yawn.

      I handed Amy the card Liza had given me, said I’d explain it all tomorrow but that this was kind of a back-up for her. She just said she had my cell phone number, and added that just because she’d got food poisoning once didn’t mean it was going to happen again.

      “I’ll call in,” I said as I walked through the door.

      She shut the door on me, and I kind of needed that. Because standing outside the apartment debating whether to stay or go, with the door open wide, wasn’t a good thing.

      My car started first time, it wasn’t snowing, and I made it to Stan’s place in good time. He had a typical highly paid player NHL house, all gates and walls and wide turning areas for cars. There weren’t a lot of cars there, but I knew most of the guys were taking cabs, and some were actually staying the night.

      For a while I sat in my car looking up at the house. Don’t tug a tiger by the tail. I’d looked it up, or at least I’d looked up what I thought Stan had meant. Don’t make Stan angry, because he might turn on me. That was the only meaning I could ascertain.

      If only I could turn back the clock to last year. Instead of just leaving I would have explained more, about expectations on me, and about how I felt.

      I would have still left, but at least my heart wouldn’t feel quite so bruised.

      A loud knock on the window had me jumping so hard I smacked my head on the roof of the car.

      “Way to give me a concussion, asshole,” I said to Arvy when I opened the door.

      “Get your ass inside—it’s fucking freezing out here.”

      So I did. I walked inside with Arvy, and there was Stan looking like he’d stepped off the pages of a fashion magazine. He was so gorgeous I nearly went to my knees at the thought of what I’d lost with the decisions I’d made.

      “Vodka,” he announced, and thrust a glass at each of us. “Na Zdorovie,” he said, jovially. “Drink.”

      And for the first time in a long time, I drank.
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      “What’s the difference between a G-spot and a golf ball?” Adler shouted over the thumping rap music someone had turned on.

      Who had done that? What was wrong with Elvis? Ugh. Rude people. I shrugged because I didn’t know what a G-spot was. My sister began to snicker. Arvy continued staring at my sister. He had been doing that for the past hour since he had arrived with Erik. My gaze kept leaping from Adler to Erik, who was talking to Dieter and Trent by the food table.

      “A guy will actually search for a golf ball.”

      Galina threw back her head and laughed heartily. I chuckled to be polite. Adler rolled his eyes.

      “Didn’t you get it?” Adler asked. Galina patted my biceps.

      I shrugged. “I am not sure for this G-spot is,” I confessed.

      My sister rose to her toes and whispered into my ear what a G-spot was and where it was located. I felt my face turn hot. That made Galina laugh again.

      “My brother has always been a shy one when it comes to female things,” she said with a smile. Arvy stared at her openly. I peeked over my sister’s head and saw Erik break away from Trent and Dieter to go upstairs.

      “Tell more jokes. They are funny. Ha!” I moved around Adler while keeping my focus on Erik. He climbed the stairs quickly. Was he getting his coat from the blue guest room and leaving? Why? I had not glowered at him at all. Moving past the large fir tree, I grabbed the present I had run out to buy for his baby and went off after him. Tennant and Jared slowed me down by the buffet table asking about the pickled herring, why there was so much salami, and what the beet-and-potato salad dressed with olive oil was. I hurried to answer them as nicely as I could, then ran up the stairs, gift in hand.

      I checked all the bedrooms and didn’t find him. Leaving mine, I stumbled over him in the hallway, leaving the bathroom. His green eyes flared when he saw me.

      “Nice bathroom,” he said, then gestured at the room.

      “Yes. It has good toilet.” Ugh. That was stupid. “And sink. Sink is good.”

      “Yeah, I saw that too. Look, Stan…”

      I shoved the box with the silver paper and red bow at him. “Is for new baby.”

      “Noah. His name is Noah.”

      “Yes, I know is Noah. That is good name.” I shook the present. He stood there staring at it like it might be a bear trap. “Take it.”

      “I’m not sure I should.” He shoved his hands into the front pockets of his jeans. “I mean, it’s really nice and all…”

      “Take it. Our bad past no mean baby should not have gift.”

      He lifted a shoulder. The shirt he was wearing slid down to show me a bit of his collarbone. It was just as beautiful as I recalled. Covered with delicate skin that would bruise if I sucked on it long and hard enough.

      “He got his gifts last week.”

      “Then he has more.” I crammed the damn box against his chest. “Why be so awful stupid? Take present for Noah. I shop hard with bad head.”

      His mouth tightened. “Stan, I appreciate it, but I got my son stuff for Christmas. He’s good.”

      “He is no good before getting—this getting my…my gift for him makes happy times for baby. You are…why so always—stupid corn fucker!”

      Erik snorted. My brain caught up with my words and I felt even more inept and bumbling.

      “Corn fucker?” He snickered a bit. It made me incredibly upset to hear him laughing at me, like he probably had the day he’d walked away from me. Laughing at the big oaf of a Russian who had fallen so hard and so fucking deep.

      “I hurt for you so much!” I shouted, grabbed a handful of those golden curls, and jerked him to me, my mouth crushing his. I kissed him hard, violently, angrily. He stiffened, then leaned in to me, just a bit. That changed the kiss from something done to hurt him into something being done for sheer pleasure. His lips softened, his mouth opened, and I went in deep. Erik moaned softly as my tongue slipped over his. The taste of him lit fires within me I’d thought long doused. My grip in his hair tightened…then Anatoly bellowed my name.

      I stumbled away from him, my fingers slipping out of his hair, my lips wet from our kiss.

      “Stanislav! Come break the seal on the vodka!” Toly roared to the hoots of many of the Railers in attendance.

      I flung the gift at Erik and thundered down the stairs, my face flushed. The bottle of Beluga Noble was handed to me, and I cracked the seal and downed several long pulls. Cheers went up. Anatoly opened a second bottle, and I drank from that one as well. I then went on to drink out of every bottle that was opened over the next hour, in the hopes that I would no longer feel the heat of Erik’s kiss. It didn’t work. The vodka sat in my stomach doing nothing to dull the ache in my head and heart. I tossed back shot after shot, my eyes on Erik as he was handed a shot glass. He’d hovered at the fringes of the party for the last hour, giving me sidelong glances.

      He threw the vodka back like a professional, then took another shot. I sipped on my next shot, my attention on my ex-lover as he began to talk a bit more loudly and wave his arms about with more passion. I’d never seen Erik tipsy. During our summer in Helsinki, he didn’t drink alcohol. Of course, during a rigorous training regime, drinking would be foolish, but on the rare nights out, he’d still drank very little. I enjoyed my vodka on occasion, such as parties and celebrations or when trying to drown the confusion Erik caused.

      Another hour passed. He had taken one more shot and paired it with a beer Tennant had handed him. The guests were leaving now that two a.m. had come and gone. Galina and Anatoly had left to take Arvy home. Foolish man had tried to match my sister shot for shot and was, to quote Adler, shitfaced.

      “Thank you for a wonderful time,” Trent said as he bussed my cheeks. I straightened, then shook Dieter’s hand. “Is anyone in charge of Curly Top over there?”

      Trent pointed at Erik, stretched out on the sofa, talking to himself as he balanced a beer bottle on his nose. Or tried.

      “I will take charge of him,” I told the tiny man with the big personality. Trent gave me a long look though eyes heavy with makeup. Then he winked.

      “Be gentle. He looks delicate.” With that, the man in the pink-and-plum suit patted my biceps, latched on to his boyfriend’s arm, and led Dieter off into the bitter-cold night.

      The house was in chaos. A cleaning company would come tomorrow to attend to the carnage. I stepped over paper plates and beer bottles as I made my way to the couch. Erik blinked at me around the green bottle wobbling about on his face.

      “I’m a seal,” he chuckled, then barked like one.

      “You are drunken fool,” I said, then reached down to pull him to his feet.

      “I’m not drunk. I’m buzzed. Stop pulling on me. I can walk.” The bottle rolled down his chest to join the others on the floor. “Is there any of that salami left?”

      He shook free and staggered to where the food had been.

      “All is cleaned up.” I took him by the arm and led him to the stairs. “You sleep here. No drive home and kiss stop sign.”

      “I only kiss Russian goalies.” He snorted and proceeded to trip up the first step.

      I rolled my eyes and swept him off his feet, shouldering him like a sack of potatoes, and climbed the steps to the second floor.

      “Oh wow, this is some view. Anyone ever tell you your ass is tight as a turtle?”

      “You are drunk. Stop talking horse ass words.”

      He patted my backside, nickered like a horse, giggled, and made a fool of himself the entire way up the stairs and into the guest room beside Galina’s. I could see why he rarely drank. He was a lightweight.

      I dropped him onto the double bed, and he simply rolled out over it, no tension at being dropped from my shoulder at all.

      “Where did your ass go?” He snorted as I kneeled to remove his shoes.

      “Where is all time.” I yanked one shoe off, then the other, and flung his rubbery legs onto the bed.

      “I have to go home. To Noah.”

      “Noah is with nanny. No drive.” I stood and leaned over him to rifle through the pockets of his pants for his keys .

      He slapped a hand on the back of my neck. I glanced up from the rich blue bedding to find those jade eyes locked on me.

      “I’m so sorry, Stan. For leaving you…for hurting you.” His fingers bit into the nape of my neck. I was frozen in place with shock. He had no worry of me pulling away. I couldn’t. “She said she would get rid of him, and there would be no Noah.” His grip lightened, his fingers sliding over my neck to my ear then to my jaw. “I wish I could have both of you. I never stopped caring…never stopped wanting… never stopped…”

      His eyes slipped shut. His hand dropped from my face and he began snoring lightly.

      I left his room in a daze, my mind knotted. Even an hour later, as I rolled from one side to the other, after Galina had returned home and gone to bed, my thoughts were spinning. All I could think of was life and fate and chance.

      Back in the old days, before the arrival of Christianity in Russia, many  worshipped old gods. Among those old gods was Ustrecha, the goddess of chance. As the sun worked its way around the earth, I lay there, thinking of chance and fate. Had it been chance that had brought Erik and me together for that long, hot summer? Yes, probably. And had it been fate that had made him walk away? Did the gods of old Russia have his life laid out before them, and had they seen that he needed to be with the mother of his son to create him? And, knowing that, had they taken him from me?

      Did he really still care for me? Want me? Did I dare even think about such things?

      I slipped from bed when the sky was still black, grabbed my phone and Erik’s keys, and snuck past the sleeping partiers. Down to the kitchen I went, chancing a peek at the clock on the wall. Five minutes after four. The kitchen was the only clean part of the house, so I settled in there, making coffee and sitting at the big island in the middle of the massive room.  His keys and my phone rested by my coffee mug. I sat on a stool and drank coffee and wondered if Ustrecha was playing with me and Erik right now. Old gods enjoyed toying with people. That was well known. I drank a pot of coffee, made more, ate some toast, and returned to my seat to watch the sun pinken the winter sky, my thoughts still gnarled.

      “Hey.”

      I glanced back over my shoulder at Erik. He looked like the bottom of a well-used toilet. His curls were matted, his eyes red, his shirt wrinkled, and his trousers twisted.

      “I need my keys.”

      “You will eat first. Then I will give you keys.”

      “I need to get home to Noah.”

      “You need eat. No pull over police with high booze blood count. Bad for Noah if arrested.”

      Erik refused to argue that good point.

      “I woke up and didn’t know where I was,” he said instead.

      “Sit. You look bad like hell.”

      “You mean I look like hell.”

      I stood and he sat, dropping his forehead to the cold marble island top, then moaning. I smiled at his pain. I’d been there many times myself.

      “I make food for us. Many eggs and wheat toast.”

      “Your English is a lot better than the last time we were…well, when we were…fuck.”

      I nodded and continued gathering cooking pans. “Yes, it is better. Good now. Hip and cool.”

      Erik smiled, then groaned. “Got any aspirin?”

      “Is obvious you not Russian.” I let the frying pan and eggs go for a moment. I kept aspirin in the cupboard with the glasses, so that aches and pains from hockey could be addressed as soon as I got home. Sometimes my hips ached. I dumped two white pills into my palm, got him some coffee, and walked around the island to place them both in his hand.

      He lifted his head from the island, smiled, and washed down the pills with the strong black coffee.

      When the pills were down, he handed me the mug. I stood there for a long time, his mug in my hand, my gaze on his beautiful face. Yes, he was still beautiful to me, even if slightly green in the gills.

      “You remember what you say last night?” I had to ask. His words had clattered around inside my head like a lone pea in a pod. So many confusing things. His professions to still caring. Him saying that his girl would get rid of the baby. What did that mean? Put Noah up for adoption? Get an abortion? So many questions that needed his answers. “To me? Feeling sorry? Never stop caring? Wanting? This is true speak from you?”

      “Yeah, it’s true speak.”

      I could feel the touch of the old gods taking me in hand. I placed his mug on the island and reached for him, the back of his neck chilly against my warm fingers. Erik came willingly, eagerly perhaps, slipping off the stool as I led his mouth up to mine. Why I was doing this, I had no idea, but it felt right. As if predestined. Blessed by the fates. He lifted a bit, onto his toes. I shimmied down, my ass against the island, and his tongue came searching for mine. My fingers travelled up his neck into his hair. Those glorious curls wrapped around my hand as I suckled on his tongue, pulling a rumble out of him that I’d not heard since our time in Helsinki. The sound of pleasure set fire to me. Lust raced through my veins, quickly plumping my dick.

      Erik was pliant in my arms. I pulled him close as I moved from his mouth to his long, unmarred neck. I nipped and bit, pulling some of that tender skin between my teeth. He trembled and writhed, his cock rolling over mine. I sucked in a hot breath. Erik grabbed at my sides, his fingers digging into my ribs.

      “My beautiful dream man,” I murmured, then moved to another spot, that luscious collarbone I had seen briefly last night. I yanked at the collar of his shirt, popping a button free. He gyrated against me, his hands now clawing at me.

      “Say it in Russian,” he panted.

      “Moy prekrasnyy chelovek mechty,” I huffed, then nibbled on his collarbone. He tried pulling me closer, but there was no space left between us. I spun him around, the stool catching on his foot, or leg perhaps, and toppling over to the floor. His ass hit the island. He grunted. I continued sucking on his shoulder and neck, biting along his collarbone, reminding myself of how delicious his skin was.

      He touched me first, slipping his hand into my lounge pants to find my cock. I rocked into his grip, my hands now fisted in his hair.

      “Free yourself. Take us both in hand.” I whispered into his ear, then tugged on the lobe with my teeth.

      “Oh fuck, fuck, fuck.” Erik did as he’d been told. My knees nearly folded when his cock lay next to mine in his hand. “Kiss me. Kiss me hard.”

      I left his ear and covered his mouth with mine, pumping in and out of his tight grip, mad with want. He gripped my hip hard with his free hand, fingertips biting painfully into my flesh. He might be smaller than me, but still he was a man, he was strong. I would carry the marks of this encounter just as he would. That thought fired me even more, and I plunged deeper into his mouth as he jerked and tugged on our cocks. My orgasm hit me quickly, as did his. He came a moment before I did, his spunk coating his hand. The slick and heat pushed me over as I imagined that his hand was his ass, tightening around me as he gasped and shuddered.

      We rode out our releases, his hand gripping and pressing our cocks tight, milking us both until the trembling subsided. His brow rested on my shoulder, my nose buried in the thick mass of gold rings. I opened my eyes and saw the sun peeking through the bare trees, shining on us, reality slicing into the cloud of yearning and sex that lingered in my kitchen.

      I pulled away, his fingers sliding from our slick cocks, his eyes slowly opening, showing me sated emerald beauty. I’d always gotten lost in those eyes. What did I do now? Kiss him? Shove him out the door? Take him to my bed for the rest of the day? Call him names? I was flustered, unsure, scared of the emotions trying to overtake me again.

      “We have eggs now.” I walked to the sink, washing my hands vigorously.

      “Stan…” I heard him pulling paper towels off the holder on the island.

      “We have eggs now.” I cranked off the taps, grabbed the edge of the sink, and inhaled and exhaled several times. I heard his keys jingle, and craned my head to look back at him. He’d tucked and zipped and righted his shirt. He looked as good as a man who had slept in his clothes could look.

      “I’m leaving now. I’ll call a cab, and I just— That was… I need to get home to Noah.”

      “Go, then.” I looked away from him and locked my gaze on the bubbles in the sink.

      “I’ll pick the car up another time. Stan…”

      “Go. Now. Go. I am— This was bad stupid. Eggs would be stupider worse.”

      He left without replying. I stood there watching the bubbles disappear until the cleaning crew arrived. I wondered if they could neaten my life as well as tidying my house.
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      I can’t help but think that somehow, at some point, I fucked up last night. After what happened between us in Helsinki, shouldn’t we be able to stand and talk? I could have explained about Freja in a lot more detail, about her career, and her not wanting the baby, about the things I’d decided after she told me that.

      But we’d reverted to type, falling on each other like starving animals, and there hadn’t been any talking. Nothing more meaningful that harsh breathing and curse words.

      And then eggs? What the hell? I should have stayed, I could have asked him why he’d turned away. Was it revulsion? Or guilt? Or just plain anger? I needed to talk to someone; that was someone who wasn’t nine months old and breaking his first tooth. There was no game today, and no skate, not even an optional one, but we were back tomorrow with practice, and back-to-back road-trip games the day after that.

      Road trips. No Noah, and all Stan, and this weird, impenetrable wall that was between us.

      I need to talk to someone.

      Freja was out. She was on location somewhere in Brazil—her first breakthrough, apparently, and the reason she hadn’t reached out to visit Noah and me over Christmas. Not that I’d expected her to; as far as she was concerned, she’d had Noah, and now it was on me.

      Arvy was my best bet. He knew my town, my family, the way I’d seen my own parents’ marriage crumble and how I’d wanted better for Noah. He’d understand.

      He was also single, and probably hungover, so he’d be at home and an easy target. I changed Noah’s diaper, pulled on layers of clothes and the familiar bunny coat, and called a cab. Maybe this was the best thing. I’d talk to Arvy, get my head clear, and then get another cab, or Arvy, to drop me at Stan’s so I could collect my car. If I timed it right, I might be able to talk to Stan as well.

      Or eat some eggs or something.

      I texted Arvy to ask for his address. He sent it back immediately, and then there was a second text. Why? Too late. I had the address, I had a cab booked, and Noah and I were on a road trip all of eight miles to Arvy’s place.

      The man who opened the door to me wasn’t the one I expected. I mean, it was Arvy, but he wasn’t bleary and hungover, he was bright and shiny and exuded all kinds of things like good health and cheeriness.

      “Come in, come in,” he said, and took Noah from me, doing a complicated back step and making Noah fly, which he loved and giggled loudly. “So, Master Noah, I have all sorts of things to tempt you with.” He opened the door to his enormous fridge, which at first glance just held beer and cans of energy drinks. “Guess we need to ask Papa if he brought you any snacks, little man.”

      The flow of Swedish was too loud for me, but Noah, who was used to a whole mishmash of English and Swedish, burbled and batted his hands at Arvy.

      “I have this,” I said, and handed over a banana. Arvy looked at it and then at Noah, puzzled, and I immediately took the banana back, opened cupboards, found a plastic bowl, and chopped the banana into finger-squishing pieces. There was no high chair here, but between us we made a nest of pillows that Arvy assured me were only cheap and could be replaced.

      And then, with coffee and cookies he had at the back of a cupboard, we sat on opposite sofas.

      “How do you even survive?” I asked, and indicated the fridge.

      “Takeout when I don’t eat at the rink. Not shitty takeout, though. There’s a salad place that delivers and it’s only a few miles up the road. But you’re not here to quiz me on the contents of my fridge.”

      “I just don’t have a lot of friends in Harrisburg yet, and you’re the best I have, and I needed someone to listen.”

      “No worries, but can I go first?” Arvy sat upright and crossed his legs, his coffee perilously close to ending up on his thick cream carpets. “I think I’m in lust.”

      I blinked at him. “Who with?”

      “I met her last night. She has beautiful dark hair, and these gorgeous gray eyes, and her smile… Beautiful.”

      Gah. If I hadn’t known better I would have thought he was describing Stan, and then it hit me. “Stan’s sister?”

      “You saw her, right? Do you think I should ask her out? Would Stan kill me?”

      “He loves his sister,” I said. I knew that because it was what he’d told me last summer. Not told me exactly, but he’d always smiled when he mentioned her name. He was a passionately possessive Russian, Galina was his sister, and Arvy was a hockey player, albeit a rich one. That was not going to go down well.

      “I think I’ll ask her, if I can, so hands off, okay? You might be single now, but I saw her first.”

      He was joking, but there was something in his eyes that I recognized. Connection. I’d been so lost in thinking about Stan and then drinking myself into oblivion that clearly I had missed the Arvy/Galina thing altogether. What I saw in Arvy was a serious grown-up attraction, not some puck bunny connection that wouldn’t last.

      “She’s nice,” I said, “but I need to talk to you first, if you’ve got time.” I realized I was giving him every opportunity to back out of talking to me. All he did was settle back on the sofa and wait. Noah had nodded off, facing me, banana squished into intricate sewed patterns on one of the cushions.

      “So, Noah was an accident.” I wasn’t sure why I started there, but the explanation had to start somewhere. “He’s the product of a one-night stand when I’d drunk way too much. I’d met Freja a couple of times before, and who knows, maybe we could have dated, but we went straight to sex, and jeez…”

      “Why are you telling me this?” Arvy asked, his tone serious.

      “Because this was why I got married, okay? Because she came to me for money for an abortion, and I was going to give it to her, and then when it came to it I couldn’t. So we came to an arrangement and she carried Noah to term, and I’m his sole parent now.”

      “Again, Erik, why are you telling me all this?”

      Noah mumbled and blinked open his eyes, and I scooped him up, banana and all, and held him to my chest. He bobbled his head a couple of times and then he was asleep again.

      “Because of Stan. Because between one night with Freja and a wedding, I had Stan.”

      “At the conditioning event, you mean, you met Stan? I know you did. I met Stan. Didn’t understand a word he said.”

      “No, I was…with Stan, we had a…” What word summed up what we’d had? Relationship? Affair? “…a thing,” I finished in my usual pathetic, half-hearted way of labelling what had been the most intense connection I’d had in my entire life. The same connection that had never left.

      “He’s, your… You mean… Jeez, what is it with this team?” He was joking to counteract the sudden seriousness of what I’d just revealed.

      “I’m trusting you with this, because we grew up in the same town, and we’re friends, and you know me.”

      Arvy nodded, then shook his head, like he couldn’t make up his mind. “Clearly not as well as I thought.”

      “We split, me and Stan. It was supposed to be for the summer, and that was it, like a proximity thing is all, only I fell in love, and he did, and then I left him.”

      “Let me get this right.” Arvy sat forward again, his confusion obvious. “You fell in love and you left him? Why would you…” He trailed away, and I waited for the penny to drop. Which it did quickly, because Arvy was always the clever one. “Because you found out you were going to be a daddy and decided to do what? The honorable thing? Jesus, Erik. You didn’t have to get married.”

      “I did. Noah deserves that.”

      “Like he deserves divorced parents now?”

      That hurt, because no child deserved an unhappy family, but too often they were in the middle of one. My childhood hadn’t been the brightest in terms of parents, but I’d had hockey and friends, and now I had Noah and was determined to do things right for him.

      “Do I tell everything to Stan? You’ve played with him all season, you know him better than I do.”

      Arvy raised an eyebrow, “I doubt it.”

      “Asshole, you know I didn’t mean it that way.”

      “On this team, who knows?” Arvy muttered.

      I ignored him. “First I think I should explain it all. Then I think, do I want him back even if he wanted me? After all, he was happy for me to walk away. What if the summer was a one-off, an affair that was always time-stamped to end when we left?”

      “Jesus.” Arvy stood up and stretched. “I think we need a beer.”

      “It’s eleven a.m.”

      “It’s five o’clock somewhere.”

      “Not for me, thanks.”

      “Sprite, then—you like that shit.” He was at the fridge by then, and I got the impression the conversation was being ended on his terms.

      “Arvy? What do I do?” I asked, hating that I was dumping all of this on him. He stopped with the fridge door open and his back to me. With a loud exhalation, possibly of irritation, he turned to face me.

      “You visit Stan and you tell him what you told me, but in words of one syllable where possible and with the aid of diagrams. What’s stopping you?”

      Knowing that he could tell me to leave and that last summer meant nothing to him. Even if he did kiss me, and more, and touch my hair as if he was reaching for memories.

      “I don’t know,” I lied.

      “Do you want me to tell you not to go?”

      “Maybe? No. Yes. I don’t know.”

      Arvy placed the unopened cans on the counter and picked up his keys. “Come on, I’ll take you.”

      “What? Now?”

      “You want to wait until tomorrow when you’ll have even more reasons not to talk to him, let alone the fact that we have practice and then we’re getting ready for the road trip?

      “No. Yes.”

      “Make up your mind.”

      I stood up, awkwardly with Noah still asleep in my arms. Stan might not even be home, and then there was the road trip, and maybe I could avoid talking to him until after then. Did I want to see how he felt now? Did I want to try to convince him that we could give everything another try? Last night he’d kissed me, got me off, and he’d wanted me so badly he was shaking with the need of it.

      The sex had always been good, explosive. Enough to make me forget my own name. I looked down at a sleeping Noah.

      So, I go to Stan, and I tell him everything, and what am I even looking for?

      Forgiveness? Open arms? Another daddy for Noah?

      I opened the baby bag and pulled out wipes, cleaning Noah up and checking his diaper, and that gave me time to think, even if Arvy was standing by the door with his boots on and his jacket already zipped. Talk about eager.

      I prevaricated as much as I could, determined to make the right decision, and then I realized I was making no decision at all. If Stan told me to fuck off, then great, I’d accept that. But Stan had asked me about my feelings, and I’d been honest. At least I thought I’d been honest.

      Finally we were in the car and heading to Stan’s place, and Noah was awake and burbling away. He’d need feeding soon, but I was damn lucky to have a baby who didn’t seem to care that he was eating and sleeping in all kinds of different places.

      We pulled up at the gate and it was locked. Which meant me sneaking in and getting my car wouldn’t have worked. Seemed that Arvy knew the number, though, and the gates swung open.

      “How many people know his number? Isn’t that some kind of security risk?”

      Arvy snorted. “First off, he often uses the bus to get home, and secondly what is his jersey number?”

      “30.” I thought everyone knew that, but he wasn’t asking me an actual question.

      “See, easy, his gate code is 3030—so predictable.”

      We pulled up next to my car, and not for the first time did I notice the difference between mine and every other team member’s vehicle. Arvy’s was one of the most sensible, and even that was an Audi Q7. One day I’d get a new car, one with auto defog and a working radio. Of course, that was way down the list, after actual furniture.

      In the time it took for Arvy to turn off the engine and walk to the front door, his enthusiasm for this visit had waned a little. He brushed his hair with his fingers and posed for me.

      “You think she’ll like this? How do I look?”

      “Like a hockey player trying too hard,” I deadpanned, because I could, and because it took my mind off what I was doing there. He sent me a look that spoke volumes and muttered a curse word under his breath, then he rang the bell, and the door opened after a short pause.

      Galina answered the door, and her eyes went from me to Noah and then to Arvy. She smiled, and Arvy was right; she had a beautiful smile and looked so much like her older brother.

      “I’m sorry, Stan is out right now. He’s walked to buy ice cream.”

      Ice cream? I hadn’t even known this exclusive neighborhood had shops. I didn’t say that, but I wished I had, because there was one of those awkward pauses while Galina and Arvy stared at each other.

      “I like your jersey,” Arvy said.

      She looked down at the standard Railers practice jersey, which hung loose on her. She really needed to get one that wasn’t her brother’s.

      “Thank you?” she said, as a question.

      Arvy didn’t stop, he just kept on talking. “I could get you one of mine, maybe in a smaller size.”

      It would have been a funny situation had we not been standing in the cold, with Noah in my arms.

      “That would be nice,” she said, and startled when I cleared my throat. “Sorry, you shouldn’t have the baby out in the cold. Would you like to come in and wait for Stan?”

      Arvy was in quicker than I’d ever seen him move, and I followed a little more sedately. Noah was still awake, his eyes wide, and I stood and waited for what was next. Should we take off our coats? Were we staying?

      “Can I take your coats? Come into the kitchen—I have coffee, and I can find something for the little one.”

      Galina reached for Noah, who I swear was flirting, with his best wide eyes, Cupid’s bow smile, and a soft, cooing bah sound. He twisted his fingers in Galina’s hair and tugged, and she just laughed.

      I didn’t have to be an expert to see Arvy falling in love with her the very second she laughed and held a baby.

      It had never been that way for me and Freja, but I can’t tell you how many times I’d thought I should try.

      We drank our coffee and ate tiny breads with sugar that Galina called Plyushka.  She took Noah and held his bottle for him, tenderly brushing his curls from his forehead. The house was warm and still decorated from New Year’s, softly lit with candles, and I was relaxing and nearly forgetting the kind of conversation I had to have with Stan.

      Arvy was chatting now, talking about hockey and asking questions about Russia, and nerves had given way to smooth conversation. Galina talked with an accent, but her English was so much better than Stan’s. When Arvy asked her, she explained that Stan only had time for hockey, and hadn’t thought to learn much English until last summer.

      “Something changed,” she said. “He began to actually listen to people who told him to learn, and he’s taking lessons.”

      I nodded as she explained. Had Stan told her about last summer? Had he mentioned how the Swedish hockey player had used him, or had he called it breaking his heart? And had he started to learn English because of me?

      Of course he hadn’t, but still, the warmth of association rested in my chest, and I smiled.
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      My neighborhood is what is called upper class. Big, expensive homes. Fancy cars. Someday I think I’ll buy the biggest American car I can. Maybe a Cadillac. That’s the mark of success in America. Big cars. Big houses. Big boats. Big, big, big. Like my ice cream. A big tub of chocolate with marshmallow. Everything here was super-sized, jumbo, enormous.

      So different from my childhood home. Yet the sound of children out playing in the snow was the same. Several ran up to me, eyes bright, cheeks red and wet, all with hockey sticks in hand.

      “Mr. Stan, will you play with us?” asked Darren, the boy who brings me my daily paper. I glanced up at his house, a sprawling two-story with an attached two-car garage. There in front of the two doors, in the recently plowed drive, sat a net. “I know my dad said we shouldn’t bother you because you’re busy, but now you’re just walking with ice cream.”

      He made a good point. I smiled down at the boys and girls. “I am happy to play with you.”

      They cheered. I shoved my tub of ice cream into the bank of snow along the drive, and settled into the net, the pipes resting on my back. Someone brought me an old wooden goalie stick.

      “That’s all we got,” the young lady informed me. “It was my grandfather’s.”

      Yes, I believed it was that old, but I thanked her anyway and got ready to block the rubber ball they were using instead of a puck. That was a mother’s touch—that pink rubber ball—I was almost certain. The next forty minutes was spent blocking shots, laughing, and passing on what knowledge I could with my good but not great English.

      When it was time for me to go, they all waved and thanked me. I grabbed my ice cream and continued home, feeling like a hundred bucks. No. Wait. It is more than that. A thousand bucks! I was feeling like a thousand bucks all the way home. When I saw that my friend Arvy was there, my high spirits got higher. This was also good. Another way to keep the memory of what had happened in my kitchen with Erik shoved aside. Right now, I would take any kind of distraction to help me not think, because thinking had only made me edgy, upset, and confused beyond help.

      I did not expect to see Erik sitting in my living room, smiling over something my sister had said. Damn. How did I do this? Walk past and grunt? Maybe. Yes. That was good.

      “Stan, come see this baby,” Galina called as I stalked past after grunting. Lucy trotted out from the kitchen, weaving around my legs, meowing for attention. I bent down and picked her up with one hand and continued moving forward. Not once did I look back at Erik or Noah. Hearing the baby cooing made it hard not to go back. He was a sweet babe.

      Lucy made spitting sounds.

      “I know you are not football.”

      I placed her on the counter alongside the tub of ice cream. She gave me a dark look, then sat down to tend to her ruffled fur.

      “You will get good food. Meow, meow, meow, meow,” I sang like an old commercial for cat food I had seen on YouTube. I like those old commercials. They’re funny and have good songs and clever, snappy lines.

      “Hey, you got a minute?” Erik. Damn the man. He had caught me singing the “Meow, Meow” song to my cat.

      “I’m not sure I have many minutes. Must feed cat.” I waved a hand at Lucy, who was licking a personal girl-cat place.

      “When you’re done feeding the cat, then. Maybe?”

      “Maybe.” I moved around the kitchen for a few minutes, opening a can of tuna cat food and dumping it into the tiny bowl beside the water dish. Lucy jumped down to the floor and strolled to her dish, smelled the food, and then walked away. Such a cat.

      When I glanced up, he hadn’t moved from the doorway. Looking too good. He wore jeans well. They fit him good. No baggy droopy pants on Erik. Always nicely fitted, a little snug on his powerful thighs. If he would turn just a bit his ass would be firmly held in soft denim.

      “Stanislav, Arvy and I are going to the movies.”

      I threw a fast look at Galina, who was handing off Noah to his father.

      “But I have ice cream,” I stammered, because if she left that would mean I’d have to talk to Erik. I wasn’t ready for talking. Hand jobs, yes, it seemed, but talking, no. I was a fucking ham as Tennant would say. No. Wait. Ham is when you are upset. What is it when you are scared? Roasted chicken! I was a roasted chicken, by the General. Or Colonel? It was some military chicken man.

      “Which we’ll have when we get back.” She ran over to me, rose to her toes, and kissed my cheek. “Don’t wait up. Proschay!”

      Out she ran, shouting at Arvy to hurry up. Don’t wait up? But it was only maybe noon. What movie would last that long? Erik and Noah both looked at me.

      “What do you want?” That sounded angry. Was I angry? No. Yes. A little. Not at Noah, though. “I would hold him please?”

      “Oh, yeah, sure.” Erik came to me and passed over the little boy.

      Noah smiled at me, said “Bah!” and slapped me on the nose.

      “You want this ice cream put in the freezer?”

      “Da, yes.”

      “I know what ‘Da’ means,” he said offhandedly. A memory of Helsinki appeared unbidden inside my head. Erik spread out over me, riding me as I cried out “Da, da, da,” until I blew apart buried deep inside him. I placed the child on my hip and left the kitchen in a hurry.

      “Stan, we need to talk.”

      I sat on the couch, placed Noah on my thighs, and stared at the child. His cheeks were round, his mouth a little bow, and his eyes big and green, like his father’s.

      “Make talk. I listen.”

      I heard him exhale. Noah reached for my nose. He seemed to like it. It was a good nose. Long but very Russian. A proud nose.

      Erik sat on the other end of the couch. “I want to make sure you understand everything. Where I’m coming from.”

      “From Sweden, this I know.”

      Noah burbled and drooled down the front of his little yellow sweater. I made a face at him and got another smile.

      “No, I mean my reasoning.”

      I threw him a fast look. He seemed quite intent on this for some reason. I nodded at him, then went back to his son, who did not make me feel like my stomach was being pulled out through my left ear.

      “You leave me. Get married. Have Noah.”

      “Yeah, that’s the high spots, but it’s not that simple.” He blew out another breath. “Stan, last summer was… Helsinki meant so much to me.”

      “Yes, so much you go off and marry woman. That is so much meaning?” I snapped. Noah’s smile faded at my sharp tone. “Sorry, little bunny,” I cooed, and the pout went away.

      “I married her because I wanted to do the right thing. The adult thing. You understand that, right? Being responsible?”

      “I do responsible much. Bring mother over maybe soon. I make responsible for her,” I said, in an even tone so not to upset Noah. I felt like I had a thousand shouts locked inside me. Each one had to be tamed so not to scare the precious one on my lap. “You marry woman after saying love me. I see pictures on Instabook.”

      “Instagram,” he said softly. I nodded. “Right, well, I know you saw them. I was trying, Stan. Trying to be the father that Noah needed. Kids deserve a family.”

      “Family made of lies? Or was words for me lies?”

      That question made him leave the sofa. Erik paced the room, pushing his fingers through his curls, working on how to say what he needed to say in simple words for me.

      “See you and Freja broke me,” I interjected into his circling laps of the couch.

      He stopped pacing then, his hands dropping to his sides, and closed his eyes as if in pain. If he was, good. I wanted him pained. He should suffer as I had.

      “I never wanted to hurt you but…I did what I had to do to make sure that Noah could be mine forever. I manned up. I left behind the most important person in the world at that time—the man I’d fallen crazy in love with—to be a dad.”

      Noah tugged on my nose as I stared openly at his father. “You love me yet?”

      “I never stopped. Ever.” He rushed around the sofa and sat beside me, his gaze now hopeful and green. Oh, so green. Like the forests of my native country. “She was talking abortion. I said if she kept him that he would stay with me. Be mine. I didn’t love her, but we married so it was official, that is all.” He reached out to run a hand over his son’s bouncy yellow curls. Noah made happy baby noises for his papa. The ice inside me, I think it started to melt a little.

      “Now what is right for him?”

      “I don’t know.” Erik fell back against the cushion. “I’m working my ass off to make a new life for him and me. It’s the hardest thing I’ve ever done.”

      “Being good papa is hard.” I had to give him that. Raising a child alone was nothing but work and worry, my mother would say.

      “Yeah, it is, but all the hard stuff is worth it when he smiles at me.”

      Okay, yes, I could see that. Noah’s smile made me feel bright inside, like someone had turned a beacon on in my chest. The light flowed out of me back to him. It was good and happy. And he smelled like baby shampoo, which made me feel brighter.

      “Stan, you do understand why I did what I did now, right?”

      My gaze stayed on the happy baby. “Yes, I understand.”

      Erik sighed as if I had taken the weight of the world off his shoulders.

      ““Thank god. Are you still mad? I totally understand that you were hurt and that it will take time to get over that, if you even can. I’d like to maybe be friends someday.”

      I bounced the baby to give myself time to think. Could I be friends with him? Did I want that, or did I want more? Or less? Smart people would tell me to accept his truths and then let him go live his life. Be polite in the dressing room, talk nicely to the press, and move on. Smart people would tell me that putting aside a hot summer of lust to work on a new and maybe better relationship in the future would make me as smart as they were. Galina would be one of those smart people. She never rushed into love as I had. My sister was flat-headed. No. Wait. That’s not right. Flat-headed would be like Herman Munster. I liked that show too.

      “Stan?”

      “I will take thinking time,” I informed him, then hugged his son tight to my chest. The boy snuggled into me. The light inside me glowed a little brighter.

      “Really? Okay, that’s cool.” His rough chuckle pulled my attention from cuddling with Noah. “I thought you were going to beat me up and throw my body into the Volga.”

      “Volga no flow in Pennsylvania. I throw body into Sus-key-hand-ah.”

      Erik laughed again. “Susquehanna,” he corrected.

      “Yes, that river.” Noah stopped moving so much. “Is he going asleep?”

      Erik leaned around me, close to me, and peered around his son’s head. “Yeah, I think he’s finally giving up.”

      My gaze lingered on Erik’s mouth, the way it moved when he talked. I liked the way his mouth moved.

      “I’d take him home, but Arvy has my car seat in his car and he kind of…” He made a motion with his hand to indicate something moving. “I’ll just go into one of the other rooms and lay down with him so you don’t have to have my face in yours.” He started to rise.

      “Sit.”

      He sat.

      “I will hold Noah for nap. We sit and watch TV Land. There is marathon for Andy Griffith and Opie.”

      “You sure?”

      “Yes. Your face is fine while I have thinking time.”

      Erik found the remote, sat down beside me, his hip next to mine, and turned on the TV. I whistled softly to the theme song, Noah sleeping on my chest, and used up two hours of thinking time not thinking at all, just feeling. And the feelings were toasty warm like one of Aunt Bee’s buttermilk pies.
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        * * *

      

      A week later we were in Minnesota and things were not going well. We were in the middle of a losing streak that was filling all our heads with self-defeating thoughts. Despite what our coach and captain said, we couldn’t seem to find our stride, and this game against the Wild was not helping build confidence.

      They’d come out strong and scored within forty seconds of the opening face-off. I hate goals so early like that. They shake up the team and prevent me from slipping into the mindset needed to remain focused. Think of it as being awoken gently by soft sounds of nature that lull you into the day or having someone blow a foghorn beside your head to wake you.

      I hate foghorn games. After that initial goal, I felt off. The team fell into a shocked kind of dejection that found us scrabbling to keep up with the other team. The forwards were sloppy, the defense spotty. That opened gaping holes in front of my net that left me open and vulnerable, especially to deflections. After two more pucks snuck past me I began to get mad. Mad at myself, mad at the team for not scoring or protecting my crease, and mad at the coaching staff for not shuffling lines to find something that might work.

      When the first period ended, I slammed off the ice and into the away dressing room, so mad I could shit. No. Wait. Spit. So mad I could spit.

      “Stan, I am so sorry about the last deflection,” Dieter was saying behind me as we clumped into the dressing room. “That was totally on me. I should have covered my man better.”

      “Dude, we’re all to blame. Not Stan. No way you get the blame for this,” Tennant chimed in.

      “My job to stop pucks.” Pushing around them, I found my spot in the corner. I sat down, buried my face in my palms, and worked on breathing exercises. One long breath in, fill the lungs, then slowly exhale until the lungs were empty.

      No one spoke to me. They barely looked in my direction. Coach talked about tightening up in the corners and finding our forecheck. He pointed out that the backup goalie for the Wild had only had to block three shots in twenty minutes of hockey, while I had been barraged with seventeen. Also, he was not happy about the slashing calls. Overall, Coach was quietly mad about everything and wanted us to pull our heads out of our asses.

      The second period was better. Arvy scored a goal, and that swung momentum to us for several shifts. Minnesota got a tripping call and we went on the power play. Tennant found the back of the net on a slap-shot that bounced off the pipes behind the Wild goalie. I reached back to stroke the pipes and ask them to be nice to me even though they were Minnesota pipes and not Harrisburg pipes.

      Just when we were starting to really feel the surge of confidence, one stupid move in front of me by Adler Lockhart set off a string of bad luck. Adler got mad and crosschecked one of the Wild forwards who was screening me. It was a stupid thing to do. He knew it. I knew it. Everyone there knew it. Once he was sitting in the penalty box, our penalty kill unit came out and the wheels started coming off the cart.

      The Wild converged on my net. Shots came in so fast I was working on instinct to keep them out of the net. After a flurry that lasted over a minute, Tennant finally managed to clear the puck to other end of the ice. Our side changed out one PK line for another. I caught my breath and tried to lock on to the Minnesota forward charging over the blue line with the puck. Assuming he would slip around our defense, I crouched down, and then he drew back for a slap shot. The puck was a black blur.

      It hit Arvy right in the leg, and down he went. This was nothing unusual. Blocked slap shots happen often. The pain is intense but fades after several minutes, leaving a big bruise and swelling. Arvy pushed up to his skates, his face a mask of agony, and pushed along on one skate. The Wild were buzzing like African bees—there was no way he could leave the ice—and so he played on until Adler was released from the penalty box. The puck was iced, and Arvy barely made it to the bench. As soon as he was through the door, the head athletic trainer was on him, helping him down the tunnel to the locker room. A TV timeout occurred.

      I skated to the bench, got fresh water in my bottle, and made eye contact with Erik. We’d not spoken much over the past week. He was giving me room to think. It was a funny situation we were in now, and I wasn’t sure how much longer we could keep it up. Everyone looked deeply worried about our injured teammate.

      “You good, Stan?” I nodded at my coach, took my water bottle from a trainer, and went back to my crease.

      “Minnesota pipes,” I murmured as the game was about to start again. “I am good man. Strong Russian. Love pipes much. Be good to me.”

      I rubbed them as one would a lover’s bare thigh. Then I turned to face the ice.

      The Minnesota pipes didn’t love me like my home pipes did. They were callous and uncaring. They deflected a shot into the net behind me and did not send any away. When the game was over, I spun on my skates and flipped the net and the evil Minnesota pipes over. Then I whipped them with my stick until the stick shattered.

      The locker room was quiet as a church. We were all worried about Arvy. He’d been taken to the nearby hospital for X-rays of his right leg. The ride back to the hotel was dismal. There was no laughter or teasing on the bus. Just big, silent men humped up in their seats. When we got to our lodgings, everyone scattered, going to their rooms to sulk or think. Erik was in front of me in the elevator. I stood behind him, inhaling the scent of his shampoo while enjoying the way gold curls danced on the nape of his neck.

      When we filed out on the fourth floor, I followed him to his room, which was the opposite direction of mine. He tossed me several curious looks as we walked down the nicely carpeted corridor.

      “Is there something you want?” he asked as he scanned his card. The lock beeped and the door opened.

      I shoved him inside, slammed the door shut, and rounded on him. “You. I want you.”
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      I hit the wall with as much force as being pushed into the boards by the biggest D-man in the league, and my breath left me in a whoosh.

      “Stan—”

      He gripped my hair tight, twisting his fingers into my curls, and yanked me toward him for a kiss. I was off balance, gripping him hard to stand upright, and he pulled my hair to get me to tilt my head, devouring my neck with kisses and bites that I knew could leave marks.

      “Your fault,” he muttered between kisses, and held me even tighter, as if he wanted to hurt me, as if it was the only way he could get off, using anger and pain.

      A loud thump echoed in the room and I realized it was the door.

      “Erik, you okay in there, man?”

      The captain right outside my room. Stan released his hold on me, and I scrambled to stay upright before catching the material of his jacket. He looked stricken, as if someone had thrown an entire bucket of water over him, cooling his furious passion.

      “I’m good,” I called. “Knocked into the table.”

      Stan took another step away, the tightness in his expression slowly turning to remorse. He was going to leave—I could see the panic in his eyes, and then the sadness.

      “Jesus,” Connor called, “mind your legs. I don’t want anyone else in the hospital tonight.”

      I winced at that, and the fact that Stan was even further away from me, practically in the freaking bathroom. I was so hard; Stan knew every button to press, every word and gesture, pushing me around and making me feel every time. Being shoved around every so often, Stan using his weight and strength against me…fuck, it was the best thing about whatever toxic mess we had going between us.

      “Sorry, Captain,” I called out. “Night.”

      There was some muttering from outside the door, more words, but I wasn’t really listening. All I knew was that the voice was receding and that I’d been reminded that Connor was in the room next to mine.

      Stan was pressed right up against the wall between the bedroom and the bathroom, his palms flat to the wall, his eyes wide. He looked scared. Was he scared of me? Or us? Or being found out? It was probably losing control; Stan didn’t lose control very often. He’d run now. I knew it as I knew my own name. His stupid head would be spinning this and making it a terrible thing, when fuck, it could be the best thing ever to happen to us.

      I went with my instincts, prowling toward him, and he shook his head a little.

      Nope. I wasn’t having this. He’d started something that he clearly needed, and this was happening. One way or another, I was getting him inside me tonight. When only inches separated us, I really thought he would run, and I tensed, but he didn’t even move. I shrugged off my jacket and flung it toward the chair, not even caring that it might well end up on the floor. And then I loosened my tie and unbuttoned my shirt, taking the whole thing off in one move. That made him flinch, and he leaned to one side, as if readying himself to run. My pants would have to stay on; I couldn’t take the chance that he’d sidestep me, even if my cock was so hard that I just wanted it out.

      I reached for his hand, and he let me take it, then I went to my knees in a smooth move, right in front of him.

      “Nyet,” he murmured, but I wasn’t having any no’s tonight. He was fucking me, and I was showing him the way. I took his hand and rested it on my head, carding it through my hair, and instinctively he gripped my curls. I released my hold and leaned forward, pressing my mouth against his cock hidden in his pants. He was as hard as steel, and I kissed him through the fabric and he groaned. Unzipping him was easy, all while kissing and nuzzling him, but still his hands didn’t move in my hair, they stayed still; he was striving for complete control, but I knew one way to get his resolve to crack.

      I pulled down his pants, his underwear, and nuzzled him again. The heat of him against my skin was another reminder of better times. Reflexively, he dug into my hair a little, not as hard as he needed, not as hard as I liked, but enough to know I was getting to him. His jersey boxers were just under his balls, and I licked and sucked on every part I could reach, then took the tip of him into my mouth. I sucked, just on that end, the weight of him heavy on my tongue, and then as his fingers flexed in my hair I slid my lips forward, taking more of him into my mouth. So deep I nearly gagged before sliding back up. I let him go, looked up at him, just as I knew he wanted me to, how he loved me to, with his fingers in my hair and me on my knees. This was his kryptonite.

      “Eton piz`dets,” he said, his voice hoarse. This is fucked up. There was nothing fucked up about me and Stan together. Nothing wrong with us.

      “Stan,” I said, my words a command and a plea.

      “Nyet,” he said, but this time the word was accompanied by him tightening his hold on my hair. He was done, and he knew it, and I knew it, and it was powerful.

      I swallowed him down, and he held me. With his fingers twisted in my hair, he held me there, then loosened them enough for me to move back a little and breathe. I went limp in his hold and silently begged to be used.

      Cursing in a mix of Russian and English, he fucked my mouth, held me tight, and I gripped his ass, seeking balance and needing to feel him. He was going to lose it soon, I could tell—the way his hips stuttered, the way language of any sort vanished and he was just moaning. When he let me back a little, I put my cards on the table between breaths.

      “Inside me,” I begged, and he cursed and yanked me up at the same time, and fuck, I was so hard I was scared I’d lose it in my pants. We scrambled to get me out of the remainder of my clothes and to get him naked. Gloriously naked, fucking hot, and erect, and rooting around in my bag for something to use as lube. When he pulled out the bottle and condoms, he looked at them momentarily, and it must have dawned on him that I’d brought them for a reason, but he couldn’t know that I’d had them on me ever since he’d shoved his Russian ass back into my life.

      I wouldn’t be the one to start things, but fuck, I was going to be ready.

      “On bed,” he commanded, as loudly as he could and still whisper, and I did as I was told, on all fours, needing him now. This wasn’t kissing and flowery words; this was a connection at the deepest, hardest level. He covered himself, pressed fingers into me, and then he was inside me, pausing until my body let him in, and then I was full. He moved against me like that, my cock hanging, rubbing the covers. I needed more, but right then I wanted to be on that edge where the need built and where I demanded more.

      He pushed hard, deep, and then slowly pulled back, fucked into me again, and I splayed my hands, giving myself balance to rock against him. He reached around me, and I thought this was it, that he would close his hands around my cock and I could finally come with him after all this time. But all he did was wrap his arms around me, pull me up, his hands moving to my chest and steadying me. The angle, my back to his front, meant he could go deeper, and his fingers pulled and twisted my nipples until I was nothing but sensation. He whispered things in my ear, heated Russian, words he’d taught me.

      I’m fucking you. I want you. I love your cock. I’m fucking you.

      I’m fucking you.

      “Please,” I begged. I needed his hands on me, but all he did was fuck me hard and bite my neck and pull on my nipples, and I was going to come. He used one of his hands in my hair, twisted me to kiss me, and I was so close. “Please…” I begged into the kisses.

      “I’m get you there,” he whispered, and then he was coming, stiffening beneath me, fucking up into me, and his hand was on my cock, and it took two strokes, no more, and I was coating his fingers and forcing my hand into my mouth to stop myself shouting. For the longest time, he held me, until he had softened enough to pull out. He disposed of the condom. I lay down on the bed, totally boneless, my nipples aching, my cock spent, exhaustion flooding me.

      “Why you have these?” Stan asked softly, and I turned my head to see the condoms and lube. Stan looked deadly serious.

      “For you,” I murmured, “always for you.”

      He curled his fingers in my hair, but softly, massaging my scalp, and I was taken back to our time in Helsinki, when he would spend hours playing with my hair after we’d made love. Then his hand was gone, and I was tired and closed my eyes.

      When I woke up, to a clock that showed four a.m., Stan was gone.

      And my heart ached for the loss.
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      My cell woke me at six a.m., this time with a call from Amy, who wanted to know where Noah’s health records were. She needed them to check up on inoculations, and I explained they were in the third box from the bottom in the pile in my room. She sent me a quick LOL.

      That was a running joke between me and her, the fact that I’d never actually unpacked, choosing instead to throw a cover over the boxes and pretend the unpacked mess was a cupboard or something. It wasn’t as if we were staying in that apartment anyway; it was an emergency let, and I needed to find somewhere to stay for real. Maybe I should take the team up on what they’d offered, or yeah, get some money out of them at least. I made a mental note to search for finances, and sent a quick text to my agent, Sven Haalsen, whose job it was to keep on top of salaries.

      Amy texted me to say she’d found the records and that I needed to unpack.

      Yeah, yeah, whatever.

      I didn’t text that, but I wasn’t staying in that place, and I wouldn’t unpack until I felt more settled than I did right then.

      When you’re traded, when you get the call, you never really expect to stay where you’re sent. There are a million ways to fuck up. I could have been the best in my AHL team but been crap coming up to the NHL. The Railers could have sent me packing, and that would have been it, I would have been out of the NHL, back down to the AHL, and god knew if the Rush would have kept me.

      Next thing I knew I’d have been in Canada, or LA, or Florida.

      But somehow, I was doing okay. My line had clicked, Charlie, Toly and I were giving a solid, respectable fourth line showing, and I wanted to stay.

      With the team.

      In Penn.

      With Stan.

      Make a home, find a proper place for me and Noah.

      A text came in from Sven. Money had been released, I didn’t need to worry, and could I make sure that I did well enough to get another couple of years on the Railers, as he liked them.

      I’ll try, I thought, even if it does mean coming to some kind of agreement with Stan.

      I showered and dressed, knowing that whatever time it was I would find someone up and ready to show me to coffee. Connor was the one I spotted first in the hotel’s twenty-four-hour coffee shop, surrounded by the remnants of a breakfast burrito and two coffees. He looked as he hadn’t slept, and immediately my thoughts went to Arvy.

      “Shit,” I said, and slid into the seat opposite him and asked about Arvy. “Is it that bad?”

      Connor looked at me—focused right on me, despite the bloodshot eyes. “You tell me,” he said cryptically.

      Me? I hadn’t heard anything about Arvy that morning. Had I missed a text? I checked my phone, but there was nothing.

      “Was there a message in some kind of group chat? I’m not in a team group.” I tried not to let that hurt—after all, I was new on the Railers, and maybe they didn’t even have a group chat. If they did, then Ten would be in charge of it, no doubt.

      Connor leaned forward and passed me his cell, which I turned to face me. There was a notepad app open and some words on it. “You want to translate this that I heard through my freaking wall when I was trying to sleep?”

      The words made no sense to read, and then I sounded the words out phonetically, and it hit me. Connor in the next room. Connor hearing Stan saying he was fucking me, and to suck him down. Connor writing down the words he’d heard.

      “Shit,” was all I said.

      Connor crossed his hands on the table and banged his head on them, twice, three times. I was worried our captain was going to give himself a concussion. He mumbled something that sounded suspiciously like the words “odd one out” and “fuck my life”, but I didn’t like to ask.

      Connor lifted his head, “Just…jeez…do me a favor…”

      “Anything,” I said immediately

      “I’m already down a defenseman—don’t fuck up Stan’s game over this shit.”

      Wow, that was honest and direct and made me acutely aware of my place on the team. I guessed if it was Stan or me, then it would be the fourth line winger who was out of a job.

      So much for dreams of putting down roots.

      “You’re saying we can’t—”

      “I’m saying it’s your life, but next time keep the noise down, and don’t mess with Stan’s head. He’s a good guy.”

      So am I, I thought, but I didn’t say it out loud.

      “Please don’t tell anyone,” I said softly, recalling Stan’s fear of exposure and word getting back to anyone around his mom in Russia.

      “I won’t,” he said, and he looked tired, so I decided to change the subject.

      “How is Arvy?”

      Connor sighed heavily. “He’s comfortable.”

      That didn’t sound good; if anything it sounded like a death sentence for a hockey player.

      “Is he coming back with us now?”

      “Doc Roberts is staying with him, and they’ll be going back to Harrisburg.”

      Which meant he wouldn’t be flying with us for our next away game in Toronto.

      Silence. He stared at me, and I felt as uncomfortable as if a million fire ants were crawling over me.

      “Stan and I,” I began.

      Connor held up a hand. “We have an inclusive team, you know that, but we need Stan, okay?”

      There they were again—the damning words that I was replaceable—but it seemed as though Connor wanted to continue.

      “And Erik, you’re the best fourth line winger in the AHL. The Rush were lucky to get you, we’re lucky to have you plugging away for us. Don’t fuck it up.”

      “Yes, Captain.”

      Connor collected his stuff and left without asking anything else, and for a while I sat there staring into nothing, aware of the team coming in and out of the breakfast room. Someone brought me coffee, someone else placed a plate of bacon in front of me. I must have looked spaced-out. I was alternating between pride at Connor’s words and terror of what I might do to Stan.

      At this point in the story of Erik and Stan, I could back away. I had a baby, I needed to find a place to live, and Stan was likely still on a strong hating-me kick. But he didn’t have to be. Right?

      The Erik/Stan story didn’t have to end now. I didn’t have to back away; I could work at this, and we could get back what we’d lost.

      So now I was standing at the crossroads and unsure which way to go when Stan slipped into the chair opposite me.

      “Not do bad thinks,” he said.

      “Okay,” I agreed, even though I didn’t know what the hell he meant—bad thoughts or something, I guessed.

      “Focus Leafs,” he added. “Not bad game for Leafs.”

      “You want to focus on the game.” My heart stopped, because he was echoing what Connor had said and, hell, he was right. This was about the team, not some stupid kid like me who could cause problems.

      He nodded and sat back, crossing his arms over his chest. “And on us,” he added, and he half smiled.

      Hope swelled in my chest.
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      Sitting across from Erik that morning with the cold winter sun touching his golden hair, I had no idea how or what “focusing on us” meant, but I knew that it was as vital to me as breathing. I could see the warmth of promise light up his beautiful jade eyes, and it filled my breast with potential as well. How to act on it was just not clear.

      We tried to be professional on the road, because for me, coming out big was not going to happen. My mother still lived in Leskovo, which sat perhaps five miles from the border of Chechnya. Terrible things were going on in the Chechen Republic—purges of gay men, deaths and murders. If word spread of her son being gay…

      So, no, there would be no splashy “pressers” for Layton Foxx to organize for Erik and me. Not until my mother was safely in America. Then perhaps we could simply be. As much as I respected and admired Tennant and Coach Madsen for being brave and facing the fire, I could not, nor would ever be so happy for the attention. I wasn’t sure how Erik would feel about this, and I had yet to talk to him about it, for private time was strictly limited.

      On the road, we slipped into playing that we were friends only. Erik and I talked hockey on the bus, on the plane, during scrimmages and practice, but at night we went to our rooms alone. I longed to go to him and hold him, merge my body with his, talk about things that held meaning for us, but in a hotel filled with ears and eyes, no, that could not be. Our captain already knew of our secret according to Erik. There could be no others discovering our new romance…if one could call it a romance. It was a most unsettling time, but we struggled through that long road trip, picking up three wins to help even out the losses on the road.

      My house, my cat, and my sister were waiting for me when I arrived home at the end of January, but not for long.

      “I’m going to visit Arvy today,” she informed me as she swept through the living room, pulling on a coat.

      “But I have come just home,” I said, my cat draped around my neck, making claw marks in my blue suit jacket.

      “Yes, and you are so handsome. I’ll be at his place. Text me if you need anything. Happy homecoming, big brother!” She ran over, kissed my cheek, and raced off. Why would she run off when I had so much I needed to talk to her about? She was the only person who knew I was gay, and so I’d held everything inside about Erik and me to tell her. Did a broken leg outweigh a brother who had deep secrets to confide? What did she care about Arvy? They barely knew each other.

      Lucy purred into my ear. “Yes, pretty one, you are always here for me.”

      I reached up to scratch her soft head, then carried my bags to my room. She leaped from my shoulder onto the bed and curled up on her pillow. I looked around my bedroom. It was so big, so nicely decorated, and so empty. Sharing this night with Lucy was not what I had wanted at all, not that she was not a loving pussy-cat. She was. And she adored me. I wanted human contact, though. Someone to talk to who would understand. Someone like Galina, or Mama. Or Erik…

      As soon as I thought of him, my body reacted with heat and yearning. So much yearning that I rushed to change into jeans and a thick fleece sweatshirt. I pressed a kiss to Lucy’s head and left her to nap, my blood hot in my veins. I jogged to the nearest bus stop, climbed into a warm city bus, and pulled out my phone to play music and double check his address as he had entered it into my phone. I rode to his apartment building on Derry Street. It was a big one, with perhaps ten floors. I studied the big sign with the address to be sure I was in the right place. Puzzled about why he would live in a rather rundown building when he played professional hockey, I went inside and rode to the eighth floor, my earbuds resting on my neck so that I could hear Elvis singing sweet romance songs.

      The elevator opened onto a long corridor. I exited and went in search of apartment 8D, which was one door past a home with loud children.

      The tiny girl who pulled the door open gawked up at me, her eyes going wide.

      “I am Stanislav. I have business with Erik Gun—”

      The door slammed in my face. I had never had a door closed on me before. I looked up and down the long hallway and lifted my hand to knock again. The door flew open, and Erik smiled up at me, his cheeks a soft pink.

      “Stan, sorry, that’s Amy, my nanny. She thought you were Russian mafia coming after me and kind of got spooked.” I looked over his head at the nanny clutching young Noah to her breast.

      “Ah, no, I no Russian mafia,” I said to soothe the skittish young thing. “I am Russian goalie. No make Erik dead with shoes of cement.”

      “She watches too many crime dramas,” Erik whispered, then stepped back so I could enter his house.

      “Ah, shoot ’em ups,” I mumbled as I ducked to avoid a forehead injury. “Chuck Connors is big rifleman.”

      “No, not Westerns, crime dramas like… It’s not important. This is a surprise—seeing you here, I mean.”

      I stood in the center of his living room in my thick woolen peacoat, looking at boxes hidden under sheets, wondering what this was.

      “Is this new Swedish table?” I asked, with a wave at the boxes under the covers.

      Erik ran his hand over his hair, the curls bouncing back as soon as his fingers cleared them. I wanted to do that. Needed to do that. Yearned to do that. Ah, the yearning was back now. Loud and violently roaring like a Siberian tiger, it clawed at my insides.

      “I just haven’t unpacked yet. Waiting for the other shoe to drop, you know?”

      “I no make cement shoes. I say this time before this time.”

      The nanny giggled. Noah giggled. Erik snorted. I had no clue what was so damn funny. “Yeah, I know. Listen, I was just about to get lunch. You maybe want to stay?”

      The nanny handed Noah to his father, then ducked around me, still looking quite reserved. I scare tiny women like this all the time. Sometimes tiny men too. It’s the curse of being a tall, stoic Russian.

      “I can stay and help,” the nanny said as she pulled on a pink coat. Erik waved her off. “Okay, well, I’ll see you in two days. Welcome home, Mr. G. And, uh, Stan.”

      “Safe trips to home,” I said, and smiled as bigly as I could. No. Wait. Is bigly right word? Yes, it must be, as I heard the President use it. She nodded, then hurried out the door. “Girl is good nanny?”

      “Oh yeah, she’s great. The road trips are hard on her—you know, being here for weeks on end.”

      “I hold pretty Noah, please?” I held out my hands. Erik smiled and handed over his son. Noah squealed and instantly grabbed my nose. “He likes nose.”

      “It’s a nice nose. Noble, you know. Like the nose of a Czar.”

      My gaze met Erik’s. The yearning doubled. “No Czar in family. Peasants only. Strong, hard work, steady.”

      “That sounds just like you.” He turned before I could read more in his gaze.

      I followed him into a tiny kitchen. This room, too, was barren of homey touches, but was more unpacked than the living room.

      “You can put him in his high chair,” Erik said over his shoulder as he worked on smashing up soft pears with a fork. I got the boy in his seat, put the tray on, and tied a big plastic bib with a purple penguin around his neck.

      “Bah!” Noah said, and smacked his tray with his palms.

      “Hold your horses,” his dad replied with good humor.

      I sat on a chair with weak-looking metal legs and watched Erik getting food ready for Noah. He moved with knowledge of what he was doing, his body language saying he had done this many times and was confident. I enjoyed the dialog between him and Noah, soft and playful. He loved his beautiful son so much.

      “So, now that he’s got his lunch, what do you want?” he asked as he wiped up the counter where he’d prepared fresh fruit and oatmeal cereal for his boy.

      “You.”

      Erik looked at me over a broad shoulder. Fire danced in his eyes. “Maybe during nap time?”

      “Yes, nap time is good.”

      He made us sandwiches, thick, with tuna salad and lettuce. We had cheesy potato chips and root beer. Noah ate well but sloppily, tossing his spoon to the floor, the table, my lap, and his father’s chest.

      “Did you hear the rumors that we’re going after Max Van Hellren from Washington?” Erik asked as we worked on our food.

      “For Arvy, yes. I hear on Facebook chat group we sign last night.”

      “Oh. I’m not in any of the team groups.”

      “Why you no in groups?”

      He crinkled his nose. “No one wants me there, I guess?”

      “Pah, stupid. I want you in group. I add. Make you Pokémon group too.” I pulled out my phone and found Facebook with ease. Erik protested, but in the end, he was in both groups. “There, you play Pokémon now.”

      “I don’t do Pokémon,” he said while wiping his sleepy son’s face with a warm, damp washcloth.

      “Is easy as peasy. I teach,” I said as he scrubbed at the boy’s cheeks. “You get balls. Go out. Look for Pokémon. Throw ball. Catch Pokémon. Train big. Beat other trainers. Win games! See. Easy as peasy. Must get tattoo to be member of club.”

      Erik chuckled. “Oh, so that’s what your ink work is. As long as it’s easy as peasy, then I guess I’ll be okay.” He removed the tray from the high chair and lifted his baby into his arms. “I’m going to tuck him in.”

      “I give goodnight kiss maybe please?”

      Erik nodded.

      I stood up and pressed a kiss to Noah’s sweet curls. “Happy dreams, little rabbit,” I whispered to him, then moved back to give Erik room to get around me.

      For some reason, I followed him through the small apartment. He laid the sleepy baby in his crib, pulled a fluffy yellow quilt up over the boy, and tugged the blinds shut. Noah never made a sound, just dropped off like an angel.

      Erik walked to the doorway that I was blocking. “You are good father,” I told him, my voice as soft as Noah’s tiny breaths.

      “I’m trying.”

      I took him by the wrist and led him out of the baby’s room. He closed the door, then flattened his back to the wall. I took his other arm and lifted both hands over his head. He wet his lips as his pupils grew fat with desire.

      “Seeing you with him makes me want you much more,” I whispered so not to wake Noah. Erik groaned and went to his toes, trying to put his mouth on mine. I turned from the kiss and buried my face in his neck instead, keeping his hands high over his head. “I think of nothing but this. You. Me. Making hot fucking.” I chewed on his throat, pulling long, low moans of pleasure from him. Each nip got me a shudder, each mark on his pale skin a rolling keen that made my already hard cock throb strongly. “I would have you in my mouth. Come hard. Keep your hands up there.” I pressed the backs of his hands to the wall to emphasize what I wished.

      “Yes, okay, yes.” He panted and writhed, his hip bone grinding into mine. “Kiss me.”

      I was happy to do that. His response to my lips on his was explosive. His tongue darted out to slide over mine. He kissed so well, so fervently, that I simply held him in place and tasted of him for a long time. We rocked against each other, stiff pricks teasing and rubbing to the point of madness.

      “Stay hands here,” I grunted, then went to my knees, the thin carpet not providing much padding, but who cared? Erik was where he wanted to be, and so was I.

      I freed his cock, leaving his pants up and just pulling out his prick. I fell on it, taking him down my throat. His ass punched away from the wall. Hands on his tight ass, I set the pace. Erik was always compliant, eager to please, to be fucked and sucked. We were the perfect fit, as I liked to have lovers who did my bidding in bed. Allowed me to love them strongly yet tenderly.

      My fingers kneaded his ass cheeks through thin denim. His nails worked the plasterboard when I paid special attention to the underside of his cock, rubbing it with my tongue as I massaged his buttocks.

      “Fuck, I’m close,” he whimpered.

      I took him in hand and squeezed the base of his cock, hard. His head flew back, slamming against the wall. His orgasm hit him like a truck, buckling his knees and yanking erotic sounds from him. He shot on my cheek and shoulder, his cock pulsing as I milked him with long, eager strokes.

      I pushed to my feet, and he was all over me. Kissing me, lapping at my neck and jaw, murmuring how he wanted more, needed more, would love more. We stumbled into the bedroom to find the condoms and lube. The ones he kept for me, always for me. Clothes flew to the floor. Erik lay on the bed, his legs held to his chest, his tight hole on display for me.

      Seeing him like that made me short of breath and half mad with need. I covered my cock with latex and walked to him, the lube in my hand, my gaze settled on his puckered entrance.

      I flipped the lid open and squeezed. Clear slick ran over his balls and ass, then onto the cover under him. Using the edge of the bed to rest my knees on, I grabbed his legs and pulled him to me, dropping down into a half-crouch, so that the head of my cock penetrated him when his ass reached the edge of the bed. The sight of his ass swallowing my cock pushed me into another world. A place of pure sexual pleasure.

      “Come up,” I snarled. I thrust hard to bury myself in him, then bent over to grab him up off the bed. His eyes widened for a second, then slowly fluttered shut. He wrapped his arms around my neck and his legs circled me. I stood up. Erik slithered down further still. He whimpered. “Too much?” I asked, then turned, the wall my goal.

      “No, fuck no, never too much,” he ground out. Then his shoulders and back met the wall with a powerful slap. “Ah! Oh, Stan.”

      “Tell me again is for me only me.” I pumped upward, and his body tightened around me, pulling at me, urging me deeper. “Tell me love is only for me. Tell me, Erik. Please tell me.”

      “For you. Always for you. Love is…fuck, I can’t… talk right with you…so fucking deep.”

      I chuckled at his stuttering laughter, then fucked him like he was the last fuck I would ever have. Erik held on tight, the perfect bottom, hot for my prick, and expressive. He called my name, dug at my shoulders and neck, and rolled his hips down when I thrust up.

      Words fell out of me, but I wasn’t sure if they were English or Russian. My orgasm hit me from behind, making my legs feel weak and flimsy. I pumped hard into him, going as deep as I could. He whispered and whimpered and begged. His dick was fat and hard now, pressed between us. I felt him reach for it while I was rocking up onto my toes. He came just as I was coming down from the rush. His spunk dotted our chests and stomachs.

      My mouth claimed his as his release pulled at him.

      “I’m dying,” he huffed as he worked his cock, milking it aggressively.

      “I am dying too. No, I am dead.”

      “You’ve got a pretty stiff dick for a dead man.”

      “Is Roger Moore this.”

      “Ah, hell…what?”

      “When dead and get hard body.”

      “Do you mean rigor mortis?” He chuckled.

      I thought for a moment, nodded, then laughed as well as I carried him to the bed and laid him across it, falling over him as we sank into the thin mattress.

      “Oh, Stan, I fucking missed you.” He continued laughing as I removed the used condom and dropped it into a small trash can beside the bed.

      “I miss you too. So much. Heart break bad. You never break me again? Please say you no do so.” I hadn’t meant to get serious and sad, but holding him to me as we smiled and touched was scaring me badly. I’d done this before. Held him like this, talked of love and a future, only to have him walk away. Yes, I know. He had made Noah and was doing what a man should do. Responsibility to family is first always. I understood his choice, and adored his Noah, but still the fear of him ripping me into tiny bits again was strong.

      “I promise never to break you again.” His reply was manna for my soul. I pressed a soft, tender kiss to his lips, wishing I could speak better so that he knew the depth of feelings I had for him. I pulled him to me, his chest against my side. I ran my fingers through his hair as our bodies cooled, semen drying into a tacky mess. We lingered there for a long time, his eyes closed as he drew small circles on my stomach while I played with his hair.

      “Noah will be up soon,” he said, his voice as lazy as our limbs.

      “I will shower.” Dropping a kiss to his bouncy curls, I slid out from under him and got to my feet.

      “Oh, hey, can you just wash up in the sink? Amy just did some washing and the water heater is crappy.”

      “Why you live in peasant housing?” He sat on the edge of the bed, tousled and beautiful and sad suddenly. “You play pro hockey. Make big monies.”

      “Not so big. I had to give my ex a ton of cash to settle things.”

      What he was saying made little sense to me. “You give all monies to ex?”

      “The majority of it. It’s okay, though. I can scrimp a bit for a couple months and then—”

      “What is scrimp?”

      “Pinch pennies. Like uh, economize. Save money where you can?” He lifted his eyes from the thin carpet to me.

      “You make plenty scrimps already.”

      “No, it’s cool. Really. It looks worse than it is because I don’t have the time to decorate.” I gave him a woolly eyeball. No. Wait. Hairy eyeball. “Seriously, as soon as I get a few days off, I’ll unpack and hang some pictures on the wall and it’ll look like a palace in here.”

      I didn’t believe him at all, but it was not for me to say how he lived. Still… “You could not scrimps and live with me.”

      He looked at me as if Baryshnikov were dancing Swan Lake on my head. “Uh, what?”

      “Do I not say it in good English? You and Noah could live with me. Save monies for months then find good house. My house is good. Big. You see house. You like house, yes?”

      “Well, sure, it’s a beautiful house, but…”

      I nodded. “Is beautiful house. Many rooms. And Galina is there for help you nanny with work many weeks yet.”

      “I can’t ask your sister to—”

      “There is also cat, Lucy, for making pet for Noah. Big yards. We make fence around yards. Keep Noah safe in summer when outside making baseball games.”

      The more I thought about it, the more I wanted it. Erik, Noah, Galina. All in my house. Making the house ring with laughter and love. If only I could lure Mama over…

      “Stan, I can’t just move in with you.”

      “Why you say no? My house good. Much gooder than this.” I waved a hand at the badly painted walls. “I hear people through walls. Smell bad smell in hall. My house has good smell, like Russian food. This place stink like cat box.”

      “The neighbor has five cats. The smell kind of leeches through the wall,” he confessed.

      I threw my hands into the air and gave him a look of confusion. “Then why not come to house with air like sweet tula pryanik? Russian gingerbread,” I added when he looked confused.

      “What about the press?”

      “We say old friend move in until find new house. No one think gay love. See, work out with good end!”

      “I’m not gay, I’m bi.”

      Ugh. Why was he being such a douche canoe, as Adler would say?

      “Yes, I know. You make sex with women too. No one think gay or bi love then. See, I fix. Come bring things to house.”

      “No.”

      “Why no yet?”

      “Because I have this in hand. I can take care of my son without handouts. Let me get you a washcloth.” He stood up and stalked at me, his jaw firm. I grabbed him as he passed, pulling him tightly to me, then I cupped his cheek, lifting his angry eyes to my face.

      “No say bad father.” I kissed his unyielding lips. “You are good father. Make much loves for son. Work hard. Strong man. Bring Noah and things here?” I said again. He sighed deeply, then melted into me, leading me away from money talk with his mouth. "Not think dollars.” I insisted.

      "I’ll pay my way.” He said and nuzzled my neck.

      “We good here, man?”

      Something in what I said made him laugh. “Let me guess. Tennant Rowe says that all the time?”

      “Yes, good. I learn from Tennant much hip street lingo.”

      “Maybe I can help teach you some hip street lingo now.” He led me into the cramped bathroom down the hall, where we washed each other off while sampling tender kisses. “If you want?”

      “I want most much.”
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      “The final paperwork is on its way,” my lawyer-from-hell announced as soon as I picked up the phone.

      This was the third call I’d had to say that final paperwork was done.

      The first time, Freja’s lawyers had demanded a section about me having sole responsibility for Noah, financially and in respect to his welfare. I was convinced I’d read a paragraph about that, but no, the lawyers had said it wasn’t tight enough.

      The second time had been an addition about public knowledge, and some kind of caveat about this that and the other. Who the hell knew? Unless you had  degree in law, you would not be able to untangle this for anything.

      At the end of the day, I wanted nothing from Freja herself. No money, or status, or acknowledgment.

      All I wanted from her was the promise that she would always consider Noah if the occasion arose that it was necessary to speak about him. Oh, and never to want him from me, or want shared custody, and to discuss all visits with me. I had to think about Noah, but when we’d started this journey—when I’d sat down and said I wanted her to carry the baby to term—it had all sounded so simple. I gave money to her charity—a lot of money—she took a sabbatical, Noah would be born, and that would be her part done.

      Of course, I’d known that there would be issues over press, but in Sweden our press isn’t quite as intrusive as it is in the US, and we’d decided to be brutally honest about our intentions from day one. But in the main, Freja and I were grown-ups, and we didn’t need anything on paper to get this done.

      Except we did if we wanted this done right.

      So much paper, and billable hours, and it had reached the point where I was paranoid that if I signed something wrong, the authorities would swoop in and take Noah. Now, I was certain I wanted every legal angle explored.

      “Are we sure?” I asked Lester, my lawyer and my support in this whole thing.

      “We had one more codicil concerning Noah when he reaches the age of majority.”

      “Which is?”

      “Which is what?”

      “What is Noah’s age of majority?”

      “Eighteen,” Lester said.

      Why use the fancy language when he could have just said eighteen to start off with?

      “And?” I prompted.

      “The codicil, quite right,” Lester murmured, as if he wasn’t on the phone with me, but talking to himself. I’d met him once, all belly and bluster, but he at least seemed to know what he was doing. “Yes, yes,” he said.

      Noah bounced in his seat and squished the remainder of his biscuit in his hand, squealing at the excitement of it all. I wished I was in a seat being fed rusks and bananas and generally not having to deal with lawyers.

      “What happens when Noah is eighteen?” I prompted again. Frustration must have slipped into my tone, because Lester did this tutting thing that had me rolling my eyes.

      “All normal,” Lester said. “Financial responsibility, college funds and so on.”

      Jesus, when was this man actually going to talk to me in plain speech?

      “I’m covering all that; I’ll be setting up a trust and depositing money into it for a college fund.” As soon as I got to the bank to do so.

      “Absolutely. Quite so, responsibility and all that.”

      And then there was silence.

      “Lester, when do I get the paperwork?”

      “Soon. I’d like to arrange a meeting.”

      More meetings. More money. I wished I knew more so I could call him on it, but who was I to know what was right and wrong? Maybe divorce and primary-carer status did need me to attend the glass high-rise of Lester, Lester and Merrin, for the ninth time.

      “When?”

      “Would Friday suit?”

      Away game. Shit. “Not a good day for me.” I didn’t bother explaining the concept of an away game after the last time, when Lester had helpfully suggested that the team could put on a substitute. I hadn’t explained that wasn’t how it happened, that we didn’t have such a thing in hockey and players being called up wasn’t easy.

      Lester tutted again. “Monday?”

      I glanced at the calendar on the wall. Monday was clear. “I could do that.”

      “Ten forty-five, final papers to sign, Mr. Gunnarsson. Almost there.”

      Wow, is he actually attempting to reassure me?

      Something hit me in the face, and without thinking I wiped at it. Mashed rusk. I ended the call and faced Noah.

      At least, somewhere under the milk and biscuit was Noah.

      “C’mon, little man, we have cleaning up to do.”

      I lifted him from his chair and checked the clock. Amy would be here in sixty, Stan not long afterward. I might as well get one last baby bath in at this place, me and Noah and the dribble-splurt of a shitty shower hose. Noah loved water, and he bobbed in my arms in excitement when I turned it on. The water was warm, the pressure pathetic, but he was clean, and I even managed to wash my hands and face. Dressed in the last clothes I’d left out, I stood in the middle of the apartment and tried to feel nostalgic. Inhaling the smell of cat pee, though, I decided that nostalgia was overrated.

      Amy arrived at ten, took Noah off me, and then it was just me in the apartment. Me and my boxes of stuff.

      Ten thirty, and Stan was at the door. Along with Ten, Jared, Toly, Charlie and Dieter, who all crowded in, making me realize that this small space was so not set up for two hockey players, let alone a whole group of them.

      “Jeez, this place stinks,” Adler announced, and winced when Ten poked him in the side. “Sorry,” he mumbled.

      “You’re right, it does.”

      “I’m ask help,” Stan announced, and picked up the first box. “Quick for cat smell.”

      I fist-bumped and thanked everyone, and in three trips between us, we had the rented van loaded with mine and Noah’s gear. Amy was coming with us as well, but she was moving in seperately.

      “You sure you want to share with No-English here?” Ten quipped, and ducked when Stan went to cuff him around the head.

      Jared held him and Stan poked at him, and there was laughter, and fuck, it hit me right then, I really could have friends on this team.

      We arrived at Stan’s as a convoy of van and cars, all stopping in the circle outside the house. Stan opened one of the garages and gestured inside. “Storing,” he explained. “Rest to inside.”

      Everyone followed my instructions. Some of the boxes could be stored here, but all the baby stuff and clothes needed to go to wherever Stan wanted me to stay.

      Which turned out to be what Ten described at the west wing. Less a wing and more a whole side of the house that was empty, there was a room for me, and a connecting nursery. It was the nursery that had me stopping and staring in shock. I had been expecting a simple, plain room, but this had been made into a nursery. A real one. Painted a pale blue, one wall had a huge mural of a family of rabbits having a picnic. The detail was incredible. I could see the sun, and birds, and a hedgehog; the whole picture was a story. There was a fully assembled crib, which put my travel crib to shame, white bedding, and a huge changing table cupboard with shelves above full of stuffed toys.

      “You like?” Stan said, and he sounded nervous, as if he thought maybe he’d overstepped, or that I would hate it.

      “Wow,” was all I said, and I did a full three-sixty to check it all out. This was the room my son deserved; this was what I wanted to give him.

      Stan pointed to the mural. “Galina painted,” he said.

      “I hope it’s okay,” a soft voice said to the left of me, and I realized Stan’s sister Galina was in the room with Noah on her hip.

      “You painted that?”

      She nodded and wrinkled her nose a little, just as Stan did when he was embarrassed.

      “It’s gorgeous; you’re so talented.”

      She shrugged, but at least she smiled at me. “And the rest? I asked Amy, and she gave me a list of what Noah needed, but if there is anything missing…”

      I hugged her as best I could with Noah there as well. “It’s all too much,” I said.

      “Never much big for little rabbit,” Stan said, and held out his arms for Noah, who was happy to be transferred, bumping at Stan’s nose with his fist.

      The guys all stayed for pizza, but I spent some time in the nursery sorting through clothes instead of joining them for beers. I needed that space, the time to watch my son sleep in his crib and to get used to the idea of living here.

      Stan had offered me space, and I desperately needed not to be on my own. I didn’t expect monetary help—I wanted to pay my way, and I wanted to be the one who was up with Noah—but I’d seen the main bedroom that was mine, decorated in muted colors. There was a huge, solid oak bed, with pale blue bedding and a lamp on each side. I craved being in there with Stan.

      Would it just be my bed? Or would Stan join me? Was it our room? Had he clearly told Galina that we were together?

      I switched on the baby monitor and went into my room, half closing the door and checking I could hear the soft, muted tones of the mobile as they wound down through the receiver. Then, because I abruptly needed company rather than silence, I made my way downstairs. I couldn’t see Dieter or Toly, but Ten and Jared were still there, Ten with his legs up on Jared’s lap, laughing at something someone had just said.

      “Help me with these, man.”

      I turned to see who it was, smiling on seeing Arvy limping on crutches but up and mobile. I took the beers from him and hovered by him as he made his way to the sofa, Galina not far behind him, bearing all kinds of snacks on a tray. I set the monitor on the table along with the beers, and sat next to Stan on one of the sofas. There was so much space between us that I couldn’t touch him, but that was okay, because everyone would be going home soon.

      Galina helped Arvy to sit, then curled up next to him, resting her head on his shoulder. There might have been space between us, but I could have sworn I heard Stan growl.

      “Football is bigger money,” Stan muttered, and swallowed some beer, coughing when it clearly went down the wrong way. “Not broken hockey man.”

      Galina frowned at him and laced her fingers with Arvy’s. Oh, so this was a thing, then, Galina and Arvy.

      “Don’t start, Stanislav,” Galina said, in plain English.

      Stan answered with something that sounded very Russian, and I swear it held a couple of swear words.

      Galina stiffened next to Arvy, and she looked angry. I guessed whatever Stan had said hadn’t been welcoming Arvy into the bosom of the family. Then she deliberately leaned up, cupped Arvy’s face, and kissed him deeply. Arvy flailed a little at first, evidently not expecting that, then he slipped an arm around her and held her close after the kiss. Stan stared at them and tilted his head, and Arvy cleared his throat.

      “I love Arvy,” Galina announced dramatically.

      Arvy’s eyes widened and he looked down at her. “You do?” he asked, his voice incredulous.

      “I do, I love you,” she repeated.

      “God, I love you too,” he said, and they kissed again.

      Stan muttered something. Then, glowering, with his arms crossed over his chest, he made a statement to underline the whole thing. “You hurt, I kill.”

      Arvy nodded, then hugged Galina even closer. A brown long-haired cat jumped up and settled into the space between me and Stan, pawing at the fabric and then curling up in a contented ball. I reached out to stroke her, assuming this was Lucy, and she purred at me, a small chirrup of noise, before butting my hand. I guessed I’d caught her unawares, but when I looked up, Stan was smiling at me in approval, and I continued to stroke her for a while.

      “So, Erik,” Ten said, to break the silence. “Now it’s just you and Stan who need to be snuggling.”

      I shot him a look of shock, I know I did, because what he’d just said was…it was a secret… This was… Oh, hell.

      Jared sighed and pinched at Ten’s jeans. “We weren’t going to say anything.”

      Ten shook his head. “They’re with friends, and nothing leaves this room.”

      Stan looked at me; I could see it in my peripheral vision. At this point, we could do what we did to the world outside—deny what was happening here, deny having anything other than friendship, or we could—

      I couldn’t even finish that thought, because Stan picked Lucy up, cradled her close, and moved, and the sofa rocked as the big man was by my side with his arm over my shoulders and Lucy on his lap.

      “In house, I’m doing,” he announced.

      Stan rested his chin on my head, just like he used to in Helsinki, hugging me closer. And all I did was lean in, because hell, as I’d learned today, I was with friends.
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      Two weeks with Erik, Noah, and Galina in my house raced by. I had always dreamed of this kind of life. A huge house with family filling it. My heart was full. Mostly. We still had to get Mama to America. Yes, she was coming. All I had done was bribe her with Noah.

      Explaining to her that Erik was living with me as my secret boyfriend had been simple. Trying to make her understand that he had been married to a woman and had a child? That had taken some softly explained facts about bisexuality. While she didn’t fully grasp that a person could like both sexes, she was willing to accept it as some confusing fact, like gravity. She didn’t understand that either, but she accepted it. Or how a TV worked. Also accepted without deeper knowledge of the exact specifics.

      I’d tried to do paperwork for Mama, but had ended up angry and confused by the red tape and indecipherable government language. Erik had encouraged me to turn it over to the team’s lawyers, so I’d done that and hoped they would get things dealt with for Mama.

      Life was filled with so much happiness now. Noah was a joy. Galina was taking an extended leave from school to tend to Arvy, and Erik was in my home, most nights in my bed. My life was so sweet and bright, and that was showing in my game. The Railers had shaken off the slump and were now playing with fire again. My goals against average was going down while my saves were climbing.

      I’d not felt this good in many years, and I wanted to make sure Erik knew how special he was to me. I’d taken time searching for the perfect Valentine’s Day gift for him. Adler had many suggestions. Most involved gold and diamonds. Tennant told me to give him a gift from my heart, but I had no idea what that meant. After a game last week in Philly, I’d asked Trent for gift advice that I could find without making my brain hurt from thinking. He’d pulled me aside and showed me a little website that he liked to visit.

      “Trust me, you give him this and a dozen roses and he’ll be yours for the taking.”

      “I no say this for man,” I hurried to clarify. Trent reached up to pat my cheek, and walked off, his hips swaying as he went to find Dieter. It was okay that he knew even if I didn’t know how he knew. Trent would never out Erik and me, and I liked him. He had made me faster and his clothes were bright and festive.

      The morning of Valentine’s Day, I woke Erik with a soft kiss to his neck that led to soft kisses on his mouth, my fingers wound in his curls, until he was as hard as I was.

      “Lay back. I have good gift for you.”

      His green eyes were warm as an enchanted fire I’d seen in a video game. Just as magical, too.

      I left him in my bed for just a moment, grabbed the small bag from my underwear drawer, and returned to him. He moved to sit up. I put a hand on his chest and applied pressure, keeping his back to the thick mattress.

      “My gift for you is reservations tonight at Le Button,” he said while pawing in the gift bag. I folded my legs under me, using my calves as a seat. His eyes narrowed a bit when he removed the tub with the silver and red ribbons dangling from it. Spinning the container around, he saw the label and smiled a sinful smile.

      “Chocolate body paint?”

      “Yes. I paint you and lick it off. Make fun times.”

      “Thinking about doing this tonight is going to make me hot all day.”

      “We do now.” I plucked the tub from his hands, spun the top off, and inhaled the scent of chocolate. Then I shook the soft paint brush from the gift bag. “Must make warm. Go nowhere.”

      Thundering down the stairs with my hard dick bouncing, I threw the jar into the microwave above the stove, and waited. As soon as it pinged, I flung the door on the microwave open, grabbed the warm jar, and raced back to my room. Galina’s door was open, so I hurried by, using the jar to hide my genitals. I ran to my lover, eager to paint his body.

      Stepping into the master suite, I nearly fell over my big feet when my gaze landed on Erik. He had stayed right where I had told him to. His fist worked his cock lazily. His tongue ran out to slick his lips. My cock throbbed harder.

      “Hands and knees,” I said, my voice thick with desire.

      He followed that order quickly, his ass up in the air, his arms spread out in front of him as he rested his nose in the covers and pillows.

      “I paint your ass then lick it clean. Then your balls. Then I cover your cock and let you slide it down my throat.” I placed the warm chocolate on the nightstand, grabbed his hips, and tugged hard. When his knees were on the edge of the mattress, I took a moment to enjoy the sight of his puckered hole bared for me, of his heavy balls, and of his thick cock dangling low. I would taste all of them before the sun rose properly.

      “Stan…” He was breathy and needy. I cupped a buttock, squeezed it firmly, then went for the chocolate. The brush was overloaded with sweetness. Thick drops hit the carpet and the cover. I made a wide swath of chocolate from the base of his spine down to his nuts. “Oh… that’s nice.”

      “This nicer.” I poured some over the crack of his ass and watched it run down over his hole. Then, with little regard to the jar or how it sat on the bed, I went to my knees and buried my face between his slippery ass-cheeks.

      “Ah, hell yeah, so much nicer!”

      He pressed back as my tongue teased his entrance. I licked and lapped, pressing into his tight hole, then kissing it, swirling my tongue around and in, around and in, around and in, sucking and groaning. Erik was done talking. Gibberish in fractured Swedish tangled with my gruff dirty words in Russian.

      I moved from his ass to his balls, pulling one tender orb into my mouth, tugging on it, sucking it hard then moving to the right. I did that many times, my fingers dipping into the jar now to coat his ass again. His hips moved up and back with more speed. I feasted on his ass and balls, using almost the whole sixteen-ounce jar. Melted chocolate was everywhere, and it was a sticky-sweet delight that I wanted more of. Fingers thick with the last of the cooling treat, I coated his cock, then sat on the floor, letting my head rest on the mattress.

      I led his cock to my mouth, and he took over from there. His thrusts were deep, primal, as he balanced on the edge of an orgasm. I took my cock in hand and tugged on it, fingers slick with chocolate. Erik fucked my mouth well and hard, coming with a shout. Spunk coated my mouth and throat. I pumped my dick faster, eager to join him. The delectable taste of Erik and milk chocolate got me off. I shot on my hand and thigh, sucking madly as Erik filled my mouth with short, quick thrusts.

      “God, oh God, shit…holy hell,” he panted, my tongue gliding over the smooth head of his cock as he gently slowed his pace.

      “Mmm,” I hummed around his cock. He groaned and trembled. “Sweetest treat ever,” I whispered, taking the time to lick him clean.

      “We need to get more of that stuff,” he chuckled, then rolled onto his back, his beautiful cock popping free of my lips. I ran my fingers through the semen on my leg, my eyes closed, dreamily lost in the afterglow of passion.

      “I thank Trent most big. He show me good interweb site. Many hot sex fun things.”

      “Trent rocks.”

      “I think my ass glued to blanket by chocolate,” I said a moment later. Erik laughed softly above me, then crawled off the bed. I opened my eyes and found a Norse god standing over me, cock spent and soft, thighs coated with chocolate, and eyes dewy with love.

      “Let me clean that ass for you.” He offered me a hand.

      We went into the shower, hands greedily roaming over each other. “I love you,” I moaned into his ear as his soapy hands lathered my ass. “You make life complete, you and Noah—is like dream coming true.”

      He arched into me, his cock plumping up, his fingers sliding up from my ass to my back. “Living the dream, aren’t we?” Erik rose to his toes to bite at my jaw.

      I made love to him in the shower, burying myself in his hot, tight body, all the while telling him how I adored him, worshiped him, loved him madly. And, to my joy, he repeated all the love words back to me.

      After our passionate shower, we dried off and shaved, talking low and familiar, like lovers or partners do. Planning the day, discussing the super fancy dinner out Erik had planned for us tonight. We dressed quickly, Erik grabbed the baby monitor, and we slipped into the hall.

      We snuck past Galina’s door, then checked on Noah. The baby was sleeping soundly, so we went to the kitchen and started cooking. I was ravenous, so Erik decided to make his special waffles with blueberries. Over the baby monitor, Noah started jabbering to his new blue teddy bear that shared his crib.

      “You make waffle. I get Noah and wake Galina. She love your waffles much.”

      “Kiss me first.”

      I did, with fire, then I jogged back up the stairs to get Noah. He was smiling but wet. After a complete change of clothes and a dry diaper, I picked him up and cuddled him. Such a good, happy baby. I kissed his soft cheek, glad I had shaved the thick, dark, rough whiskers from my face.

      “Come, we go wake Galina. Watch her eat many waffles.”

      “Bah!” He patted my face as we made our way to the room my sister occupied. Shuffling the heavy boy to my hip, I knocked on the doorframe.

      “Wake up for waffle time,” I called around the cracked door.

      “Bah, bah, bah, GAH!” Noah shouted. I peeked around the door to see her bed neatly made, a small note propped against one of several rose-colored throw pillows.

      Slipping into the feminine room, I walked to the bed and lifted the note from the thick duvet.

      “She spend much time with Arvy,” I explained to Noah in case he was looking for Galina. Shaking the paper open, I bounced Noah on my hip as I read the neatly penned note to Noah. It was in Russian, but I read it in English for him. Someday I hoped to teach him Russian. Erik will teach him Swedish. He will be the smartest boy in his preschool.

      “Dear Stan,” I smiled at my…Erik’s boy chewing on a fist. “Do not be mad.”

      Oh. That’s not a good way to start a letter.

      “What has she done now? If she is making to drop off school to make whoopy with Arvy, I will be most mad,” I told Noah.

      “Bah.”

      “Yes, that would be most bad.” My gaze went back to the letter. “I am not in trouble. I am in Las Vegas.”

      I lifted my gaze from the note. Las Vegas? Why is she there? To see our next game? But that was not until late tomorrow.

      “Maybe they wish to gamble and see shows,” I told Noah. “Viva Las Vegas.”

      “Bah.”

      “Yes, much Elvis. I will seek blue suede baby shoes for you when there over weekend.”

      Noah began to wiggle. I read faster.

      “She is with Arvy. They are so happy in love and she knows this is for the right, so she does not want me to be mad about them getting married.”

      “Bah?”

      I stared at the letter for so long my eyes got dry. Erik shouted up the stairs that the waffles were ready, and Galina had better hurry or he would eat them all. I stalked out of her room, the letter in my hand, and went down the stairs like an angry elephant.

      Erik looked at me over his shoulder when I stormed into the kitchen, his soft smile fading when he saw my face.

      “What’s wrong?” He turned from the waffle maker with a plate piled high with blueberry waffles.

      “Galina has troped with Arvy!” I growled, and shook the paper in his face. He blinked at me. “She has run off to marry him! Using ladder and sneaking off from window. Troped! Troped!”

      “Eloped,” he said as he took his son from me.

      I filled the kitchen with Russian expletives as I balled the note and whipped it into the trash. “Call nanny. We go to Las Vegas now. I kill him for sneaking off with my sister! She has big wedding plans in church. Mama will shit cow when she hears!”

      “Stan, take a breath.” He buckled the baby into his high chair. I took several. It didn’t help. “Did she say why they’d run off? I didn’t think people did that anymore.”

      “She no say, but she will—you make trusts me she will tell me!”

      Erik tried to tell me things while I made reservations for the first flight to Las Vegas. Things like I needed to calm down, we had a game there tomorrow so why not wait to find her then, and to calm down. He said to calm down the most. He was still telling me to calm down when we landed at the McCarran International Airport four hours later. He should know by now that Russians do not calm down. We find the problem and beat it into no longer being a problem. Arvy would no longer be a problem.

      In the back of a cab that smelled like purple onions, I called my sister. Again. For the fortieth time. “If she does no answer my head will make explosion,” I told Erik.

      “Coach was not happy about us taking off and missing morning skate,” he sighed as desert rolled past. I grumbled in Russian as Galina’s phone rang and rang. “She’s not going to answer.”

      No, she wouldn’t, but to my surprise, Arvy did. “Stan,” he started, “let me explain.”

      “Where are you with my sister?”

      “Stan, we have a good reason.”

      “I have good reason to make boot go up your fucking ass.”

      “Okay, yeah, maybe…”

      “Where are you with my sister?” I repeated, Galina now bitching at Arvy for answering her phone while she was in the bathroom.

      “A tiny chapel on the strip. It’s white and pink and has a big statue of Elvis out front.”

      “We be there ten minutes. Marry her before I get there I will have you killed. I know people. They will make your eyeballs disappear and leave your body in the desert for the coo-hoots to eat.”

      “Coyotes,” Erik yelled for clarification. I hung up on Arvy and my now-angry sister. The bright-light city did not set my soul on fire. Slamming into the small chapel and seeing my sister and stupid Arvy who was on crutches did that. I lunged at my fellow Railer. Erik leaped between us, using all his strength to push me in reverse so my hands didn’t go around Arvy’s neck.

      “Stanislav!” Galina slapped at my arms, her blows making more pain than I’d ever admit. “Stop it! Hitting a man on crutches is low! You have no say, no say, in who I marry!”

      Erik wrapped his arms around me, pushing steadily back as I tried to move forward.

      “I have all say! I am man of family. You know Mama want church wedding for you. Only child who can marry in our church. You know this! Why break Mama heart?!”

      Arvy dropped down to sit in a pew, his crutches making noise as they fell off the wooden seat to the floor. Galina stopped hitting me. Erik didn’t let go of me.

      “I had no choice. I love him,” she said, her big gray eyes still lit with Soviet fire. “I know Russia and America are not on good terms. They do away with exchange students, my visa is only temporary. I want to live here with him, go to school here, work here and make a family like you and Erik have done.”

      “You can do this without marriage. You know him two months!”

      “I know I love him and this is best way for me to stay in America.” She tipped her chin up and folded her arms over her breast. I did the same. Well, I jerked my chin up. Crossing my arms was impossible, since Erik was still glued to my chest. A skinny man with a big black wig peeked through some white-and-gold curtains.

      “That is the preacher. We’re next. Will you be a good brother and give me to Arvy?”

      I stared daggers at the man in the sequined jumpsuit. Erik slowly released his hold on me and stepped back, just an inch in case I tried to get to Arvy again.

      “Arvy, do you love my sister tender and true?”

      He stood up and stood behind her. “Yes, I do.”

      I looked deep into his eyes and saw truth. “If you hurt her or look puck bunnies on the road, I have you killed. I know people.” I pointed at his left eye.

      “Right, yeah, I got that. Eyeballs and coyotes. I will never hurt her. Ever. You have my word.” He extended his hand to me.

      “Arvy is a good man, Stan, you know that,” Erik whispered to me, his firm body at my side calming.

      I wasn’t finished. “When season is over, we have big wedding. In church for Mama. I pay. You say no, I make call to eyeball pluckers,” I said to Arvy. Galina rolled her eyes.

      “That’s fine. I want to marry her right and keep my eyeballs.”

      I took his hand and pumped it. Once. Just once. My sister stepped up to me, her eyes less angry. I pulled her to me and hugged her hard.

      “You are my sweet little bird,” I cooed as I ran my hand over her long, dark hair. “If he does one thing wrong…”

      “I will call the eyeball pluckers myself.” She went to her tippy-toes to kiss my cheek. “Come, walk me down the aisle.”

      I glanced at Erik. He smiled and nodded, and went to sit in the front pew.

      All too soon it was done—my sister had been given to Arvid Ulfsson and was now repeating vows fed to her by the Elvis impersonator. Erik sat beside me, his arm and leg pressed to mine. I could smell his shampoo. His leg was warm and strong. I leaned to the left just a bit.

      “Thank you for stop me kill him,” I whispered.

      He smiled gently and let his curls rest on my shoulder. I took his hand and threaded my fingers through his.

      “All part of loving a wild Bolshevik,” he replied in soft tones.

      “Good thing I have Swedish in life to be calm neutral.”

      “Very good thing, or we’d have a Railer with no eyeballs and coyote bite marks all over his face,” he chuckled as Elvis blessed the couple, then threw sequins at them instead of rice. Ah, America. What a wonderful country.
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      Stan was quiet on the way to the arena. Didn’t matter that we’d just come from a wedding, we had to switch to hockey mode, and we’d already fucked up by missing optional skate. A family emergency for one of us? Coach could handle that. But both of us?

      Which was why me and my quiet lover were now in the small visiting team office, standing in front of Coach Benning and waiting for the shit to hit the fan.

      I wondered if we should get our player rep up here. Toly was the kind of person you needed in the room when you were going to be hauled over the coals. Or maybe we should get Connor in; maybe our captain would be a calming influence.

      Coach Benning regarded us steadily.

      “I don’t want to know,” he began. “Stan?”

      Stan looked confused, and I didn’t blame him. Was the simple use of Stan’s name with a question mark on the end of it a request for an explanation, even though Benning said he didn’t want to know?

      “I don’t think Stan knows what you mean.”

      Stan shot me a look and scowled. “I’m talk self,” he said, and I left him to it. He’d been so happy after he’d accepted the whole Arvy-marrying-his-sister thing, and then something had changed.

      “And?” Benning prompted. “Do I put you in net tonight? Is your head straight?”

      Stan blinked at him and rolled his neck. “Head is fine.”

      “I mean, are you okay?” Benning asked in plainer English.

      “Vegas pipes need me,” Stan said, then he nodded and left the room. Walked out on Coach, and I knew damn well that he’d get away with that shit because of his weird goalie reputation.

      Me, on the other hand, I was fourth line.

      “He needed you to go with him?” Benning asked, indicating the closed door that Stan had just shut. That was a loaded question. If I hadn’t, then Arvy would have been “vanished” into the desert never to be seen again.

      “Yes, Coach,” I answered, simple and truthful.

      He seemed way too thoughtful, and I imagined my start tonight was in danger of becoming a healthy scratch.

      “See the PT before the game. You’re favoring your left leg.”

      “Okay, Coach.”

      I turned to leave, assuming I was in the game, that I hadn’t been scratched, but until I managed to get out of the room, who knew what the hell would happen? I got as far as having my hand on the doorknob.

      “And Gunner?” My heart fell, and I slowly turned to face him.

      “Yes, Coach?”

      “I’m fining you and Stan ten thousand each. Also, you will never miss a team flight again. Fair?”

      I nodded, because yeah, that was fair. “Yes, Coach, thank you.”

      Coach Benning shook his head. “Don’t thank me—thank Toly and Connor, who separately felt they needed to come to your rescue like you were two damsels in fucking distress rather than grown fucking men. And for fuck’s sake, score a fucking goal tonight.”

      I left before he got more wound up. In fact, Coach wasn’t one of those guys who cursed a lot, and I think every other word in his last sentence was “fuck”.

      Toly was outside the room, Charlie next to him, and I felt a swell of gratitude that my line was there to back me up.

      “Arvy texted me,” Toly announced.

      “And me,” Charlie added.

      Seemed like Arvy had called in support from Stan’s fellow Russian for him, and Charlie, who was possibly the closest I had to a friend on the team, for me.

      Toly left, I fist-bumped Charlie, and together we headed for the locker room. There was no official skate that morning, not on game day, but we all worked on conditioning, and yeah, I was favoring my left leg after a particularly shitty check had me hitting the boards at an angle.

      The sports PT tutted at the range of motion in my leg, announced it wasn’t optimal, then pummeled the offending set of muscles and ligaments into submission. An ice bath later, and I was ready to say I was retiring to get away from the torture.

      Until I pulled on skates and uniform and followed Toly onto the ice for warmups. Then I remembered exactly why I went through the pain. Hockey.

      Stan was there, crouching in front of his pipes, staring out at center ice, his body rigid, his focus absolute. I wanted to go over and stick-tap his blocker, but didn’t, instead skating lazy circles around the net and coming back to the blue line. The stands weren’t full—this was warmups—but there was a strong contingent of Railers fans who were at the glass with signs. Mostly for Ten, who despite coming out as gay and in a relationship, was still fawned over by the entire female fan base, and to be fair quite a lot of the males as well. I think it helped that Ten was the star of our team; maybe him being gay was more acceptable all the time he was scoring and dragging us closer to the playoffs. Hell, he was tied for second place in the entire freaking league for points.

      One sign caught my eye, a huge picture of Ten and a bright flash of white over his head on black card. I read the words, God Hates Fags, and felt sick, sliding to a stop right in front of it and staring at the guy holding it. I was blocking everyone’s view, and fuck knows how I was going to stop Ten from seeing it. Someone skated up next to me. Ten. I didn’t even have to look to see who it was, he just had this way about him—a confidence and speed, and his voice was firm.

      “I already saw it,” he murmured.

      “How did he even get that fucking thing in here?”

      “Coach is calling security,” Ten said.

      My heart ached for the kid. Why was it so wrong to be in love? Why did people have to judge you for it?

      Someone else joined us.

      “Wassup?” Toly asked, echoed by Charlie, who also joined us. Soon the entire Railers team stood nose to nose with the asshole, who was fucking brave with the glass between us. He faltered a little, the sign drooped, and then somehow, he must have found resolve, because he spat at the glass. The people next to him, the ones with signs that loved on the team and Ten, stepped away, looking at the man in horror. He was nothing special, not much more than a kid himself, wild-eyed, his long hair hanging around his face.

      He smiled, then, his grin obscene as security arrived and politely asked him to get the hell out. I would have punched him to the ground, but Ten, he just shook his head and skated backward and away. The guy with the sign struggled and ended up on the floor, his sign thrown down and left as he was escorted away. A small girl, no more than ten or so, picked up the sign. She frowned, then took out a Sharpie and crossed out the evil words, turning the sign so we could see what it said now. We love the Railers, with a big heart in the white space.

      I blew her a kiss, and smiled, and she dipped her head in embarrassment. I tossed her a puck, and she grinned at me. That was the kind of fan we wanted, the one who just loved hockey and knew that if a player was good, then they should play. Simple.

      I don’t know if it was that gesture of team solidarity, but we played our hearts out. Stan with a shutout, me with my tenth goal of the season, and Max with a Gordie Howe hat trick—a goal, an assist and a fight—and now missing a tooth after taking a puck to the jaw with seconds left in the third. I collected the puck for Stan so he could keep it to celebrate his shut-out. The entire team stick-tapped him as we did the whole head-bump thing post-game. That was us saying thank you to the man in the pipes.

      Our man.

      No. Mine.

      “Am needing little bit talk,” Stan announced after we got back to the hotel. He wasn’t quiet anymore; he’d laughed and joked with the team after the game, still on a high from the shut-out. There had been forty-one shots on goal, and insanely, he and the defense had stopped every single one.

      But he’d been quiet in the coach to the hotel, his headphones in, and I’d kind of wanted to pull out his earbuds and ask what the hell was going on. I hadn’t, because I’d guessed he needed space.

      “Okay,” I said, uncertainly. We normally made every show of going to our separate rooms, but this time Stan took my hand and pulled me from the empty elevator straight to his room. I attempted to tug free—this was way too dangerous—but he gripped tight, and when we were finally in his room, he pulled me so close I could hardly breathe.

      “I’m love you little bit lot,” he announced.

      “Okay, I love you too,” I replied, muffled against his neck.

      “Marry me,” he blurted out. “One day, in future. Time later.”

      “Yes,” I said, without hesitation, because one day, maybe after our careers were done, when his mom was safe here, when it was okay to be out and not have hate, when I could be as brave as Ten, then we could get married.

      Stan simply held me tighter.
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      Two weeks passed before what I like to call the Freja event. Finally, we had all the paperwork with the right codes and lines and whatever. I thought it was as simple as me signing and sending back, but no, Freja was in the country and the text I received said ‘wouldn’t it be so cool to meet up and sign. I could meet Noah’.

      Cool wasn’t the first thing that came to mind, and I was torn. Her text said she’d like to see Noah, and that was okay. Wasn’t it?

      “What if she loves him?” That was my biggest fear, and after the third time of saying it in various ways, looking for a reaction from Stan, he finally said something back.

      He picked Noah up and kissed his cheeks. His face was covered with soft stubble, the beginnings of what he liked to call his pre-playoff beard. He smiled at me. “Of course, all peoples loves little rabbit.”

      He didn’t seem to see a problem in that statement, and I desperately wanted to shake him to get him to see that I was worried. Freja hadn’t wanted to be pregnant, or have a child, but there was a big difference between handing over a tiny, squalling baby and seeing this gorgeous child who was nearly walking and had even managed a Dah with his bahs.  He would be one soon, his birthday only a few weeks away, and I couldn’t bring myself to imagine a life where I didn’t have Noah with me.

      “You don’t understand,” I snapped, reaching for Noah, and Stan let me have him. I needed to cuddle my son and escape big Russians who had no idea what I was feeling. I’d made it to the kitchen door in my attempt to escape when it hit me that I was expecting Stan to comprehend my worries when I hadn’t even told him.

      I stopped and turned, holding Noah close.

      “What if she sees him, and loves him so much that she wants equal custody, and I lose him. Who the hell in their right minds would trust a hockey player with a baby, and…” I subsided into silence, because any words I let spill out would damage us as a unit, I could see that clearly.

      I expected Stan to reassure me, blindly tell me that everything would be okay.

      “I’m think same,” he admitted, and sat heavily on the nearest stool.

      When he said that, I knew that was what I’d needed him to say; that he shared my fear. I went back to him immediately. I had an hour before the meeting, Noah needed changing and dressing, and I was still in sweats after my shower. Stan hugged us both, and we stood there for a long time, drawing strength from each other. We’d decided last night that Stan wouldn’t go with me, even though he wanted to, and god, I wanted him to be with me.

      We had to be sensible.
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        * * *

      

      Faced with Freja, with all her icy beauty and the way she commanded the room, it was another thing altogether.  I hadn’t remembered her as being quite so together, but then we’d had sex twice, and the next time we’d met she’d been a mess, three months pregnant and not knowing what to do.

      We signed the divorce forms. It was a formality and easily done, despite Noah bouncing on my leg and gripping my hair, with an added bah every so often.

      The lawyers pulled out the next sheaf of papers. This was the big one, the final signing for Freja relinquishing any claim on Noah. I hadn’t wanted that to start with, had told her she should have a solid presence in her son’s life. She hadn’t wanted it then, but what if she wanted it now?

      “He looks well,” she commented, and I saw the soft smile on her face, “and a lot like you.”

      What did I say to that? Did I brag that my son was the greatest child in the entire universe of children, or dismiss what she was saying so that it didn’t give her ideas of wanting him?

      I’m a mess. I’m losing my mind.

      “Thank you,” I responded.

      “Dah bah,” Noah added.

      She looked at me, thoughtful, then pulled the papers toward her and signed them. In a flurry of leather and silk, she stood up and pressed a kiss to Noah’s head and then to mine.

      “I read an article,” she began, and took the chair next to mine, holding my hand. “Well, many of them, actually, about how a woman can walk away from a baby, what is inside her that makes her cold to what she nurtured for nine months.”

      “Freja—”

      “No, let me finish. I will always have a place in my heart for Noah, that is a biological imperative. I don’t see him as mine, but you can tell him I will never regret having him. But, also that I knew I would never be half the parent that you can be to him. You have to promise me you will tell him that always.”

      “I will, but Freja, you can still visit and tell him this yourself?”

      She shook her head. “No, not for a while. When he’s older, maybe, and I can explain that I wasn’t right for him. There’s something else, though.” The lawyers shuffled paper and were talking to each other soft and low, and she turned to them. “Can we have the room a moment, please?”

      They left, although my lawyer looked pissed, probably thinking she would be talking me around to giving her Noah.

      “What is it?” I asked, cautious and worried at the same time.

      She handed me an envelope. “There’s a check in there, for every penny I said I needed from you to keep Noah to term.”

      “What? Freja, that’s yours—”

      “I didn’t want it then, and I still don’t. I was angry. I wanted to make you pay because you forced me to listen to my heart. I can’t adequately explain, but I want you to know, I do love the idea of Noah in my own way. I don’t want him to know that I tried to drive you away with demanding money."

      "Is that what you were doing?”

      "I think so.  But, I never want him to think that you had to buy him. Because that wasn’t true, there isn’t a price on a child. He is with his father, and that is where he should be.”

      My heart felt lighter, but I couldn’t stop the tears that pricked my eyes. She kissed me then, on the end of my nose, and did the same again to Noah.

      “Sign the papers, Erik,” she whispered, and pushed them toward me. “You don’t owe me a thing, but please, don’t let Noah hate me.”

      I signed where the post-it note indicated, and it was done. She was wrong, I owed her everything. She’d given me Noah.

      She smiled and moved to leave, but I grabbed her hand and held her, made her turn back to me.

      “He will always know you wanted the best for him,” I promised.

      And I meant every word.
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        * * *

      

      Things settled so quickly into normality.

      It was normal that Stan made a final move to my room, right next to Noah, and that it became our room. Freja’s words stayed with me, and it became normal that I made sure to tell Noah every day that his mom loved him and that she wanted the best for him.

      Normal was nice, and the hockey that came with the solid, stable family I was creating was some of the best of my life.

      Tomorrow we played Dallas, and winning two points meant we were on our way to being safe into the playoffs. The Stanley Cup was right within our reach. The buzz in the room was that of a team of winners.

      Skate today was practicing line rushes, and Stan chirped everyone whether they got a goal past him or not. Of course, Ten was first to score—did this fancy deke that had Stan landing like a turtle on his back, laughing like a loon, and then cursing Ten out in loud Russian. Ten punched the air and skated back with his line, grinning widely, chirping at Stan for not getting up.

      I loved this team, standing with Toly and Charlie, waiting for our line to go against Stan. I watched his every move, judged if he was going easy, was he leaving his five-hole open, was he slow with the blocker, was there any single minute thing he was doing wrong that I could use?

      Then it hit me. I was always looking for the angle, the break in his concentration, the mistake, and trying to be clever. I didn’t need to be. We set off, from Toly to me, to Charlie, and then to me, and straight on, without hesitation, I let a slap-shot go that clipped the posts and ricocheted into the net, passing Stan, who had been expecting me to go left or right.

      I fist-pumped, and he grinned at me, and all I wanted to do was go up and kiss the grin right off his face.

      I didn’t.

      Instead, I chirped him about being a sieve, and got a load of abuse back about my parentage.

      God, I loved hockey.
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      “Noah, is good yams. See? Mm-Mm good.” I took a spoonful of the mashed yams and gagged. “Okay, is not good. I make eggs.”

      “Bah.” He slapped his tray with his spoon.

      “Yes, eggs good for big boy.”

      I pushed back from the kitchen table and went to the fridge to take out the eggs. The house was quiet this morning, but that was because it was only five o’clock and Erik was sleeping off a game-winning goal followed by a good fuck last night. He was in my bed. I found great joy in waking up with him beside me, or sprawled over me, his curls flattened from sleep or badly knotted from sex. We were in the same room now; I’d long given up the pretense of going back to my own room. I looked out at the starry sky. Worry nibbled at my heart. So much could go wrong…

      “Bah. Dah. Blibbity.”

      “Ah yes, I think music good too.”

      I smiled as I cracked egg after egg into a large frying pan. The boy talked nonstop but said nothing anyone could understand. Adler said that was me rubbing off on him. As the eggs began to cook, I reached over to turn on the fancy Bose radio on the counter. Elvis filled the kitchen just as the sun began to peek through the trees. Daylight was earlier and earlier now that April was here. It was good to be rid of the cold of winter. Maybe we could clean up the yard and get some fencing put up. Maybe a dog! Yes. Oh, a dog. Big one, like a wolfhound that would rip the face off anyone who tried to climb over the fence to touch my son. Erik’s son, I mean.

      “Eggs is soon,” I told the boy, then sat down in front of him and picked up a stuffed teddy bear from the floor by a sodden ear. “Why eat bear ear?” I asked the lad. He made grabby hands for the teddy. Elvis started singing a song about wanting to be someone’s teddy bear, so I made the blue bear with the wet ear dance for Noah. He squealed in joy. I continued with the dancing and then sang along.

      “I didn’t know breakfast came with a floor show,” Erik called from the doorway, smiling widely while looking beyond beautiful in low-riding sleep pants, his new tattoo on his bicep, and little else. He’d gone yesterday to have Noah’s name on his skin, but then he’d added my name, all twisted with a tiny blue-and-gray Pokémon character—Cranados, or so Ten reminded me. He said it reminded him of me, a rock, immoveable in my net. His belly had tiny suck marks on it. I loved seeing my love bites on his pale skin. It made my balls heavy with want. He was so handsome, so hot, and now, finally, so mine.

      “Show is only for Noah,” I replied as he went over to kiss his son on the head then grab a taste of my mouth.

      “Ugh. You taste like unsweetened yams.” Erik made a face that got a giggle from Noah.

      “Most sorry. I get coffee. You kiss again.”

      That was what happened. A hot coffee kiss until the eggs in the pan were past needing attention. Erik scraped the mess out and started over, tending to the food while I sipped coffee and made Blue Bear dance.

      “What got you up so early?” Erik asked, placing a plate filled with fluffy eggs and dark wheat toast in front of me. Noah got loud until his eggs were served. The spoon went flying and he used his hands.

      “What if they keep Galina because not like to marry Arvy? What if they won’t let Mama leave? What if they know we are gay men and put in prison?”

      “Stan, everything will be fine. They both have all the proper papers. The Railers lawyers went over visas and student papers for Galina to study here with fine tooth combs.”

      “Yes, yes, I know. Fine combs, but still…”

      “They’ll be fine.”

      “Oh, yes, I know. Is all good. Still…” I glanced at the wide windows looking out at our backyard. The sky was still dark, but soon it would be bright pink and purple. And somewhere under that sky, on the other side of the world, were my sister and mother, hopefully getting into a plane to come to America.

      “Stan, your mother is coming. There is no way she’s not going to be here to get to know Noah.”

      “Yes, yes, I know. She wants to be babushka to him much bad.”

      “Yep.” He nodded, sending several golden curls on his brow bouncing. “I think it’s amazing how all it took to lure her here was knowing there was a baby in our house. Your house.”

      “No, no fix. Is our house.” I reached over to lay my hand over his. His gaze touched our hands, then came back to me. “Will always be our house. When Mama here, free from Russia and bad gay hate there, we make home right. No more lie about us. Say we live here as couple. Just…not big out-coming. Quiet. Just be. Yes?”

      “Yes.” He slipped his fingers between mine. His eyes glowed like fiery emeralds.

      “BAH!” Scrambled eggs slapped Erik in the face. I snorted. His green eyes went wide. Then a sweet smile pulled up the corners of his coffee-kissed lips. Soon my family would be complete. By midnight, life would be all I had dreamed it would be.

      But just to make sure, I would stop by the Russian Orthodox church on the way to the arena for morning skate, and pray. I didn’t think God would ignore my pleas because I shared coffee kisses with a man.
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        * * *

      

      Amy was with Noah, and Erik had driven us to the rink. I checked my watch. Why had Galina not contacted me at the airport as I had asked? Had there been trouble?

      “Stan. Give me that watch.”

      I looked over at Erik after we pulled into a parking spot by the players’ entrance. “No. I need for time looks.”

      “Looking at it every five seconds is just going to make the time drag.” He turned off the engine of the car we shared. I had bought it for him but told him that I had purchased it for me. See how clever I am? He would never drive it if it was a gift for him. His pride was huge. Which was good, but not always. I reminded him often about pride going before a fall.

      I tugged down the sleeve of my dress shirt and soft gray suit jacket. “I keep but no look.”

      He ran a hand over my head, his touch tender and loving. “It’ll be fine. Have faith. You prayed, right?”

      “Yes, right. God knows. Is in his hands now.” I nodded.

      We left the Caddy—a big blue SUV, not a pink one—and went inside. Pete stopped us, and we talked about the few remaining games of the season. The playoffs were on the horizon, and the Railers were tied with Pittsburgh for first place. Philadelphia was one point behind the two leaders. And the team under them only lacked a point from being in second. Our division was tighter than a homecoming dress, as Adler says.

      The dressing room was packed with men, all talking and in good spirits. It made me feel brighter inside. Not totally sunny but maybe partly cloudy.

      “Hey, it’s Van Helsing!” Adler shouted, then threw a big grin at Max van Hellren entering the room. Max was a solid defenseman who had played on almost every team during his tenure in the league. He was a huge man, with reddish-brown hair and a thick beard that he kept neatly trimmed.

      His golden-brown eyes were sharp as a raptor’s, but usually friendly, unless you were trying to make a run at me. Then the “Wrath of Hell” fell on opposing players. Max had made a big splash on the team, filling in for Arvy, who was now about ready to start skating with a no-contact jersey during practice. I hoped Max stayed. He brought grit and gruff humor.

      “I’m going to slap the stupid out of you, Lockhart,” Max shouted over the guffaws.

      “You’ll have to catch me first, Gramps,” Adler yelled back.

      This was how it had been since the first day Max had entered the Railers dressing room. Adler had yelled, “Hey, it’s Van Halen!” at Max back then, and Max had threatened to slap him shitless, or silly, or into the next week. It was tradition now.

      Erik and I exchanged soft looks as we dressed. Like Tennant and Jared, we played down our relationship at work. Even more so because no one knew we were a couple aside from a few close friends. We had no plans to make a big thing out of us. We just wanted to be.

      After gearing up, I went to the ice to work with my coach. Stepping into the corridor, I bumped into a beautiful black man with a dog on a leash.

      “Am sorry,” I said to him, then crouched down to pet the dog. It was a tiny one with kinky black fur. It wagged its tail and licked my face. “Such good dog! Why is dog here?”

      “I’m Ben, the manager of the Crossroads Shelter over on Grayson Street. The team invited us to come out during the first and second periods and bring a shelter animal in need of a home.”

      “This boy needs home? I need big dog. Like wolfhound. Will this dog be wolfhound?”

      “Nope, that’s as big as he gets,” Ben replied with a killer smile.

      “Cute,” Max said around his mouth guard as he came up beside me. I glanced up from the dog. Was our grinder talking about the dog or Ben? It was hard to tell. Both men were staring at each other. Then Max was gone, heading to the ice.

      “We look for dog soon. Come to shelter. Make yard fence first.”

      Ben nodded dully, mumbled something, handed me a business card, then disappeared into the bowels of the arena, his happy dog trotting along beside him.

      “So we’re getting a dog now?” Erik asked as he jogged up behind me, his skates making a dull thudding sound as the guards hit the rubber mat.

      “Yes, big dog. Eat face off people who come into yard. Keep Noah safe.” I nodded as if that was the end of the discussion. The Czar had spoken.

      “Yeah, we’ll talk about the big face-eating dog,” he said, then hustled ahead of me. So much for the Czar having last say. My house was a democracy now. Fitting as this was America.

      I found Coach Madsen on the ice and skated to him, my cell phone in my catcher.

      “If sister call or text, come tell me. Much please and thank you.”

      Coach Madsen plucked the phone from my big mitt and slid it into the inner pocket of his suit coat.

      “I’ll make a beeline for you if this so much as twitches.” He patted his breast.

      “Is good friend make beeline.” I cuffed him on the shoulder. “What is beeline?”

      He rolled his arm a bit after I tapped him. “It means I’ll come straight to you. Like a bee flies.”

      “But bee no fly straight. Bee go from flower to flower, sucking sweet, in funky curl lines.” I drew circles in the air with my finger.

      Coach Madsen made that face. It was the face people make at me often when I point out that English sayings are not sensible sometimes.

      “Okay, right, that’s true.”

      “So, why is saying beeline if go straight? Why not say cowline? Cow go straight.”

      “I don’t know why it’s not a cowline, Stan, it’s a beeline.”

      “Also bird fly straight. As crow flies. Maybe say birdline.” I nodded. Coach stared up at me. I waited for him to say something.

      “Fine, I’ll make a birdline to you if this so much as twitches.”

      “Ah, good. Making sense. Thanks. I make saves now.”

      “You do that.”

      I skated to my pipes. Then I touched them. Stroked them. Whispered to them in sweet mother tongue. They hummed back, icy cold to the touch but warm to my ears.

      “Moya lyubov k tebe gluboka I verna.” “My love for you is deep and true,” I told them as the team made laps around the ice to get the blood flowing.

      “Didn’t you say that to me last night?” Erik said, coming to a short stop and spraying me with ice.

      “Yes. What is point?”

      “You’re cheating on your pipes with me,” he teased, gave me a saucy wink, then skated off to catch Tennant, which no one could but they all tried.

      I chuckled. What a silly man. Still, I talked extra-long to my pipes that morning in case they got jealous.
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        * * *

      

      My pipes knew I was true to them and they treated me well. Through scrimmages where no one scored to an important game with Florida where also no one scored. The middle Rowe brother, Jamie, tried, but I was tight in the head. That was what Ten had said. Tight in the head.

      After the game, the team and Jamie were meeting somewhere to eat and drink beer. Erik and I were not going. He was taking me to the airport to pick up my sister and my mother. Usually after a game, I’m ravenous, but tonight I was unable to eat or even think of food.

      One quick text from Galina several hours ago. Ten hours to be exact. They had gotten onto the plane with no issues. Mama had even stopped to talk hockey with one of the men who checks baggage. That was why I had shut out Florida and Jamie Rowe. My breast was filled with so much happiness.

      “You’re smiling like Santa is about to land on your rooftop,” Erik commented as we waited inside the terminal. It was a busy airport in Harrisburg, with many gates. Not as big as others I had been in, but still a hustling place.

      “Knowing Mama is safe is making me Santa happy.”

      Erik rubbed a hand over my back as I bounced up and down trying to see. Not that I had to do so. I easily saw over all the heads moving past, but I couldn’t stop myself. I spotted Galina. Her dark head and beautiful gray eyes. She waved madly. I waved back and began muscling my way through the travelers coming and going. I had to move a fat man aside to see my mother.

      She looked overwhelmed and scared. A thin, petite woman in a worn red coat, she stood out among the Americans dressed in the latest fashions. Galina pointed at me. Mama’s loving gray eyes landed on me. She started crying. I gathered her to me and wept like Noah, long and hard, clinging to my mother. I murmured to her in Russian. She called me her baby boy over and over as she peppered my face with kisses. I reached for Galina and tugged her to my side. Mama under my left arm, Galina on my right.

      Looking over my family, I saw Erik standing alone, smiling, dragging his hand under his eye.

      I pulled away from my mother and sister, took Mama by the hand—such a tiny hand and so cold with uncertainty—and led her to Erik.

      I slipped an arm around his waist. The first time I had ever engaged in such a public display of affection. To some it was nothing, but to us…it was everything.

      “Mama, this is Erik. The man I love.” I said that. In the airport. Tears threatened again.

      She took his face in her work-rough hands and kissed his brow. “Noah,” she said. The only word she knew in English, and it was his son’s name.  Mama prattled off a long line of questions, all in Russian. Erik looked at me.

      “I will teach her good English. Like mine only gooder.”

      The ride home was filled with talking. Mostly Galina and Mama, but also me. I tried to keep Erik in the chatter, but the two women were discussing Arvy now. Mama was not happy that Galina had married outside of church. Galina was not happy that Mama was being old fashioned. Things were getting heated in the back until we pulled up to my house.

      “Stanislav,” Mama whispered in Russian, “this house is too fine for me.”

      “Never, Mama, never.” I rushed to open her door and take her hand. Amy was awake, sitting with Noah, who was sound asleep in his crib upstairs. I took Mama through every room of my house, making the nursery last. Erik followed. Galina was tiffy, and went to see Arvy because she knew it would make Mama sputter.

      “This house is so big. I’ll need a map to find the kitchen,” Mama said with good humor as we snuck into the nursery. Her kidding stopped when Erik scooped up his son and placed him in her waiting arms.

      “Vash vnuk,” he said, his Russian accent terrible but the words “your grandson” beautiful. We had practiced for weeks those two words, Erik insisting he be able to tell her that he considered her his son’s other grandmother.

      Mama’s eyes grew wet with tears. She padded over to the heavy oak rocker by the window, sat down, and with Noah’s curls resting on her shoulder, began to sing “Bayu Bayushki Bayu”, the same song she had sung to my sister and me, and the one that I sang to Noah when I put him down for bed.

      “I’m still not sure about songs where wolves come and drag little kids into the forest because they slept too close to the edge of the bed,” Erik whispered, leaning in to me as we watched Mama and Noah rocking.

      “Life is hard in Russia. Child is teached early.”

      “Hmmm.”

      I pressed a kiss to his curls. “I am happiest man ever.”

      “Life is good?”

      Mama smiled up at us.

      “Life is wonderful good. Is good for you?”

      “It’s wonderful good.”
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Erik

        

      

    

    
      Noah was spoiled for his first birthday. Seemed to me that everywhere I turned, someone was handing me gifts for him. Tiny Railers outfits from the equipment guys, the smallest hockey stick and puck I’d ever seen from Arvy and Galina, a savings bond from Connor, who said that every child should have a nest egg, and it didn’t end there.

      Stan and I bought up the entirety of a toy store, then hid a lot of it away when we got it home, because a one-year-old didn’t really need a racing car game just yet, nor a set of metal construction pieces to build with.

      Galina added extra bunnies to the mural so that it spread onto another wall, another family, all dressed in Railers uniforms. It was easy to identify Ten, and Arvy, and Stan in net, and me. She said she’d add in the Stanley Cup when we won it.

      I pretended I hadn’t heard her, because the superstitious part of me thought maybe mentioning it meant we wouldn’t win. We weren’t the favorites going in, drawn against Philadelphia in the first round. That didn’t matter, though—we were a determined team.

      The only dark spot on the horizon was the interview that needed to happen with Immigration for Galina and Arvy. They had to prove they’d married for love, but to be honest, anyone who saw them together knew they were in love. Or maybe I saw that because of how much I loved Stan. Who knows.

      Stan was with Galina, thought that maybe his presence, NHL goalie brother with money, might add some support to her and Arvy’s case. Which left me pacing the house, bouncing a fractious Noah, who was sucking on his fist through teething. I knew every corner of this huge place now, but still there was nowhere to hide from the worry.

      Nor from Stan’s momma, who didn’t speak English, and was currently stalking me as I paced. She said something to me as I turned into the kitchen on my fifth walk-through.

      She moved between me and the door I was about to go through, holding out her arms for Noah, and I passed him to her. She bobbled him, jiggled him, then handed him the cold gel teether that Stan had bought yesterday. The magic happened nearly instantly, Noah chewing and relaxing a little with each passing moment until finally he was quiet in her arms.

      “Little rabbit,” she said affectionately, in English, then smiled at me and patted my head.

      This family thing? It really rocked.

      

      
        
        Stan

      

      

      “I see this in movie,” I told a large woman sitting behind a desk. My sister and brother-in-law were having their green card interviews. In separate rooms. I was sitting out here with a woman who looked like she was trying to digest a porcupine. “Funny movie. Woman from Canada. Be sent back. Marries assistant. He is most pretty.”

      “She is most pretty, you mean,” Grumpy Big Woman replied with no emotion.

      “No, I mean he.”

      “Oh.” She looked even more like a pokey animal was sitting in her bowels now.

      “They go to place in Alaska. Make many funny things. Bird steal puppy. But drop, so puppy is fine. I get dog soon. Find good shelter run by handsome man. Big dog. Make loud woofs and eat men in brown shorts.”

      “And you’re here in America for what reason?” She pursed her lips. Her lipstick was orange. Not a good color for her.

      “I play hockey. Goalie. You know of hockey?” Her phone rang, but she ignored it to stare at me. I glanced behind me to see if something unsettling was there, but there was just a wall.

      “I hate sports.”

      “Oh. Sorry for you. Sports is good. Keep fit. You should try.”

      The sour man who was interviewing my sister exited his office, Galina following him, looking calm and steady. I stood up. The sour man with the ugly brown tie gave me a look and then went into the next office to talk to Arvy.

      “Did you make good answers?” I asked my sister.

      “I told him the truth and nothing but the truth.”

      We both looked at the angry big woman. She finally answered her phone. I draped an arm around my sister and led her to a water fountain.

      “I tell you watch Perry Mason be good. Know good lawyer-speak.”

      Galina smiled as she filled up a pointy paper cup with water. “Stan, you should go. This is going to take a couple more hours at least. They have about five hundred questions.” She paused to drink. “They ask about the number of windows in our bedroom, what our Wi-Fi password is, and do we have any siblings. So many nosy questions! I told him if he wished to see my sibling, just look out in the office. He’s that massive Russian in the dark suit wearing a dopey smile.”

      “My smile is dopey with love.”

      “Yeah, I know.” She lifted to her toes to press her chilly lips to my cheek. “Go home. Rest. You have to face Philadelphia for the first round of the playoffs in two days.”

      “Dieter say Trent’s babushka make voodoo doll for each Railer.” That worried me. Russians are superstitious. We never shake hands over a threshold, whistle indoors, sit at a corner table, and never wish someone a happy birthday prematurely. I spat three times over my shoulder. Big Angry Woman glowered at me. Galina giggled into her water cup.

      “Stan, voodoo dolls are silly. Go home. Snuggle with Noah and Erik. I’ll call when we’re done.”

      “You come for dinner? Mama is making stroganoff with vatrushka for dessert. I have vodka for celebrating good green card day.”

      “I’m going to be so fat now that Mama is here.” Galina sighed. I patted my stomach and nodded. “We’ll be there as soon as we’re done here. Go.”

      I gave her a look.

      “Go! I can sit and read. Go. Shoo.”

      “Okay, I go.”

      She nodded at the door. When I stepped out onto the street, I was surprised to see Erik waiting for me. He looked so good leaning against our car, a warm spring breeze pushing a few curls into his eyes.

      “Why are you here?” I strolled over to him and ran my hand down his arm.

      “Arvy texted me to come get you. Said they’re suffering through the interview that may never end and you were driving the office workers crazy.”

      I looked back at the tall government office. “Me? I no drive crazy.” My gaze went to my betrothed. “Do I make crazy?”

      “I’m crazy in love with you. Does that count?”

      My heart stuttered a bit. I took his hand and pressed a kiss to the knuckles, each one. Right on the street in downtown Harrisburg.

      “It counts most big.”

      
        
        THE END
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      Ben

      “No, see… that’s not exactly the kind of… We’re hoping to open up the search for more volunteers to help out over the summer.” I leaned back in my chair, grimacing a bit when the old gal creaked loudly. The AC blowing into my face was measly but given I’d had it in that window for years and it had been donated, it was doing all I could ask of it. Papers shuffled about on my desk, the semi-cool air rustling over the mounds of paperwork that now fell to me. Gone were the days spent working with the animals at the Crossroads Shelter. Now I spent most of my time in this damn office, talking on the damn phone, trying to wheedle rich people into giving the shelter more of their money. It really kinda sucked.

      Leaning back a bit more, I let my eyes drift shut. Lenny, over at the Harrisburg Herald, rambled on and on about the cost of ads and how he didn’t feel he could continue giving us a discount.

      “No, we do understand. I need you to understand we need every penny of help we can get. We’re a no-kill shelter. We’re not state supported. Every dime— I know I tell you this all the time. That’s because you complain about taking five percent off the cost of an ad every time I call.”

      Lenny prattled on a bit more about overheads.

      Yeah, tell me about overheads, Lenny. I know all about them.

      The harping turned into a droning noise, like Charlie Brown’s teacher, and my mind began to wander. My gaze touched on the personal stuff practically buried under the piles of papers on my desk. A laptop with the shelter logo of a dog, a cat, and a human standing at a crossroads, bouncing around the screen. The laptop made a funny squeaking sound when I turned it on in the morning, but I ignored that. An empty coffee cup with the same logo on it, several books about miserable things like fundraising objectives and managerial and administrative duties in today’s modern shelters, and a gay romance.

      I picked up the book, flipped it open, and continued reading about a con man and a stripper who were working together to outfox some Mafiosi. The plot was a little weak, but the sex was hot, and, oh my stars, the romance was incredible. I missed romance. I missed that emotional connection to another man. I missed meaningful sex too. The few hookups I’d had since losing Liam had been cold and mechanical. I missed Liam so badly I ached. Yet I was too much of a coward to date. If I dated I might meet someone. And that someone might be perfect, as Liam had been. And that someone might marry me. And then that someone might die. No. No way was I capable of surviving that again. Better to have hollow fucks behind some gay club. That only hurt a little when the futility sank in.

      Two years he’d been gone. My gaze left the romance novel and traveled to the picture that was almost obscured by stacks of folders. I reached over the debris and shoved the folders aside. Liam smiled at me from within the frame, his goofy face so endearing and special, and so beloved. Both of us had been hamming it up at the fundraiser it had been snapped at.

      His blond hair glistened in the summer sun. Blue eyes sparkling. I was hanging off my husband, laughing like a fool, cradling Bucky, our new malamute pup, a shelter rescue of course. We’d had no idea then that within a month Liam would be dead. Multiple myeloma. Stage four bone cancer. He found a lump in his groin and three weeks later he was dead. At thirty-three years old. What the ever-loving fuck!? I mean, how did something like that even happen to a man that strong and vibrant?

      “Yeah, no, I get it,” I said after the long pause on the other end of the phone finally registered. I picked up the image of Liam and me in happier times and held it up in front of the AC. He’d always hated to be hot. Slept with a fan on all winter long. There I’d be under four layers of covers in long johns and wool socks, cussing about the icy wind blowing over us, and he’d just stretch those long athletic limbs out and sigh. Tennis players from Sweden were not right in the head.

      “Stupid man, sleeping naked all winter,” I mumbled wistfully. “Right, I get it. Just for another month? Thanks, Lenny. You’re the best. Yeah, the standard plea for volunteers and helpers in the kennels. Kitten cuddlers, puppy smoochers—you know. Play up the fuzzy factor. Next week’s paper sounds good. Thanks again.”

      I hung up before he could change his mind. Not that he would. I didn’t think. I hoped. We were walking a financial tightrope now as it was. Having to shell out more for advertising to lure people in to work for free would mean one less paid staffer. And that was just not a doable thing. We only had one kennel manager, Diana Pierce, and an adoption counselor, Abby Barnes, on the payroll, and that was about all we could manage.

      Our vet, Dr. Vince Owens, was a visiting vet who volunteered his time and never charged us unless it was something major that required surgery. Then the animal went to his office and we had to cough up the cash. Shots and routine stuff, Vince provided for free. And that was a real lifesaver. Paying for routine veterinary care would sink us, and the city really needed a no-kill shelter.

      Sure, we had a big shelter over on the other side of the city, but they euthanized. A sad fact to be sure, and something that I hoped to avoid at all costs. If Crossroads closed, every dog and cat there would be shuttled across town. The majority would be put down, as they were older or had health issues. Hell, we were still trying to find homes for the old dogs people had dumped on our stoop last Christmas.

      What kind of bastard dumps their old dog to make room for a Christmas puppy?

      I was getting morose again. Time to get out of this stuffy box and maybe make the rounds. I pushed to my feet, stretched, and peeked around the desk at Bucky. Clear blue eyes blinked at me, his face resting on his front paws. Since malamute breeders cringe at blue eyes, we suspected that was why Bucky had been left outside a bar when he was about three weeks old. I guessed the breeder—rotten shit that he or she was—had seen those blue eyes and decided to get rid of that unwanted gene in a dumpster. Luckily for Bucky, Liam had found him, led to the trash receptacle by the whimpering, and brought him home to me.

      “Morning, Winter Soldier,” I whispered. His left ear twitched. “You know your other dad named you something pretty amazing, right?”

      He yawned, stretched, and slowly got to his feet. He knew he was kickass.

      “Let’s go see what the other dogs are doing this morning.”

      Bucky and I escaped the office for over an hour. Part of my job, aside from paperwork and groveling, was making sure all the animals were being treated humanely and that the facility was as clean as a whistle. Volunteers were saviors and angels in my book. Old women, college students, and those with gentle and loving hearts did some of the nastiest jobs in the shelter. You had to have a good heart to clean kennels and scoop litter boxes for nothing.

      “Hey, boss.”

      I glanced over my shoulder to see Diana jogging toward me. She was the kennel manager, but her title also covered the “Cat House”, a name we had wittily coined for the feline area.

      My conversation with an old lab mix came to an end, but Bucky and the silver-muzzled black dog continued visiting.

      “You have a call from Layton at the Railers,” Diana said.

      Layton Foxx worked on the social media for the Harrisburg Railers and we needed to discuss how the team and the shelter could work together.

      “Is he on the line now?” I left the kennel, which had been recently sanitized with pine disinfectant. I was aiming for the main office, which was where the public entered and began adoption proceedings.

      “No, he said to call him when you had a minute. You think they’re going to let us go to the arena with more dogs? That last visit netted us eight adoptions!”

      Diana was a darling woman. Mid-forties, divorced, daughter in college. Short, kind of plump, curly brown hair cut short, and trustworthy. She was the only person in the shelter who knew the horrid details of Liam’s last month. She’d suffered through his loss with me. And now, bless her, she felt she needed to guide me back into the world of romance.

      “Yeah, that was a great idea. They seemed open to that becoming a regular thing, but since they’re now in the playoffs, our visits are going to be limited.”

      “Well, he said he wanted to talk to you at your earliest.”

      I whistled for Bucky. “Maybe I’ll just ride over to the arena.”

      “Office getting a bit claustrophobic?” She gave me a knowing look.

      “Just a bit,” I confessed, snapping a leash onto Bucky after he stopped the “WEAREGOINGINTHECAR!” dance. “I’ll be back in an hour. Call if anything massive happens.”

      She shoved me out the door. Bucky and I crossed the parking lot, stopping to chat with a family eying Fifi, a female poodle who had been bumped by a car about two months ago. She was an older dog, and her healing had been slow, but now she was back in form and looking for a forever home.

      After I directed the man and woman to the office, Bucky led me to my old Jeep Cherokee. We got him buckled in first, then I snapped the seat belt around my chest. I sniffed the air.

      “Why does my Jeep smell like dog?” I looked at Bucky. He looked at me. “You need a bath.”

      He whined a bit. Bucky hated water but loved the snow. Snow could melt all over him and that was fine, but you fill up the tub and he was hiding behind the couch.

      “Okay, so what do you want to listen to? Earth, Wind, & Fire, or Kool and the Gang?”

      He picked EW&F. I could tell. Dog loved that band as much as I did.

      Traffic was light this time of day. The morning commuters were where they needed to be, and lunch was a couple of hours off. I checked my phone, found nothing from my great-aunts, whispered a thanks to the Big Guy, and turned up The Best of Earth, Wind, and Fire.

      Cruising to the north side of town, jamming and singing, I pulled into the East River Arena and parked by the same door I had used when I’d been there before. There were no people to be seen, just cars, some pretty damn expensive.

      “Bet that Jag over there doesn’t smell like dog,” I mentioned to Bucky. He sneezed. “Oh hell, Shining Star.”

      Damn, but I loved this song. I cranked the volume up and started seat-dancing. I would have gotten out and danced, since I was a pretty good dancer, but seat-dancing and singing would have to suffice. I liked singing too. Pastor Bert at my church thought I had a fine voice. Course, he said that to everyone in the choir, but I took it to heart.

      I was belting out the lyrics, the windows down, enjoying the living hell out of my hour of office freedom. Someone slapped me on the arm through my open window. It hurt. I mean, like it really hurt. I threw a look to the left, and there stood the huge Russian I’d met a couple of times previously. Stan. The Railers’ goalie. He was grinning widely.

      “I make dance too! Like Dick Clark!”

      I gaped at the moose shaking his ass all over the parking lot. The man with him, a leaner guy with a head of blond curls, chuckled at him but never once asked him to stop.

      “I am making milkshake to bring boys for to my yard,” Stan yelled.

      That one got me, and I laughed out loud. Bucky barked loudly, picking up the happy vibes.

      “Dude, you are for sure going to have all kinds of boys in your yard,” I told Stan after I’d exited my Jeep and had Bucky’s leash in hand.

      “Thank you. I am good with shaking money maker. Is this dog for us?” Stan crouched down to run his fingers over Bucky’s soft head.

      “Stan, we really can’t do a dog yet,” the blond said.

      “Oh, well no, but soon. We win Cup and then make dog. Big one. Like this, but ugly with long teeth.”

      “I’m not sure we can find you an ugly dog with long teeth,” I confessed.

      “Yeah, we’re not looking for an ugly dog. Stan,” the blond said, and extended his hand. We shook, then he led Stan off, fingers linked with the big Russian’s. Well, huh. Gay people were just all over the place. I did recall reading about Tennant Rowe coming out but had never heard anything about the goalie. I wasn’t a huge Railers fan. My heart was with the Washington hockey team, since I’d been born and raised in D.C. and only moved here after college to keep an eye on my two elderly great-aunts.

      Aunts who were awfully quiet today.

      I checked my phone again, saw nothing from the police or the neighbors, and decided to enjoy a peaceful and tranquil day.

      “Nice dog.” I paused just this side of the players’ entrance at the deep voice coming from behind me. There was something about that man’s voice…the timbre of the bass or the way he spoke. Not sure what it was, but the last time he’d spoken to me my body had had the same kind of reaction. A spear of latent heat low in my belly followed by a shiv of icy dread.

      “Thanks.” I wanted to stare at the door. Or run. I couldn’t do either of those, though, so I turned to face the bearded man. Christ, but he was fierce-looking. Like a Viking, with piercing eyes and an aura that screamed berserker. He was bigger than me. Taller by at least four inches and probably sixty pounds. He was wearing a suit, as Stan and Erik had been, but his looked incredibly fine on his burly frame. Dark blue with a silver tie and a white shirt. His biceps strained the material trying to contain them.

      “His name is Bucky.” There now, I had spoken to the man who made my heart leap around inside my chest like a frog on a highway.

      “Like Captain America’s sidekick?” He looked down at my worn T-shirt with Cap’s shield on it.

      “Exactly like that.”

      He took another step, which put him into my little personal space bubble, his gaze and mine locked. I wet my lips and jerked my chin up a bit. I wasn’t going to let some hockey player intimidate me.

      “Cute dog. Hot owner.” He gave me a long, slow look, petted Bucky, and stepped around the dull-witted man trying to digest the fact Mr. Fear had said he was hot. “Are you coming in, or are you teaching your dog to open doors mentally?”

      “I’m here to see Layton Foxx.”

      “Yeah? Well, I’m here to participate in morning skate.”

      “I know who you are. Max van Hellren. You played for Washington four years ago.”

      He tugged the door open and settled a kind of bored look on me. “Yeah, that was me. You like Washington?”

      “Hometown team.” Bucky barked to back me up. Max smiled. All the ferocity that oozed out of him dissipated when he smiled. The man was seriously fine.

      “Maybe I can change your mind about which team to cheer for, Mr. Washington Fan.”

      “Ben. My name is Ben.”

      He nodded just once, his hand still keeping the door open. “Ben. I like that. Suits you. So, are we coming in or are we going to flirt here in front of Pete?”

      A security guard peeked around the door and winked at me. I wanted to die. Right there.

      “I don’t flirt,” I snapped. I stalked around Max and Pete and went off to find Layton Foxx. Determination hot in my breast kept me from looking back to see if Max was checking out my ass. I hoped he was and I prayed he wasn’t.
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      Max

      I followed Tall Dark and Gorgeous into the arena, kind of disappointed when he turned left, heading for the admin offices, and I had to carry on into the bowels of the arena and the locker rooms. I wasn’t stupid; there was a spark there with Ben-the-Washington-Fan, and you know, love is love, and sex is sex, and I’d surely like some of the latter with him. Of course, he’d have to leave his dog outside the room, but we could work around that.

      Still, it didn’t matter. This was the Railers, the biggest rainbow-flag-flying team in the history of the NHL, I wasn’t one to go around flirting with strangers in front of people who might see me. I had a reputation as a hard guy to uphold, and flirting was a hundred kinds of soft and sexy and hot.

      “A word?” Coach Madsen asked as he stepped out from the shadows. As if he’d been waiting for me.

      “I’m not late,” I said, and looked at my watch just to check. As soon as I saw I was in fact at least an hour early, I felt a familiar dread seep into me and I had to stop myself from pressing a hand to my head.

      No one knows. No one will ever know.

      Coach Madsen, or Mads as we called him on the team, frowned at my exaggerated reaction. “No, jeez, cool your jets—I’m not a school principal, and you’re not late. I just wanted to go over some video with you from Saturday’s game.”

      Relief flooded into me as quickly as dread had, and yet again I was in the position of having to look as if nothing in the world worried me at all. I wouldn’t have to lie for very much longer; this was my last year in hockey. I knew it, Coach Madsen knew it; hell, the entire NHL was painfully and vocally aware this defenseman, over thirty now, was on his last hurrah on an expansion team.

      Never mind the Railers had made it to the first round of the Stanley Cup, the gleaming goal for any hockey player, I was still a man on his way out on a team that still hadn’t shown exactly how far they could go in the standings. Last year they’d made it this far and been knocked out. This year they had me.

      Oh, and wonder boy Ten, also Toly, Dieter, and poor Arvy at home with a fucked knee, and Stan in goal, and…yeah, it wasn’t just me, but anyone who looked at my record would be able to see I could make a difference.

      If I don’t collapse and die on the ice first.

      Way to be melodramatic.

      “Okay, Coach, we can do that. You want to do it after practice?”

      “It was just one thing—come in now,” Mads said, and began walking toward the office he shared with the goalie coach. He expected me to follow, and I did. I respected the hell out of Jared Madsen. A solid defenseman, he would have gone all the way on a team that loved him if it hadn’t been for a heart issue. He’d chosen to stop then, wanting more from life than the rush of playing. But then he’d found Ten, so he was okay, living his dream vicariously through his lover and being the best D-coach I’d ever had the fortune to play for.

      Why would I want to give up skating, even with my issues? I had no one to replenish the gap that skating filled. I had glory and success in my future, and nothing was getting in my way.

      Although I wouldn’t mind the odd pit-stop with a strong, sexy, cute, dog-owning man who’d caught my eye.

      Mads sat at his desk and swung his chair around, pressing a button to start the VT.

      “This,” he said, and pointed at the screen.

      It was another Flyers game. All we’d done was watch game tapes over the last few weeks since we’d captured our place in the finals. We’d drawn the Philly team as our opponent and needed to get as much information as we could to make our game plans. Coach Benton was all about the process, about playing the game and not worrying about tricks from the other team. His mantra was that we played right and we’d have a greater chance to win.

      But we all wanted that edge; that one small thing that could light the lamp.

      “See?” Mads gestured with a laser pointer. “See how they lose control on the rebound here? If you could get in, you could collect that and shuttle it up without losing sight of Ten.”

      “Play it again.” I sat on the corner of his desk, making sure not to put my entire weight there in case the damn thing collapsed. I wasn’t one of those D-men who were light on their feet and all about finessing the puck off the other team’s offense. I was the grinder, the heavyweight who wasn’t afraid to take punches and give them straight back. I was an instigator, a defender, the man who could take a lagging game and give the team the impetus to fight back. A throwback to the old and bad days of hockey, and every team needed someone like me when they had generational phenoms like Ten on their team.

      I was good at what I did, and the problem there is that when you're really good at what you do as a D-man, you get sent out against the opponents' most skilled scorers. Damn, it’s hard to keep up with some of them. Like Ten for instance, although luckily for me I was on his team now.

      The coaches put me with Ten, I had his back, and for that I knew Jared respected me.

      I thrived on that, on respect, being the hero, hearing the roar of the crowd and knowing they loved what I was doing for their team.

      Christ knew what I would do when this was over. I couldn’t be a coach, not like Mads. I’d want to be on the ice all the time, muscling my way through another game.

      “So, what do you think?” Mads asked as he played it for the third time. I could see what he was showing me, and I needed to get my head out of thinking about the next part of my sorry life and focus on the here and now. Here was the arena; now was our upcoming first game against the Flyers.

      “I think they should tone down the orange,” I quipped, in reference to the brightness of the Flyers’ gear.

      “About the—”

      “I know what you mean, I can see it, I’ll work on it.” And then because this was Ten I would be looking out for, I added what I knew Mads wanted to hear. “I’ll get to the puck but I won't let them get to Ten.”

      “I wasn’t worried about that,” he lied to my face.

      “Of course not,” I lied back.

      That was how we rolled.

      

      When I left the small office, heading for the locker rooms, I came face to face with Stan on his hands and knees, in his full goalie kit, ass in the air, fussing over the dog Ben had brought in with him. No sign of Ben at the moment.

      Stan spoke Russian to the dog, who had rolled on its back, exposing its belly for a rub. I made out one word, the name Noah, then a lot more curiously shaped vowels and consonants that meant nothing to me.

      I’d played with a hundred Russians in my time, and they all had a place in my heart, these big strong guys with the weird language that made no sense to me at all.

      “You like?” Stan asked, and I realized he was looking up at me, the big goofy idiot.

      “Dogs?” I asked, and crouched down to fuss over Bucky as I’d overheard Ben call him. He was soft, and warm, and reminded me of this mutt we had when I was a kid, a collie lab mix who had never left my side. I’m not ashamed to admit when Scooter died at eleven, I cried for days. I was already in the draft, called up for the AHL team attached to the Hawks, but I cried like a baby for the dog who had been mine.

      “I love dogs,” I said, simple and to the point.

      “I’m steal him,” Stan joked. “Not tell Erik.”

      I stood up and smiled down at the Russian and the dog he wanted to steal. "Think Ben might have something to say to that."

      Talk of the devil and there he was, with Layton Foxx at his side. Truth, I’d never seen such a fine-looking pair of men standing together.

      I really need to find someone to scratch this itch. I need to get laid soon, before I spontaneously combust.

      “There he is,” Ben said, and reached for the leash. “I take my eye off him for one minute…”

      Stan looked so disappointed Ben was there taking the dog it was comical. I didn’t want to laugh but it just happened.

      Stan huffed and stalked away, and that left me with Ben, Layton, and the dog in the lonely corridor.

      “We meet again,” I said to Ben, then groaned inwardly. Lame. My game was so not on point.

      I eased past Ben, which was a tight fit, and sue me if I didn’t press a little more that I needed to on his arm. He stepped back, nearly falling over Bucky, and I gripped him to stop him from barreling into Layton. Call it a hockey instinct, or just a need to get my hands on him. Who knows, but I was there, and I held him until he shrugged me off. He glared at me, then pointedly turned his back to me.

      “So, this would be all the team for the calendar, or can I pick who I want?” he said to Layton, as they walked away talking. I heard my name, and a chuckle from Layton, before they headed out to the kitchen.

      “Heads up,” someone shouted, and I only just ducked in time to avoid getting a soccer ball to my head. I retrieved the ball and threw it back to Westy and Mac.

      “Stupid rookies,” I muttered, and muscled my way through, ignoring their laughter as much as I’d ignored Ben and Layton’s.

      No one laughed at the big bad defender.

      And when I took both rookies to the floor at the beginning of practice, I felt vindicated when I saw in their eyes that it was a lesson from me.

      If only I could get Ben on the floor under me, all wriggling and cursing at me.

      Now that would be a Very Good Thing.

      Practice was hard. Our first game in the finals was on the Flyers’ home ice, which meant a plane, and hotels, and messing with the rhythms of our day. We’d deal with all that; at the end of the day, it was all about the hockey.

      Ten cornered me, as much as you can corner someone on an oval piece of ice.

      “Did Mads show you the—”

      “Yes.”

      “And did you—”

      “Yes.”

      “Okay then.”

      We fist-bumped, because we just got each other. I’ve seen a lot of kids come up and be labelled the next great one when they were still wet behind the ears, but Ten here, he had hockey smarts, and speed, and everyone genuinely liked him.

      Well, except for the section of the Railers’ fans that felt Ten was defined by what he did with his dick. Morons.

      I’d already heard some of the chirping he got from certain skaters on opposing teams, just enough to inform me which assholes I was taking off their skates into the boards. No one said things loud enough to get caught, no one spoke clearly, but nevertheless it was an easy go-to thing to comment on a man’s sexuality.

      I preferred using my brawn over my brain when it came to getting things done.

      Didn’t mean I was short of a brain, though.

      Just that my brain had this thing in it, and it wasn’t good, and I didn’t even want to think about it.

      “Again,” Mads said, and had me and James “Westy” Sato-West, a newbie up from the minors, going two-on-one with Ten. Little shit still got past the both of us, a slap shot to the net, and not even Stan could stop that one.

      Ten crowed a little—he’d earned that—and then he snowed to a stop right next to me.

      “Better luck next time,” he said with a grin.

      “Little shit,” I cursed, but I was smiling, because fuck I felt alive out here.

      We finished with what I affectionately called circle time, all of us around the inner Railers’ logo on the ice, all taking a knee and listening to assessments and timetables.

      We were flying out the day after tomorrow. Flight left at five p.m. Hotel was assigned. Optional practice in the Flyers’ place the morning of the game. We were told to skip the ice tomorrow, spend our time in the gym, work with the therapists on any lingering issues, and then be ready to fly out.

      Some of the guys were beaten and bruised after the end of a heavy season; we all needed some TLC, but I wished we could have got the skate time tomorrow, early, when the ice was new and maybe I was the only one out on it.

      Just me, the ice, and the echoing ghosts of the cheers from the last game.

      I was the last off the ice. It was kind of a thing I had going on at all my teams; it didn’t bother me when I got on the ice and in what order, there was no superstition there, but leaving the ice at practice? That was all me being last.

      God knows why. Maybe it was that part of me that said if I wore the same shirt on game day, or a particular tie to a game against LA, then we would win. Hockey superstition is a weird thing.

      I saw him before he saw me, or at least, he was staring off in the other direction, making shapes with his hands as he talked to Layton, who was grinning at him as if Ben was telling him the best joke ever.

      I wanted to walk over and see if they were still laughing about me, but I didn’t.

      Not at first, anyway. Only when Layton answered his cell and that left Ben on his own did I think about culling him from the herd.

      I used all my best moves, coming up on his blind side, nearly tripping over the dog, and sliding effortlessly between Ben and Layton, who took his call a little farther away.

      Me and Ben. Alone. Finally.

      “We should get coffee. Or beer. Or a hotel room,” I announced, because hell, life was too short to mess around. Ben could say yes or punch me in the face, and either I could handle.

      “You just don’t take a hint, do you?” he said, and wrapped Bucky’s leash around his hand, ready to move off.

      “You know you find me hot.”

      “Jesus, you’re an arrogant ass—”

      I leaned in to him. “I don’t mess about. You’re fucking gorgeous and I want to fuck you into tomorrow.”

      “What if I want to be the one doing the fucking?” he snapped, then blanched when he realized what he’d said.

      God, I was so hard my cup was cutting off circulation. The idea of this man getting it on and taking charge was exactly my kind of thing.

      “I can go for that,” I whispered.

      “Why are you messing with me like this?” he asked, horrified, and looked around him. “Is this some kind of sick joke? A game?”

      “No joke, and Ben, I don’t play games,” I said.

      Something in that must have resonated with him because he stopped in his tracks and there was something in his expression—a hope, a need—and it was the same as mine.

      “Max—”

      “I’ll be at Blue. It’s a bar on—”

      “I know where it is.”

      “I’ll be there at eight. Your choice.”

      I didn’t give him any time to discuss or argue. The offer was there—we met at Blue, we had a drink, we talked, maybe we had sex up against a wall. Either way, I’d found the way in to this beautiful man’s mind. A simple promise I didn’t play games.

      “Wait,” he called after me as I headed for the lockers. I didn’t stop. I’d laid it out there, and now it was on him what happened next.
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      Ben

      Longest. Day. Ever.

      I’d spent hours debating and whining, bouncing back and forth over whether I should meet Max or not. It had taken me until four o’clock to slap myself and make the call. Yes. Drinks with the big man who looked at me as if I was filet mignon. Why? Because there was a current, sharp and hot, and it had been years since I’d felt that kind of spark.

      Getting out of the office at six—an hour past my “official” quitting time, which I never actually saw because shelter manager—added another sixty minutes to the torture.

      “What do I say to him when I show up?”

      You say you want to fuck him until he passes out. Then fuck him—or have him fuck you—until you or he passes out. Simpleton.

      “That really wasn’t a question I needed answered, brain.” Bucky glanced over at me as we made our way to Allison Hill and the red brick row houses me and my two great-aunts called home. “Talking to myself. Go back to what you were doing.”

      The malamute gave me a knowing look and returned to his previous entertainment, which was riding along with his snout out the six-inch dog-nose-sized gap in the window, slobber flying off him on occasion to coat said window and speckle my arm.

      Pulling up to a red light, I glanced at the clock on the stereo. Quarter after six. Why was I so obsessed with time today?

      You know why.

      “Okay, seriously, I will shut your shit down, brain!” Bucky rolled those blue eyes toward me, the whiskers over his eyes twitching in what seemed to be amusement. “It’s not funny.”

      No, it was not funny. Not at all. I’d made an ass of myself over a man. That hadn’t happened since…forever. Since Liam.

      “Right, so what we’re going to do is just meet for drinks. No fucking.”

      Bucky woofed out the window.

      “No, see, fucking is for the nameless men. Max has a name. Well, okay, yeah, the other men did too, but they didn’t make me feel as if I’d swallowed live goldfish when I thought about them.”

      The light turned green just as I cranked up the volume on some slow stuff from Lionel Ritchie. We drove as I talked. When I came out of the conversational fog, we were about four blocks from my street. I shook off the spike of fear I’d felt after realizing I’d driven for ten minutes and not once noted my surroundings. I’d get myself killed over a man with whiskey-colored eyes and a voice like a chainsaw on idle.

      Allison Hill was a rough neighborhood or had been. It still was in pockets, but there were now areas that had been gentrified. And then, on the south side of Allison Hill, there were abandoned houses filled with squatters, many with addicts who slept on beds of empty syringes and shattered dreams.

      The bad side of the city was why I’d moved up after I’d gotten that spiffy major in business administration with a minor in animal science. My two great-aunts on my father’s side had lived there all their lives. When crime had started taking over their neighborhood, instead of moving down to D.C. with my parents as they’d been begged to do, they’d simply dug in like ticks and begun speaking out for the people of the area. That had brought them a lot of trouble from criminal elements who didn’t want the streets cleaned up. Enter Benton Worthington, nephew extraordinaire and bail-payer for two wild women who should be home knitting and baking cookies instead of playing social justice warriors in their late seventies and early eighties.

      The job offer from Crossroads had come before I’d even fully moved in, which had been a miracle, but one didn’t question blessings. They just thanked God for them.

      And I had every day for the past several years. My job, Liam, good health, and a full life had been in my grasp. Life had been good. So good that I’d been rapidly promoted. Only two years after I’d become shelter manager, the owner, who had been aged and sickly, had offered Liam and me the shelter. We’d talked, plotted, begged, borrowed, and came close to stealing to raise the down payment. Legally, all had been settled after the transfer of ownership had taken place. Our wills had both stated that should one of us die before the other, the shelter went to the surviving spouse. Little had we suspected that one of us would be gone within a few years.

      When Liam had died, the sunny gloss had faded from my existence. So had passion and feeling and the hot lick of attraction for another man. All gone. Until I’d gone and looked into Max van Hellren’s eyes and seen fire and life there.

      Bucky whimpered, and I stared at our house while moving past.

      “Shit. Next time tell me I drove past our place before I drive past it. Sorry, not your fault. Totally on me.”

      Bucky’s tail thumped against the seat. I circled the block, parked in my designated slot in front of the row of townhomes, and unbuckled my dog. He leaped out of the Jeep and trotted to number 20, knowing we’d go check on the old gals before entering our own small house.

      My aunts were in the kitchen, at the table, the small kitchen smelling of coffee and rebellion.

      “What are we protesting this week?” I asked, giving each of the short women a kiss on a leathery cheek. Both were gray, wrinkled, and as lean as whippets. Neither had ever married, and they had never borne any children.

      “Unfair wages,” replied Aunt Carol—the youngest, at seventy-seven—as her brush moved with confidence over the blank top of a picket sign.

      “That prick Senator Rudy wants to vote down a raise in the minimum wage. Don’t those rich politicians know that a higher minimum wage will mean poor people can buy more goods, which will help small businesses and lower crime since stealing and robbing folks isn’t needed if you can earn a decent living?” Aunt Glenna—the older at eighty-one—waved a hand at the microwave. “There’s a plate of pork chops and scalloped potatoes for you.”

      “Thanks, but I grabbed something at work.” That was a lie—I hadn’t eaten since breakfast. My stomach was too knotted to eat. I stole a look at the clock on the wall. Ten after seven. I had to get a move on or risk being late.

      “If you’re free on Saturday, come march with us,” Carol said, tongue between teeth as she painted some sort of slogan on her sign. I began inching toward the back door.

      “Yeah, come join us as we stick it to the man,” Glenna chimed in, then stapled some poster board to a slat of wood.

      “I’m pretty sure no one says ‘the man’ anymore,” I commented, my eyes darting back to the clock. “And if I go and get arrested, who will bail your backsides out?”

      “He makes a good point,” Carol said as she painted.

      “You okay, baby? You look off.” Glenna reached out to take my hand.

      I gave her a wobbly smile. “Just low blood sugar.”

      They both stopped making signs and gave me that look. The one that was stuffed with frustration.

      “Benton, baby, have you been running too hard again?” Carol looked at me through paint-smeared bifocals. “You know all that jogging during the summer makes you faint.”

      “Once. That happened one time.” I held up a finger, then slid toward the door, Bucky waiting with his nose flat to the screen in the door. “And that was only because I didn’t hydrate properly. I have to run to stay in shape. My job has me behind a desk for…” I sighed. I gave up. We’d been over my need to jog a thousand times. There was no changing some minds.

      Both old women gave me surly looks.

      “I have to go out tonight. Can you check on Bucky in a couple of hours and let him out? Thanks. Night!”

      I ran out, tripped over the dog, and nearly went on my nose.

      “Where are you heading to, Benton?”

      “Is it a date?”

      God above, save me from old women. “Just a meeting. About dog crates.”

      I grabbed Bucky’s leash, and we hightailed it next door.

      My skinny house was stuffy. Bucky ate dinner, then curled up on the bed to nap while I opened the windows, showered, shaved, and tried to find clothes that said I was maybe interested but not madly in lust.

      “So, clothes that lie,” I said to my reflection in the mirror that hung on the back of the closet door. I settled on a short-sleeved cotton shirt, soft blue, one Liam had said was my color. Then jeans, clean but not pressed, and some loafers. Maybe a watch? I yanked open my underwear drawer, and there it was. The small soft square of velvet that I’d wrapped my wedding band in just two months ago.

      Suddenly I felt traitorous. I sat on the bed beside Bucky, gently opening the folded swatch. The thin gold band blinked at me in the late day sun. I slid it on, eyes closing, memories rushing over me. The day Liam had proposed right after we’d graduated college, our frantic plans to get up into Canada to get married, and the sheer joy of the day we exchanged bands and vows. Rubbing my finger over the smooth circlet of gold, I could see Liam’s brother Rolf storming into the small venue we’d rented upon coming back to the States. Rolf, the sneering hateful bigot who never could decide what sickened him the most: his brother marrying a fag or his brother marrying, in his words, a black fag. Only he didn’t use the word black, but loved throwing the most offensive terms he could to describe the color of my skin. Never mind Liam was also gay. It was all me. I had led his baby brother astray.

      “Man was a flaming jackass,” I told Bucky. My dog rolled onto his back, so I rubbed his belly for a moment, letting the memories fade away just a bit. The dog dozed off, and I glanced at the clock beside the bed.

      “Shit.” I rushed from the bedroom, grabbed my wallet and keys from the side table by the front door, and slid out, promising Bucky I’d be home in an hour.

      I cruised into Blue’s parking lot on South Cameron Street nearly thirty minutes later. Parking was a hassle, but I finally found a slot around back. I inhaled, exhaled, and let the dulcet tones of The Miracles wash over me.

      “Right. Drinks with a sexy man. You got this, Benton.”

      The moment I entered the bar I could feel those predatory eyes on me. It felt as if cougars had spotted a newborn lamb bounding across the pasture.

      Max watched me walk to him, sipping from a tumbler that held something amber. The tables were full, as were the booths along the wall, where Max held the last one by the jukebox.

      “I thought you were going to blow this off,” Max said as I sat down across from him in the wide booth.

      “Had to work late.”

      He waved at the bartender as he sipped. His tongue darted out to grab a small droplet of liquid, the sight spearing me in the groin, unfurling into hot fingers of lust.

      “Whiskey and water,” I told the barkeep. Max looked pleased with my drink choice.

      “Glad you came,” he said, his gaze roaming over me as a smile worked along his lips, pulling up the corners then fading. “So, you go and get married since this morning?”

      My eyebrows knotted, then I remembered the band on my finger. “Oh, uh, no. I was just trying it on and forgot to take it off.”

      “Planning on getting married, then?” His demeanor seemed chilly now.

      “No, I was married. He died. I was feeling…” I leaned back to let the bartender place my drink in front of me. I paid, and the barkeep left. “I’m not sure what I was feeling.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss.” He sounded sincere. I nodded, picked up my drink, and met his gaze. “You sure you’re into this?”

      I drained my glass. “I thought we could maybe talk. Get to know each other.”

      “If that’s really what you want? I mean, if that’s what you came here for, then I’m happy to shoot the shit, but what I’m feeling simmering between us hasn’t got much to do with talking.”

      A shiver of want skittered over my flesh. He was right. He was wrong. He was too damn masculine to be real.

      I slid out of the long seat, my gaze locked with his. He followed me out the door, neither of us saying a thing until we stood by my Cherokee. Then I turned to look at him.

      “I thought we could maybe talk out here. See, there’s this spark…”

      He reached for me, massive hand latching onto the back of my neck. The kiss was rough, hungry, fierce. Kind of like how he played hockey. It stole my breath, and my senses as well it seemed, because somehow, as tongues tangled and teeth scraped, we managed to fall into my car. There was no way we had enough room. We were behind a damn bar. People could walk out and see us. Didn’t stop us. I guess neither of us had much sense.

      “Shut the door,” I panted as we broke apart in the mad rush to touch each other. He did, thankfully not on anyone’s leg. Max was under me, his hands now pushing at my shirt, shoving it up to bare my chest. As his mouth settled over my left nipple, I found the lever and the seat slammed back as far as it would go.

      “You taste like pure sin,” he murmured, then tugged soundly on my nipple. My spine tightened. I rotated my hips after my legs settled on either side of him. Stiff cock moved over stiff cock. He inhaled, pulling cooler air over my already sensitive nipple. “Turn around.”

      “No. What? Oh shit.” He was shoving at me roughly. Our legs were far too long for this shit, but we managed to untangle ourselves. I leaned in to suckle on his mouth before facing forward. He was hot single malt whisky on my tongue. His thick beard scratched my face. Kissing. I’d not done this since Liam had been alive. The hookups? No, no kissing for them. That made things too personal, I guessed. I’d missed the taste and pressure of a man’s mouth on mine.

      He was forceful but gentle, if that makes sense. Pushing and pulling, wild to get me how he wanted me yet never making me feel caged. “Get these down.”

      Hands on my hips, he yanked my pants down, taking my best boxer briefs down with them. God above, it was getting stuffy in this car. His hands roamed over my ass, fondling the tight orbs, his skin calloused and scratchy. Perfect.

      “Need a condom.” He lifted himself as if reaching into a back pocket.

      I jerked and pulled until I had one leg free, then I leaned up, arms over the dash, ass open and needy. Hearing him rip open a condom packet then spit onto his hand had me whimpering.

      “Yes…hell fire, yes,” I mewled, fingers grasping at the dashboard while he eased me back into position. He spat again. My eyes rolled back into my head. Sweat beaded on my brow and upper lip.

      “Sit back on me, Ben. Easy. Fuck. Oh fuck, you should see this…”

      It took all I had not to faint from the sheer delight of a man’s fat cock breaching me.

      “Your ass is perfect. Yeah, good, sit down now. Easy, easy. So hot.” He thrust upward, driving his cock so far into me I yelped, then groaned. “Ride me. Hard. Yeah, good man. Fuck yeah. Good man.”

      With his fingers biting into my hips, we fucked like beasts, my chest thumping into the dash when he drove up into me, his knee slapping the door each time I dropped to impale myself. We paused a few times for him to spit on his hand and spread the spittle on his cock, then I was back on him, eager as hell for the stretch and burn.

      “You close?”

      “Yeah,” I huffed while rolling my ass in circles, his dick deeply embedded in me. Max made this guttural sound every time I did that. I did too.

      He slid a sweaty arm around me, hoisting me up. My head slammed into the roof, then I arched back to lie on him, arms locked overhead, hands splayed on the headliner fabric.

      “Just sit there and move your hips as you do.” His voice was even grittier now. He fisted my cock. “Fuck but you’re juicy,” he murmured into my skin as he worked precum over the head of my prick. “Come for me now. Sit still. Come for me and let your sweet ass sucking and grabbing me pull me over. Do it. Let go, Ben. Yeah, that’s it, baby. Fuck yeah. Shit. Ah, shit.”

      The orgasm came quickly. I shot hot and violently, garbled sounds that were barely human burbling out of me. He held me tight to him with his left hand, his hold slightly painful, which made the release that much better.

      His teeth found the nape of my neck, and he latched on as he came. Writhing, slick with sweat and covered with my own cum, I squeezed tightly, grabbing his kicking cock internally, milking him wantonly.

      “Ah hell,” I gasped, spent and soaked with sweat and semen, my muscles contracting then loosening over and over.

      “Fucking beautiful man,” Max growled beside my ear as the mating frenzy abated.

      There I sat—lay, whatever—my back on his chest, his cock so far inside me that drawing deep breaths was hard, eyes closed, blissed out.

      “I think I came on the dash,” I finally blurted out. Max chuckled. It was a dirty little laugh that made me smile. Fuck, but that had been fantastic. Messy. Messy. Oh fuck. So messy and sweaty and rough, just as sex should be. “We never talked about our status.”

      That kind of cut through the rosy afterglow. Max muttered something against my shoulder, licked a hot path up my sweaty neck, then eased me up off him.

      “Sorry, yeah, things kind of got stupid.”

      I fell into the driver’s side, my pants dangling off one leg, my ass over the console. I tensed for a second when I felt his fingers slipping down the crack of my ass. He rubbed at my hole with two fat fingers, working them into me. I shuddered and pushed back against those digits, begging for more of him in me. Fingers, dick, tongue—didn’t matter. As long as he got inside me again.

      “I’m negative. Always careful,” he said.

      “Mm, mmm.” I couldn’t speak while he was fingering me so gently.

      “Like that?”

      “Yeah, so much. Me too. Negative. Use another finger.”

      I got that raunchy chuckle again, then, sadly, he pulled out and gave my ass a loving little pat.

      “Let’s go somewhere private. With some air.”

      “I can do air.” I wiggled into the seat, rolled this way and that until I had my pants up over my ass and was sitting up facing the wheel. Max leaned over the console and kissed me, his hand falling to my cock still out in the air. “Need keys.”

      “My place is close. I have stuff. Lube. Condoms. Toys. I’m easy. I just need more of you.”

      “Where are my keys?!” I dug into my front pockets. My phone slid to the floor and started ringing. “Oh man, no…” I groaned as the familiar ringtone of a friend of mine—a fine member of the Harrisburg Police Department—filled the car. “I have to take that.’

      “Okay, take it.” He flopped back into his seat, his hand still cradling my cock.

      I placed the phone to my ear. “Dwayne, if my aunts are in lockup tell them I’ll be there in an hour.”

      “Make it three,” Max said, hand still stroking my cock back to life.

      “Three hours. Tell them I’ll be there in three—”

      “Ben, it’s not your aunts. It’s the shelter. It’s been vandalized. The glass in the front door is busted in. Someone passing by saw it and called it in the same time the alarm from the security system rang through. We need you down here to tell us if anything has been stolen.”

      “Dammit!” I threw a look at Max, who decided things weren’t going as we would have liked, so he dropped my cock. “Okay, I’ll be there in thirty. Thanks, Dwayne.”

      “Any time, man.”

      I hung up on the cop who’d adopted two of my older dogs for his kids.

      “Trouble?”

      Keys now in hand, I cranked the Jeep over, eager for the rush of stale but cool air.

      “Shelter issues. Vandals. I have to go.” I looked to the right, sure he’d be pissed, but he seemed cool. Sweaty, and still with his big soft dick out, but cool.

      “You want to do this again?” he asked.

      “Can we make it to a bed next time?”

      “Yeah, we can do that.”

      We tucked and zipped, and then I reached for him. My mouth took his, and he responded with passion. When we parted, his gaze was smoldering again.

      “Give me your phone.”

      I didn’t argue and watched as he typed in some numbers, took a selfie as the contact picture, sent himself a message, and handed it back to me.

      “Now we have each other’s numbers. I’ll call when we’re back from Philly, beautiful man.” He patted my face, softly, then left the Jeep, closing the door and disappearing.

      “Sweet baby Jesus,” I whispered, taking just a moment to try to work on a face that wouldn’t show the cops I’d just been fucked senseless in a parking lot. I needed more AC. Stat.
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      Max

      Coach Benton wasn’t moving. He didn’t walk up and down the locker room like my last head coach. He didn’t curse at us like the one I had before that, even. After twelve years in the league and seven different teams, I’d seen coaches pace, scream, throw things, and even cry. But Coach Benton was a whole new ballgame.

      “So, we lost,” he summarized, quietly, controlled, his hands loose at his sides.

      Yep. Too right we fucking lost.

      All tied at three goals each, then the Flyers had got one past us twenty-three seconds into overtime. I’d been on the damn ice. It was me they’d got a goal past.

      Now Coach would lose it, and I glanced at Mads, the defensive coach, who stood, arms crossed over his chest, just watching the room. I couldn’t get a fix on him either. I’d have thought he’d be consoling Ten, who was slumped in his stall looking as if someone had stolen all his toys and burned them in front of him.

      “This is game one,” Coach continued. "We’re here again in two days, and we can win. We played a good game tonight; I saw a lot of smart moves out there.”

      And then he left, and Mads followed him, as did the other assistants, and Julio the equipment guy, who exchanged looks with me as he went out.

      I’d spent time on the plane yesterday talking to Julio. After all this time in the NHL, with my experience on varied teams, I knew the first person you made friends with was the guy in charge of the equipment. Leave coffees, Danishes, gifts, and leave them at the skate-sharpening altar, and they will respect that you respect them.

      Julio was retiring this year; he’d seen as much as I had, but he was in his mid-sixties, and gray. I was only thirty, yet retirement was only the remainder of the season away.

      If I made it that far.

      Our captain stood up. Connor was not only a brilliant player, but he had this way about him that commanded respect. He didn’t take any shit and he wouldn't let us leave this room until we’d talked this through.

      “That was bad luck,” he said, and everyone nodded. We all knew we’d played well, and apart from one lucky bounce we could have battled back up the ice to their goal and maybe it would have been us with the win. His glance landed on me, then on my defensive partner, Westy. “This is not on you two,” he said. Then he looked deliberately at Ten, Ads and Larson, in turn. “Nor you. Just because the goal went in on your shift, this is not your shit to carry.”

      Ten nodded, and I was nodding as well.

      “Now, let’s get back to the hotel, get some food and sleep, and we’re back here tomorrow for practice.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Dieter raise his hand, as if he was in school. I heard a couple of people groan at the move.

      “Lola is here with Trent.”

      “You’re joking,” Ten said with an exaggerated groan to end. “Not Lola. Last time she sat with us, I couldn’t feel my cheek for a week where she pinched it. And I don’t mean the cheek on my face.”

      Everyone else laughed. This was clearly some kind of long-running joke I hadn’t been part of— before I’d been traded in.

      “I can't help it,” Dieter defended himself, and looked aggrieved. “She’s part of the package.”

      “Who is?” I asked Westy.

      “Trent’s grandmother. She came up with Trent for the game.”

      “Why is that a problem?”

      Westy side-eyed me. “You’ll see.”

      We showered, changed, and were back on the coach in good time. Traveling to the hotel took maybe fifteen minutes, and it was one hell of a place. All polished marble and glass, it was a million miles away from some of the holes I’d stayed in on the road. Guess that was what you got when you were Stanley Cup wannabes.

      Management hustled us to a private dining room and shut the door, and we sat down. I noticed how the D-men sat together, the forwards as well, and then the two goalies—Stan and his backup, who apparently was moving on at the end of this season if you believed the rumors—had a table all to themselves.

      We ordered food, and the door opened and I expected something other than what arrived. A short woman, age undetermined, holding on to a skinny guy’s arm, came into the room. Dressed from head to toe in orange—Flyers orange—she was so damn bright in the sea of men in suits.

      “We win!” she cackled and flung her arms wide. I saw the skinny man slink to one side, then realized who it was. The figure skater Trent Hanson, the one who’d done the reality show with the Railers the summer before. He sidled off to sit at the table where Dieter was holding a seat for him.

      Right, so Dieter’s boyfriend’s nana was a Flyers fan.

      Unfortunate.

      “You all garbage,” she added, and looked around for a seat. I saw everyone, to a man, slink down in their seats, but they were lucky—they didn’t have space. Our table did, and I heard Westy curse to my side.

      Bright Orange Woman came to our table and sat down opposite me. I’d done my season as a Flyer, I’d worn the orange, and she leveled her best stare at me.

      “Lola,” she announced. I guessed that was her name. “You should never have left the Flyers.”

      It wasn’t as if I’d had a lot of choice; I was a journeyman, sent to whatever team needed a grinder like me.

      “I like it here,” I said defensively.

      She huffed and narrowed her eyes. “You’re dangerous to my Flyers.”

      I wasn’t going to disagree with that. I knew my worth.

      Then she held court. She was outrageously opinionated, rude, vocal in her dislike of the Railers, and I loved her. She was so damn funny, and by the end of the night we had our heads together talking about the glory days of hockey, of which she had seen way more than me. I loved hockey. I could quote stats, team logos, recall that time when Mario did something to Wayne or Clarke deked Favell. I was a walking encyclopedia of crap about hockey.

      Halfway through a tirade from Lola about Ten being too fast and how it just wasn’t fair to all the other teams, it hit me with the force of a ton of bricks.

      What would I do without hockey? Who was I without the knowledge of the game?

      What will happen to me?

      Grief curled in my chest and stayed there for the remainder of dinner, and if anyone noticed how quiet I had got, they didn’t say.

      Lola hugged me and patted my cheek—the one on my face—then she pressed a kiss to my hand. She didn’t actually say anything, but I was unaccountably moved by it all. All of a sudden, I wanted her to hold me while I cried.

      Where the hell had that come from?

      Then the fear hit. Was I sad because I was leaving hockey? Or was it because the thing in my brain was changing the way I saw things? I was the hard guy, not the one who cried. Was something wrong?

      I headed for my room, damn pleased I didn’t have to share—thank God, they’d stopped that shit—and stripped off my suit, taking care to hang it up. I made the call, sitting there in my underwear in the warm room, hoping to hell the doc would pick up. I paid him enough to be on call for me, surely.

      I got an answering service, but they connected me quickly, and within five minutes of getting the thought of dying right front and center in my head I was talking to the only man who could calm me down.

      “What’s wrong?”

      Doctor Nolan Warner was a field expert in endovascular neurosurgery. He’d spent some time rooting around in my brain nearly seven years ago, and I had him on speed dial. I couldn’t recall the last time I’d spoken to him. I ignored headaches and dizziness of any kind; I’d decided I’d rather not know a long time ago.

      But this was different. This was my last year, and I didn’t want to die before I finished. I had a job to do, a Cup to lift.

      “Max, hello,” he said, all conversational and happy.

      “I have a headache,” I blurted out.

      There was silence. He’d explained the things to look out for—extreme headaches, dizziness, blurred vision, sickness, memory loss. I didn’t have any of those.

      “On a scale of one to ten—”

      “It’s a one,” I admitted.

      Of course to a normal guy that might have been a five, but to a hockey player, pain at the level of one was nothing. Skaters our there played with broken legs—a level one headache was nothing.

      He didn’t sigh or call me an idiot for contacting him. The line was quiet for a moment and then I heard him move and close a door.

      Had I woken him up? What time was it in Vancouver anyway?

      “Talk to me,” he said in that soft, insistent, doctor-like tone.

      “When you blocked it, you told me there was a chance it could come back.”

      “No, I told you the work I had done on your particular arteriovenous malformation led me to believe there was a ninety percent chance you wouldn’t experience any further issues.”

      “With that site,” I insisted.

      Doc had explained that even though the tangle of blood vessels in my brain had been capped and blocked like a new oil well, there was a slim chance the issue would always be there. Ten percent that it would worsen if I persisted in carrying on with any kind of contact sport.

      Ten percent I could handle. Hell, I was more likely to get hit by a bus than have any of his intricate work in my brain fail. I didn’t drive anymore—I wasn’t ready to be a loaded weapon on the freeway—and my will was up-to-date, with everything I had going to my sisters.

      But.

      Seven years, headaches, and I was so close to the end of my career.

      “Tell me again about the possibility of secondary sites,” I said. When they fixed one site, that could mean the pressure backed up elsewhere. The percentage chance was small, but there, nevertheless. Hence me not driving.

      He didn’t. Instead, this time he sighed. “When will you be in Vancouver?”

      “I’m not,” I began. After all, we didn’t know how far we would go in the final, let alone if the Canucks would, or even if they would meet us at any point.

      “Max, I meant book a time to see me in Vancouver. I’ll run some tests.”

      I held on to the words. He wanted to run some tests. He thinks something is wrong. My stomach churned, my chest tightened, and I felt hot and vulnerable and shaky all at once.

      “You said I had to be careful,” I blurted. The poor guy had a miserable son of a bitch whining down the phone at him. What the hell was wrong with me?

      “Max, calm down.”

      I did. Immediately. Like Pavlov’s dogs and the bell, I reacted to the stern, unforgiving command and the tension uncoiled inside me.

      “Book an appointment with my service. Or don’t. Maybe just fly up and pay me a visit when you can. Or don’t. Either way, come to see me. But worrying about a level one headache isn’t practical, and I’m concerned there’s an underlying psychological issue here.”

      That was so not what I wanted to hear. My brain was perfectly fine, thank you very much.

      Well, except for the AVM, the risk of death, and the fact I was losing my shit.

      I said goodbye, told the doc I would visit, and hung up.

      The room was utterly quiet apart from my breathing, not even the sound of the street twenty stories below. And I felt aimless. I should sleep, but the loss of the game and the morose thoughts that balled in my chest kept me tossing and turning in bed. In the end I got up, retrieved my iPad, and sat on the sofa in the corner of the room with a hot chocolate. I checked the news, took one look at the shitty headlines and shut that down. I opened Candy Crush, but the colors were too bright and I wasn’t concentrating.

      Something about the game I was playing reminded me of Ben.

      Who was I kidding? As soon as I stopped doing anything concerning hockey, it was Ben that filled the void.

      Just as I’ve played with a lot of teams, I’ve been with a lot of men, all kinds of men. But Ben was different.

      I just couldn’t figure out what it was that made him different.

      Maybe it was because I was sitting there in the dark staring at a game with candy and thinking about a fuck in a car with a sexy, sleek, dark-skinned Adonis. Maybe it was because he was a tall drink and I was thirsty. Maybe he was shiny-new, and I’d eventually fuck him out of my system.

      I recalled the noises he made—the sighs, the gasps—the fact he took me inside him and screwed back onto me and wanted more. And the kisses.

      I was getting hard, and I savored that delicious expectation of getting myself off to the sounds he made and to the sensation of fucking up into him.

      But first I wanted to see his photo, find out more, and I recalled he ran a no-kill shelter. Last Roads? Dog Roads? Or something Roads. I googled no-kill shelters in Harrisburg, and there it was, first on the list: Crossroads No-Kill.

      His picture wasn’t on the front page; that honor belonged to Diana Pierce, who held the title of Kennel Manager. She was a short, plump woman with curly dark hair, and the picture was of her and an armful of puppies. I did my bit for charity. Maybe I could do something for them, I liked dogs enough to do that. Maybe I could set up something in my will that would send some cash to the shelter. Hell, being a grinder didn’t pay like the superstars, but at one time I’d been pulling in two mill a season, not to be sniffed at.

      I clicked through the pages, adoption histories, testimonials, things about the visiting vet Dr. Vince Owens, and I read up on the adoption counselor, Abby, who had written a post about how dogs impact lives. The website was professional, informative, but I still hadn’t found what I was looking for.

      And then there it was. A stunning photo of Ben and his dog who looked like a husky, although the description called it a malamute, and a short paragraph about why he’d taken over the shelter. I hardened even more and palmed my cock; what I wouldn't give to have him under me right here and now. Or bent over the desk in the corner, or on his knees.

      I don’t know what I clicked, but suddenly there was a new picture on my screen, of Ben and another man. They weren’t hugging or holding hands, but Ben was looking at him, and the depth of love in his eyes was plain to see.

      I read the article, and my erection went away faster than Ten on a breakaway.

      That was Liam, Ben’s husband, who’d died young, quickly, tragically, but who inspired Ben on a daily basis to continue the battle for rehousing dogs. He was blond, with bright blue eyes, and the pup in his arm was a tiny version of the one in the photo of Ben alone. The label underneath said, “Liam, Ben, and Bucky”. I wondered what he’d died of, and then I saw the charity link for multiple myeloma, which upon further reading I learned was aggressive and fast.

      I’d played the what-if game so many times. When they told me what was wrong with me, I’d asked them would it be quick, or slow. They’d had no answer. Would I prefer to go quickly, or to linger for a long time? If it was slow, then I’d have time to say goodbye to everyone. My mom, my sisters, the friends I’d made during my time in hockey. I had people who would miss me.

      Just not the one person, a man who loved me as much as Ben had obviously loved his husband, Liam.

      I went to bed after that. The idea of getting off had gone, the need for it dwindled to nothing.

      We’d lost a game. Ben had lost a husband. I was close to losing everything.

      Who the hell could sleep after all that?

      

      We won the next game. I don’t know how it happened, but if we could bottle the energy we had in that game, we’d be rich. Ten was the first to bury the puck in the net on a power play. The other team’s defense was sloppy, tired…who knows? All I knew for sure was they were letting us through.

      Maybe Ten was faster?

      Maybe Connor was trickier?

      Maybe the Railers’ D-men were just that good?

      Or maybe it was Stan, who did some inhuman tending, at one point literally doing a cartwheel to grab a puck out of the air when it rebounded off the post.

      A shutout.

      A three to nothing win for us, and the series was tied at one all, ready for the home games back in Harrisburg.

      The mood in the locker room was lighter, and I wondered what Coach would do this time. His tone was happier but his message was the same.

      “You played well. I saw really good things on the ice. Well done.”

      This time, though, Mads came around and high-fived his D-men, and I couldn’t help smiling. Even if my thigh did hurt like a bitch from taking a puck in front of the net. Even with padding, a hundred-mile-an-hour projectile leaves a mark.

      “Get it seen to,” Mads insisted, and pointed at my thigh. “Back to the plane in two hours, but I want to see that iced and fixed.”

      There was nothing that could truly fix the bruise I’d have, but we could at least attempt to lessen it. Ten was in the room with me—he’d taken a pretty shit hit into the board on a power play when I’d been on the bench gassed after my shift. They’d kept him on, and he’d been a fucking target. Poor kid.

      “This is just the start,” I said to him when he grimaced at the ice and poked at his arm.

      “Fucker slashed me,” Ten muttered, and tested his hand, opening and closing the fist. He’d bounce back. I remembered being his age, ready to conquer the world and find my place.

      “Look after yourself,” I replied. Then wished I hadn’t said a word at all, because Ten got that look in his eye.

      “You sound off,” he observed. "We won."

      “A win doesn't always mean you get to smile all the way home.” I realized I sounded like an idiot, like some kind of fake Mr. Miyagi, and Ten called me on it in the best way. He snorted a laugh, and then the laugh became something more, and then he couldn’t stop laughing, and pretty soon I was joining in.

      “Wise words say you,” he managed between laughs. “Do, there is no try.” That last one had him near wetting himself, I swear, and I couldn’t help but feel lighter around him.

      By the time we left the therapy room, we were chuckling and exchanging stupid one-liners from films. Turned out for a young guy he knew a lot of old films.

      I told him so, and he looked at me as if I was an idiot.

      “Max van Hellren, six two, two-thirty pounds, defense, shoots right, selected sixty-first overall in the oh five draft, aged thirty. Right?”

      “You memorized all that shit?”

      “Yep,” Ten said cheerfully. “Mads kept going on and on about wanting you, and he wouldn't let it rest. My point here is you are not that much older than me. What is with you guys and your obsession with age?” He laughed again as I swatted at him and he ducked. “Too slow, old man,” he said, then jogged away. I could have jogged after him, but I was tired, and I rolled my neck and followed at a more sedate pace.

      The flight back was quiet. We had two days until our next game with Philly, at home, and aside from practice and sleep, there was one other thing I wanted to do.

      See Ben.

      

      How I waited that long I didn’t know. After practice I caught a cab the short distance from my big empty apartment to the shelter, the words of the coach playing in my head.

      He wanted us to watch out for Ten. Protect Ten. And not just Ten, but the others who held our best chances against this strong team. That was what I was concentrating on when the cab delivered me to the gates of Crossroads No-Kill Shelter. There was a buzzer, and I pressed it.

      “Hello, can I help?” a female voice asked me.

      “I’m here to see Ben,” I said. Because that was fact.

      “Could I have your name, sir?”

      “Max.”

      There was a moment when I thought she’d ask more, but this was a shelter open to visitors, right? So, they’d let people in. Including a horny hockey player.

      I patiently waited, and Diana, the smiling brunette from the website, bounded up to me.

      “I’m sorry, sir, the shelter isn’t open until three for viewings today, and Ben is out back with some new arrivals. Can I help? Are you looking to adopt?”

      I could lie here, tell her I was there for a dog, but I couldn’t give a pet a home now. It would just have to be rehomed if anything happened to me.

      “No, this is a personal visit.”

      She blinked at me—clearly that was a new one to her—and then she looked indecisive, her eyes glancing right, to where I assume Ben was working. I could just walk over and find him, but that was going to get her all worked up about security, I could tell. I interrupted her train of thought.

      “Can you tell Ben that Max the hockey player is here for him?"

      She nodded and turned to leave, but she didn’t need to.

      “It’s okay,” Ben called from a path to the right of us. “Come on over, Max.”

      I grinned at Diana, and we parted with her looking a lot less worried.

      He shook my hand. “Sorry about that. The vandalism has us all on edge.”

      I wondered what itty-bitty Diana would do against a big guy like me. I thought maybe they needed to up their security and not let idiot hockey players in through the gate. I didn’t say that, though. I was too busy holding Ben’s hand and not letting go even when he tugged his away.

      For a moment we stood there, and he tilted his head a little in thought.

      “It took you a bit of time to find me,” he said, with a soft and secretive smile.

      “Sorry, I had some hockey to play.” I released his hand, and he stepped back and away.

      “Want to see some puppies?”

      I was hoping that was a euphemism for sex, but no, he really wanted me to see puppies, seven of them, fat black lab puppies in a writhing group of noisy yaps and jumps. I didn’t know why they were there or what their story was, but I was lost, and fuck me if I wasn’t ready to take them all home. Right then. In the passenger seat of a cab, and the back seat, and anywhere they wanted to sit.

      When I looked at Ben, he grinned at me, and shit, I was lost.

      Because that smile was powerful stuff.

    

  







            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    




      Ben

      What amazing eyes the man had.

      That was what was pounding around my head as I scooped up a wriggling black ball of fur and handed it to Max. His were brownish-gold. Stunning, really. Always hot. Like a low-banked wood stove. I enjoyed looking at his eyes. Hell, I enjoyed looking at his everything. I’d always been a sucker for jocks. Liam had been one hell of a tennis player and had even entertained thoughts of going pro, but elbow issues during college had stalled those plans.

      Hey, dipshit. Stop thinking about Liam. Focus on this man here. The living, breathing one with the killer smile and incredible arms.

      “You like dogs?”

      Max nodded, allowing the pup to slather his face with kisses reeking of puppy breath. “Oh yeah, love them.”

      That was a large tick in a massive box.

      “Cats?”

      “Sure.”

      Another box checked.

      Now I had nothing. Shit. I looked around the back of the kennels, eager to find anything to talk about. Max was enjoying his face-washing, so the awkward silence dropping over us like a cloak wasn’t noticed by him as much.

      Two kids on bikes pedaled past. “When I was ten, I took a header over my handlebars. Had to get ten stitches right here.”

      I pointed under my chin. Max reached out and tipped up my chin with two beefy fingers.

      Then he kissed the scar. Lust flared to life low in my stomach, the heat creeping out to warm my extremities, which included my dick.

      “Uh, okay.” I just stood there, puppies bouncing over my shoes, and allowed the man to place a few more kisses to my throat, the one on my Adam’s apple sliding into more sucking than kissing. My cock thought the sucking was mighty fine.

      “When do you get off?” he asked, voice as rough as sandpaper.

      “As soon as we find somewhere to be alone.”

      That made Max chuckle and me blush. I’m usually not that forward with men. It had taken me weeks to fumble-bumble around Liam, making a fool of myself, until he took pity on me and asked me out.

      “I didn’t mean that.” He released my chin, and our gazes met. One eyebrow crept up his brow. “Obviously, I did mean it, but it wasn’t supposed to come out. You make me sloppy.”

      “How about we get something to eat, talk a bit, and then go find somewhere to get you off?” He placed the pup down with its litter-mates.

      “I need to finish getting these guys into the shelter files.”

      “I can wait.” He moved back a few inches, which was a relief. Sort of. “Why are they here?”

      I dashed off some notes on my iPad. “They were dumped under the Market Street Bridge.”

      His eyes rounded. “Like tossed into the river in a bag?”

      “No, thankfully. Just left by the water in a box.” I might have raised a lip.

      “Fucking people suck.”

      “That they do.” I lifted my attention from the admission information. “We’ll gather them up and put them in an isolated part of the shelter for new arrivals. Tomorrow our vet will come out and check them over, give them shots, worm them.”

      “And then you can help them find homes.”

      I smiled. “Fingers crossed. Puppies go fast. It’s the old dogs that no one wants.”

      He seemed to drift for a moment, perhaps thinking back to an old canine friend he might have had. Then, just as fast as he’d left, he was back. Eyes snapping to me, that familiar fire kindled in the depths of amber and brown.

      “Sorry, I was somewhere else.”

      I waved off his concern, and we toted the puppies into solitary, which was a stretch of kennels that were separate from the main runs. No outside areas, since we didn’t know whether incoming dogs were safe for human interaction. The pups rolled over each other, glad for the bowls of chow and water Diana had set out for them. She stood off to the side, her mouth twitching, her eyes moving from me to Max as he and I talked about the pups.

      Then he turned to Diana. “Think I can steal him away?”

      “I think so.” She gave me the sauciest wink, then padded off.

      “So, food. Did you eat lunch?”

      “Ah, no, not yet. I meant to, but I was up to my ears in paperwork. Coming out to admit the pups is really Diana’s job, but I begged to do it. Being cooped up works on me after a few hours.”

      “I get that.” He stepped around me and pulled open the door leading to the offices and medical room.

      “Let me just get Bucky and we can go.”

      “Bringing your dog?”

      “I can’t leave him behind.” I tugged open my door and Bucky trotted out, tail wagging, eager to greet Max again. The big man ruffled his gray fur with a large hand between the ears.

      “Going to be hard to find a place to eat with a dog,” he pointed out.

      “Just leave that to me.”

      An hour later we were strolling along the paths at Wildwood Lake, a wonderful park that featured wetlands, bike and running paths, and was dog friendly as long as your pooch was leashed. Max and I sat on a bench in the shade of a hundred lush trees, just off a running path, eating some hoagies we’d picked up as Bucky sat at attention, on the watch for squirrels.

      I learned a lot about the man I’d been so intimate with. We both talked about our childhoods, our plans for the future, and our shared love of sports. He told me a couple of humorous stories about old girlfriends and boyfriends, which answered that big question as well.

      Our tastes in music were sort of similar, although he confessed he wasn’t big into music. We liked the same movies and watched a few of the same shows on TV. He wasn’t much of a reader anymore, he admitted, but did enjoy thrillers. I had a weakness for all things Stephen King even though they scared the wits out of me. Max smiled easily, laughed even more easily, and touched me in soft, private ways he didn’t seem ashamed of.

      After a small brush of his fingers over my forearm, I leaned over to press my lips to his. He never shrank back or acted afraid of being seen kissing a man.

      “You ready to go get naked?” he asked, his words dancing over my lips.

      “Yeah.” I had been dreaming about this big man spread over my bed, thick legs and strong arms akimbo, offering all that hairy burly man to me to do with as I wished.

      We made the drive to my place. Feeling guilty as all hell, I called the shelter just to make sure my staff was okay with me stealing a couple of hours. This had never happened. Ever. I threw a peek sideways, caught sight of Max and my skin flushed. That man had some kind of wild effect on me.

      I noticed the parking space for my aunts was empty and thanked God and all the angels that my aunts were off picketing some poor senator or congressman or judge today. Yes, they still drove. No one at the DMV dared to take their driver’s licenses away.

      Once inside my tall, skinny house, I nervously went around opening the windows as Max meandered about, looking at the well-worn furnishings.

      “Nice house. Homey. This your husband?” He lifted a picture of Liam and me back in college, both soaked from a tumble from our canoe on a trip we’d taken one spring along the Tioga River in upstate Pennsylvania.

      “Yeah, that’s Liam.”

      Now I felt icky. Like I was cheating on Liam somehow by bringing Max to our house.

      “Do you still want this?”

      My gaze snapped from the old cork coasters on the coffee table. Liam had bought those when we’d gone to New York City for a Yankees game four years ago.

      “I do, yeah.” I offered him my hand. His abrasive palm slipped over my damp one. I led him upstairs to one of two bedrooms—mine, the largest. A soft summer breeze wafted in when I threw the window open. The sounds of the neighborhood drifted in. Kids playing, the steady drone of traffic, someone shouting, the wail of a far-off siren. City noises. Max pulled his shirt over his head. I reached behind me to place my wedding picture face down.

      God, but he was a lot of man. Wide where he should be, lean where it counted. I stood riveted to the carpet, my ass resting on the dresser, as he nonchalantly peeled off all his clothes while his gaze and mine remained tangled.

      “Looking a little rough in the daylight, huh?”

      I shook my head. “Not at all.” Yeah, he had some scars. Didn’t we all? Nothing that turned me off. Far from it. All those nicks and dents from life added to his appeal, just like the small wrinkles by his amazing eyes.

      He made his way across to me, long-legged masculinity and cocky walk, my cock plumping up more with each step closer.

      “You are so beautiful,” he said, his hands sliding up under my shirt, pushing the collar to my chin and then tugging my shirt over and off my head. I reached for his cock, slid my fingers around it, down to the base and then back up, palming the smooth head.

      Time slowed, or it seemed to. His mouth slanted over mine, his fingers plucking at my nipples as I stroked him. Then time sped up, tossing me into the bed with Max under me, my pants lying over the dresser, his cock weeping, streaking my cheek with salty precum as I rubbed my face against his prick.

      We rolled and grappled, teasing with touch and tongue, laughing lightly at his knee popping or his shoulder creaking when I raised his arms over his head and nibbled my way over his biceps to the thick mat of underarm hair and then down his ribs.

      “I want to fuck you,” I panted against his navel. He arched up. I speared the small indent, and he groaned. It was a thrilling sound, at least to me. Rasping and breathy, it went right to my balls, making them feel heavier.

      “Yeah, fuck me, Ben.”

      I slithered up over him, sweaty chest gliding over sweaty chest, and fumbled around in the drawer of the nightstand. There were no condoms, only lube.

      “You got any protection?” I asked. He nodded.

      “Wallet.”

      A moment later I was back in bed, easing his knees up to his chest and then booting up, his tight hole on display for me. My hands were shaking so badly that rolling the condom on was tricky. I got a bit too much lube on my fingers, but he didn’t seem to care when it trickled down the crack of his ass. I guess my fingers slipping in and out of him kind of made a damp spot on my covers inconsequential.

      “Get in me, Ben. And do not play around with being gentle. I can take what you got and then some.”

      I threw him a defiant look. He gave me a quirky smirk. “Okay, so this is a dare is it? Like my dick can’t fuck you hard enough to make you speak in tongues?”

      I took my cock in hand and patted his slick opening.

      “Take it as you want, gorgeous.”

      So I did. I took it just as I wanted. Thrusting into him, going as deeply as I could. Max growled in pleasure, his fingers tightening on his knees. I pushed in deeper yet, grinding my pelvis in small circles, eager to hear him make that snarling, passionate sound again. I got it. And that made me feel like a king. Pulling out, I went deep once more, and was rewarded with another guttural groan.

      “Do that until I come all over myself. No going slower. Fuck me, Ben. Make me know I’m alive.”

      I lifted my gaze from where we were joined. His amber eyes were ripe with emotions I couldn’t place. Lust for sure, but something else. Sadness? Fear?

      He clamped down on me, squeezing my cock with his inner muscles, and I stopped worrying about much of anything. My focus fell to the rhythm, the speed, the pull of his body on mine as I pumped in and out of all that tight, hot man.

      “Shit. Ah shit, shit, shit,” I huffed when I felt the surge of an impending orgasm sparking to life. Max lay under me, slick with sweat, pumping his fat cock in perfect time with my thrusts. And just like that I blew apart. Using my knees for purchase, I wiggled up even further, mad to bury myself in him far and hard. He grunted long and low and came on his chest and stomach. A few pearly drops landed on his chin. Even gripped in the madness of a world-class release, I dropped over him, losing some depth but gaining the rich, heady taste of his cum on my tongue. I lapped at the hair on his chin, then dove into his mouth, tongue slipping over his.

      “Oh shit,” I said yet again when the kiss broke.

      Max slung a big arm over my lower back, then stretched his legs out, grimacing slightly. He rolled us over, tacky cum sealing our chests, and plundered my mouth as if he’d never kiss a man again. I clung to him like a climbing rose, wanting nothing more than to keep this fiery intimacy going. But it couldn’t linger forever. Life had to ease back into our little afternoon delight. I snorted at myself for even thinking of that song at this moment. I touched his face with my fingertips, smoothing out the lines on his forehead as I began humming that silly song.

      “Oh Christ,” Max chortled, falling to lie beside me as a warm summer wind worked on drying our skin. “You’re an idiot.”

      That made me laugh out loud. “This is the kind of lunch break I need every day.”

      “Tell me about it.” He rolled to his back and stared at the ceiling. “Morning skate, food, sex with a hot man, and a nap. Perfection.”

      I snorted, then had to leave the bed, and the sexy man, to take care of the condom. I pattered out to the hall, then ducked into the lone bathroom. When I came back, Max was pulling his jeans up over his ass. Seeing that made me a little sad. I’d been hoping to steal a little more time with him.

      His sexy gaze touched mine. “You think you might want to come to the next game?” That made me feel a little better. “I mean, I know we’re not freaking Washington or anything.”

      He couldn’t hide his smile. Neither could I.

      Which was how I found myself wedged between a glittery figure skater in makeup wearing a funky green hat with feathers, and a round little Asian woman in an orange Flyers sweatshirt at the next game.

      “Ah! You see that?! That dirty pool! What you look at?”

      I quickly averted my gaze from the irate woman shaking a fist at Max for leveling one of the Flyers.

      “Lola, stop pestering Benton.”

      I tried to look back at the other women around us—who I assumed were wives and girlfriends—but the long pheasant feather on Trent’s hat poked me in the eye.

      “Oops! Sorry. Damn my feathers.” Trent handed me a lime green handkerchief to dab at my watering eye. “So, dish. Tell me how you and Max became an item.”

      “Oh, well, uh…we’re not really an item. Just friends.” As if I was going to discuss Max and me with a man I’d just met thirty minutes ago.

      “Mmm-hmm. Friends with benefits. Lola, what did I tell you about making that gesture at the Railers?”

      “I flip off Rowe. He make bad move on my man!” The tiny woman held both middle fingers way over her head.

      Trent sighed. “She never listens.” I’d never seen a more flamboyantly out man in my life, and I was thirty. “Right, so back to you and Max.”

      “There is no me and Max,” I said once again, nearly missing an amazing shot on goal the Flyers goalie barely managed to block. Man, Tennant Rowe was fast. If this team faced Washington in the next round, it was going to be bedlam around the goal of my beloved team.

      “Oh yes, right. There is no you and Max. I wonder why he forked up the cash for these special seats if he’s not diddling you—or you’re not diddling him—in the derrière. Lola! I mean it, you stop doing that with your mouth right now! There are children nearby!”

      The pudgy woman in bright orange sat down, muttering in her native tongue. I didn’t want to know what she’d been doing with her mouth.

      “Listen, Trent, I know this is going to sound rude, but can we not talk about what Max and I are doing in bed and just watch hockey?” I waved my tissue at the men on the ice.

      “Ah! So you and Max are diddling each other in the derrière! I knew it! I have a sixth sense for gay naughtiness. I want details. He’s a big, bad boy in bed, I bet.”

      I gaped at the man in green and yellow. “No. I’m not sharing details.”

      “Spoilsport,” Trent said, then laughed lightly. I suspected the man would have all the dirt on Max and me before the night was over.

      Midway through the game, my phone vibrated. I pulled it out of the pocket inside my sweater and saw it was Diana calling. Which was odd. She rarely called unless it was an emergency.

      “Give me a few,” I yelled into my phone. Diana might have said “okay” but it was hard to say as the crowd was booing a bad call against the Railers.

      “Let me know what happens,” I shouted near Trent’s ear. “I have to take this call.”

      He nodded. I stepped around feet and cups of beer until I was out of our aisle, then I jogged up the stairs and ducked into the nearest men’s room.

      “Okay, what’s wrong?” We’d dealt with increasing vandalism the past few weeks. Busted glass in the front door, people trying to jimmy the locks on the windows, and a rather nasty racial slur painted on the side of the building a few days ago.

      “I just got a call from the manager of SecureGuard Security to confirm we’d be at the shelter tomorrow at eight to allow his technicians in. Did you order this and forget to tell me?”

      I slipped around two men washing their hands and stepped into a stall. “No, no way. There’s not enough petty cash in the till to cover new chew toys, let alone installation of a security system. Did you tell them it was a mistake?”

      “I did, but they stated the work order had been verified and the total had been paid for. In cash.”

      “In cash?” I shifted my foot a bit to avoid a small puddle on the floor. “Who the hell has money like that lying around? And who would spend it on us?”

      “I have no idea. I told him I’d call him back. What should I say?”

      Someone flushed a urinal. “Did they say who paid for it?”

      “An anonymous dog lover.”

      “What the shit?”

      “Right?! Do you really think we have some rich, secret benefactor now? It would be incredible if we did.”

      “I honestly don’t know what to think.” Male conversation floated into the stall. I pondered for a long moment. “Okay, well, let’s call them back and tell them to go ahead, then. Looks like God has decided to smile on us for a change.”

      I exited the stall and walked out into the arena while Diana yelped in glee. The crowd was clapping. I checked out the replay on the Jumbotron and was treated to the sight of Max knocking a Flyers defenseman over the boards into the Railers bench. A totally clean hit, but brutal and clearly delivered to send a message. I smiled at the replay and the gleam clear in Max’s eyes. Yep, God sure was smiling on us of late.
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      Max

      Winning the next three games meant the Flyers were out of the race and we advanced to the next round. I patted Lola’s shoulder when I saw her after the game. She looked devastated, and not even Ten reassuring her that the Flyers were a “really good team” seemed to help. I remembered what it was like to be a fan who loved a team as passionately as she did and had to watch their team lose.

      We weren’t sure who we’d be facing at this point—the two other teams in our bracket still had a game to go—but in a way, I hoped it was Washington. Mostly so I could get tickets for a game where Ben could see the team he loved. Of course, I didn’t really want us to end up playing the team from a hockey point of view; they were a hard team to beat. I didn’t have to read pundit summaries to know that even though we’d finished ahead of them in the points, that  they’d been strong recently, and the Railers would be the underdog in that match.

      But there was also a small part of me that wanted to show Ben what I was made of; that I was good enough to play on a team that could beat the one he loved.

      And how ridiculous was that? Masculine posturing at its worst.

      Why did I feel I had to impress Ben? We’d only managed one more get-together but it had started well enough. The sex had been explosive, amazing. When we’d laid back on the bed, we’d so nearly cuddled, I swear it. But his phone had rung. Someone had thrown a brick through a window at the shelter, and he’d had to leave because Diana was on a training course and there was no one else who could deal with it all.

      Fuck.

      That cuddle had been so close.

      I loved cuddles. Not the hugs you got when your team scored, those quick bro-hugs that gave you a face of sweat and ice, but real hugs. Not a lot of people held me, but then I was edging on the wrong side of scary.

      I even scared my mom. Or at least I think I did.

      My PTA-mom. Loved ballet recitals with my two little sisters, threw girlie parties, had a lot of pink in her house. She just never quite knew what to do with her big, tough son. Maybe if Dad had been around it would have been different, but he’d moved on when I was little and died  three years ago in a work-related accident.

      She supported my hockey but didn’t quite understand it. She loved that I earned big money, that I had a name, but she hated I beat on other teams for a living. I was, to her, a mass of contradictions.

      Mom and my sisters had been in the stands for our last game and she’d been so pleased when we’d met up afterward, but she hadn’t hugged me.

      Nor had she hugged Ben, whom I’d introduced as a friend, with a lot of emphasis on the word friend.

      That was another thing that didn’t sit quite right with my mom. She’d never caused a scene when I’d chosen to bring a guy home, but I could see the confusion in her eyes every time I did. She’d loved my junior high school girlfriend, Jenna. And Abby, whom I’d been dating when I was drafted. However, she hadn’t gelled with Dan, or Eric. There was no way in hell she’d gel with Ben.

      Not only that, but they knew nothing about my brain thing. What was the point? They’d start telling me it was all hockey’s fault even if wasn’t. I’d been born with it, so even though it wasn’t a hereditary thing, I could still point at my mom and tell her it was her or Dad’s fault.

      Even if it wasn’t, and even if I would never say something like that.

      I might not get on with my mom, but she was still my family. Right?

      So yeah, I was one big bundle of mess where my family was concerned, and the night before I’d wanted a damn hug.

      I sent a quick text to Ben asking him if he was okay, and about the shelter, then a separate text to the salesman at SecureGuard who’d assured me his damn system would stop all this petty shit.

      He called me back immediately, all contrite and explaining they would be out as soon as they could to expand the something of the whatever. To be honest, I wasn’t really listening much past the part where they promised to up their game and protect the shelter. I ended the conversation with a gentle reminder I was an anonymous donor and waited for the assurance that it would stay that way.

      Then I focused back on today, on packing my stuff for a two-game road trip in Washington. I ended up on the plane next to Adler, who had his cap pulled down over his face and looked to be asleep. Seemed like maybe our marketing guy had been keeping him up in more ways than one.

      “It’s not good for you,” I pointed out helpfully when I saw him peeking at me as I belted in.

      “What?” he yawned widely.

      “Sexual relations the night before a big game.”

      “Actually, I couldn’t sleep—had a whole head of nightmares about bright orange penguins pecking out my eye.” He shuddered. "And hell, did you just use the term ‘sexual relations’?” He smirked, and I flicked at his cap.

      “Get some sleep asshole,” I added with the authority of being older and wiser than Adler Lockhart.

      “You’re just jealous of me and Layton,” he murmured, and settled back in his seat.

      Jealous? What did I have to be jealous about? Yeah, Adler and Layton were into each other in a big way, but I had some of my own.

      I sort of had Ben.

      Ben, who was, I-think-could-be more than a hookup, but of course way less than a boyfriend. A friend with benefits, where benefits were confined to fucking.

      Sadly not including post-fuck cuddling.

      “Look!” Stan hovered next to me and thrust something in my face, and abruptly I had a lap full of drawings. “Help make choice,” he ordered.

      I realized you didn’t argue with Stan. Not because he was intimidating, but because once you went down the rabbit hole of trying to understand what he was saying, it was ten minutes you’d never get back.

      I looked at the sketches, clearly for a helmet design, and they were gorgeous. There was the Railers logo—the old steam engine, with steam curling around the sides, and iron and steel crossed. There was also snow and other things that were, I assumed, Russian.

      “Pick,” he said.

      “You want me to pick one?” I wasn’t sure how I’d earned that right, and I wished Adler would come out from under his cap.

      “All plane pick one,” Stan explained.

      Thank God. I wasn’t sure I could handle the responsibility of making a monumental decision about a goalie’s helmet design. I looked at them again and noticed the sheet held the logo of the designer, the same guy I knew my fellow Railers went to for their tattoo designs. Gatlin Pearce. His stuff was pretty cool, and I made a mental note of his name to contact him about some tattoo ideas of my own.

      “I vote this one,” I said, and pulled out the most vibrant of the three sketches.

      “Good for final,” he said. Took the paper and frowned at Adler. He was contemplating waking Adler up, but I shook my head subtly.

      I was actually quite happy Adler was asleep—that meant quiet for me—and Stan moved on to Ten, who was in the seat in front of me.

      My cell vibrated, and I checked it quickly.

      All okay, Ben wrote. Minimal damage, and dogs are fine. Security guy here on a checkup, which is lucky.

      I hit reply, then contemplated the correct response.

      Okay.

      That was always a good place to start. I added a smiley face, then backspaced. This was more of a thumbs-up situation, and speaking of thumbs, mine were way too big for the damn tiny phone keys. God knew how I hadn’t thrown the thing out of a window before now. It took me so long to write anything at all. This was why emojis were such a good thing. I added the thumbs-up, then considered how to phrase the fact I wished we’d managed a cuddle that morning.

      Jesus, if any opposing hockey team could see me now, they wouldn’t be fearing the Railers’ big bad D-man at all. They’d be laughing.

      “D-Man wants a cuddle.”

      “Look at him, poor Maxxy Waxxy needs a huggy wuggy.”

      I could imagine the chirping and felt myself go scarlet with embarrassment at the thought of someone seeing that far into my soul. I ended the text with a generic, see you soon, and turned off my phone before I could think of the kind of shit I might get if anyone found out about my soft side.

      The flight was short, the hotel gorgeous, the views over the city worthy of a picture. Which I didn’t send to anyone or share with anyone. Just as my mom didn’t completely understand my sexuality, she sure as hell wasn’t interested in what city I was in. Which pretty much covered how my sisters felt as well.

      Never mind, not like any of that mattered anymore.

      I could send a picture to Ben?

      Send a picture of a city to a man who is a casual hookup? Yeah, right.

      

      We lost one to Washington and won one. God knows how we won anything at all because both games were one penalty after another on both sides. Only Stan in the net was enough for us to have the edge, and we took that win home with us, leading this round three games to their one.

      The mood on the plane home was euphoric. If we could win the next games, we could sweep Washington out of the race. The thought of it was enough to have us standing most of the flight, shooting the shit and making so much noise it was a wonder the pilot didn’t tell us to shut the hell up.

      Only as we neared home did we all quiet down after all, we’d meet the same team in two days on our ice.

      I took the time to re-read the message I’d received from Ben, timestamped just after we’d won the second game.

      Congrats, was the single word. I kind of wanted more but settled instead for holding that single word close.

      I fist-bumped teammates as we disembarked, hugged the bemused flight attendant, laughed, grinned, and got into the cab I’d ordered with one express purpose. To see Ben.

      When Ben opened the door to his place, yawning behind his hand, adorably mussed and warm from bed, I stepped in, closed the door, and pulled him into my arms.

      He came willingly, all soft and tired, and I held him for so long I knew he would want to know what the hell was going on.

      “You won one,” he murmured against my throat.

      “We did.”

      “But you’re hugging me tight.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.” I held him even tighter and loved that he let me. “I needed a hug.”

      He laughed then, a soft sound that I felt run through him. “Happy to help.”

      We hugged it out, too tired to fuck, content just to snuggle in Ben’s huge, soft bed, and we fell asleep in each other’s arms.

      It was the best win I’d had in a long time, because getting that hug was an even better feeling than beating Washington.

      

      What woke me, I wasn’t sure. Maybe it was Ben moving, or the sound of his cell phone, or maybe the urgency of his tone. All I knew was he wasn’t in my arms, and when I focused on him in the half-dark, he was getting dressed.

      “What time is it?” I tried to focus on my watch to see the time.

      “Four,” he said, curtly, fearfully, and I was instantly awake.

      “What?” I sat upright in bed and pulled off the covers, dressing as fast as him.

      “A break-in at the shelter. The cops are there, and they have the guy. I’ll drive," he added, and I wasn’t going to argue seeing as I didn’t have a car there and I didn’t really drive anymore.

      I followed him out of the house, and we arrived at the shelter in the space of ten minutes to flashing lights and two cops. I was ready to get out of the Jeep and take on whoever had been messing with Ben, but I couldn’t do that. I couldn’t drop gloves on someone outside the rink. I had to keep my cool.

      “It wasn’t me!” someone shouted. A kid in a coat stared up at the two cops looking right back at him. He was visibly shivering, despite the coat, and I knew how he felt; it was freaking cold out.

      “Shit,” Ben cursed, and broke into a jog to get to the cops.

      “It’s okay, he’s okay,” he said, and moved between the cops and the boy.

      “Sir, the alarm was triggered, and on arrival we found this young man and these.” Cop one held up what looked like a pocket knife, and when the light of the street light hit the metal my temper boiled over. Now it was my turn to get involved.

      “What the fuck?” I said, all up in the kid’s face. He stumbled back and away, and Ben had to catch him and stop him from falling.

      “Max, leave it,” he said, and his tone didn’t leave any room for discussion or disapproval.

      “DK? What are you doing?” Ben asked, his hands on the kid’s skinny upper arms.

      “You said if I needed you I could come, and I tried the key in the gate, and it didn’t work so I tried to pick the lock, and I’m cold, Ben, and I needed you.”

      I listened to the boy, this DK, who seemed to know Ben. Who needed Ben.

      Ben turned so that DK was behind him and it was him facing the cops. “I’m sorry to waste your time here officers. DK is my nephew.”

      His nephew? That would explain why I wasn’t allowed to pummel him, I guess.

      “We’ll require a statement,” Cop two said, with cop one sighing noisily.

      “Tomorrow, okay?” Ben waited. Behind him, the kid was shivering, and I didn’t know what the hell to do.

      The cops conferred with each other, called the situation in with a string of codes, then drove away.

      Which left me, Ben, and DK, standing at the front gate and looking at each other.

      “Coffee.” Ben said, entering his passcode into the new security keypad and walking inside. As soon as the door closed behind us, all the bravado disappeared from the kid and he slumped in the nearest seat.

      “Talk to me, DK,” Ben said, and went into a crouch in front of him. I backed away a little and filled the coffee pot, all the time with an ear on what was being talked about.

      “Dad went crazy,” DK murmured.

      “Crazy how?” Ben asked.

      “He was… It was…” DK stopped and scrubbed at his eyes, as though he was trying to clear tears.

      “We all grieve in different ways,” I heard Ben say.

      “This isn’t Dad grieving, Uncle Ben. This is him losing his job, having no money, and if you heard some of the evil shit he screams at me. Then he…”

      Ben placed a hand on DK’s knee. “Come on, DK, tell me what happened.”

      DK looked right at me then, and I was reminded staring wasn’t a good thing, so I attempted to busy myself with mugs and coffee, but not before DK showed something to Ben and Ben turned on the full light. Not before I saw the marks.

      A vivid scarlet on DK’s neck, a purple bloom on his arm, crimson flecks on his wrist.

      I heard Ben curse in horror, and I had to physically restrain my anger. Hitting a kid?

      What the fuck?

      “I won’t go back,” DK snapped. “You can’t make me. I’m eighteen now, and I choose to be with you.”

      Ben glanced over at me, and there was conflict in his eyes. I wanted him to say that everything would be okay for the kid, that he’d offer him a place to stay. I wanted the man who saved dogs to show the same compassion for his nephew. I needed that as much as I needed a hug, to see purity in someone who was the opposite of me.

      “Okay,” Ben said, and stood. He held out a hand and pulled DK up and into a hug. “But it has to be above-board. I have to talk to your dad.”

      DK looked shocked, then shrugged, which looked to me like evidence of self-preservation. Maybe he shrugged off everything in life?

      “Dad can’t do anything about it. He can’t make me go home.”

      “I know,” Ben whispered.

      Then DK’s tears broke free, and he leaned in to Ben. “Why did Uncle Liam have to die?” he said on a sob.

      I watched, frozen on the spot as Ben held his nephew. I swear I saw tears on Ben’s face as well, but in this light, I couldn’t see for sure.

      Why wouldn’t a widower cry with his husband’s family?

      I was a voyeur; the worst kind of watcher, seeing this naked grief I understood but couldn’t handle. Instead, I lined up the coffee on the side, took mine, and left the room, following the corridor to where I knew the pups were.

      Standing watching them, all curled up together in a heap of fur, I attempted to find some kind of peace, or understanding, or hell, compassion that I could give Ben with this.

      How the hell had this uncomplicated thing we had between us become so complex with need and, hell, grief?

      I didn’t have time for this. I had enough of my own grief banked behind a wall in my head, and I wasn’t pulling that out to examine it any time soon.

      “I’m taking DK back to my place,” Ben said from behind me. I could see his reflection in the glass, and he hovered there, not coming close to me.

      “So that’s your husband’s…” I left it open, waiting for Ben to elaborate, although I hadn’t really earned the right to know everything.

      “Yeah. My husband, Liam, his brother has three sons. DK is the youngest. Poor kid got caught up in the family reaction when Liam decided to marry me. Then when Liam changed his will and left me everything, the dislike for me turned to hate. Hell, he wasn’t even happy for DK to visit, even though DK used to work weekends here as his part-time job.”

      “But you are letting him stay with you now.” I needed to know that was real, for the kid with the tears and the bruises.

      I’d hurt people worse than the marks I’d seen on DK’s skin, but never off the ice. Never in a temper so great I could hurt a kid, or my own son. I hated that doubt about what Ben would do crept into my tone, and I saw my words hurt a little from the way he stiffened.

      “He’ll always have a place with me.” His voice was clipped, and I knew I’d fucked up.

      “I didn’t mean anything by that. I know you.”

      He turned to leave, but I swear I heard him mutter that I didn’t know him at all.

      Great, now I was the one feeling hurt. I caught up with him and grabbed his sleeve, pulled him to a stop, and kissed him, soft and insistent, until, with a sigh, he linked his hands around my neck.

      “You don’t need to be worrying about this,” he said, his dark eyes brimming with emotion.

      “I didn’t before,” I admitted. Honesty was one of my strong points, after all. “But this is a vulnerable young adult, here, and hell, you make it damn hard for me to walk away and not care.”

      He rested his head on my shoulder, and I heard that sigh again, as if the weight of the world sat on him, heavily. I was a big guy, and I had the space to take some of the worry away from him. It’s kind of my thing. Protection. Being the brick wall.

      “But you want the worry now? After…what? A couple hookups?”

      I tried for lightness in my reply. “I have nothing else to do outside of hockey.”

      “You’re an idiot.”

      I tapped my head then, “Been hit in the head too many times.”

      I was joking. It was what any hockey player would say.

      But the truth of it was acid inside me.

      I did what I do best. I ignored the twist of blood vessels in my brain and carried on.

    

  







            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    




      Ben

      Harboring DK was making me a nervous wreck. I loved him, and his brothers, but knowing DK’s dad, Rolf, was going to roll up at any given time, bubbling with vitriol, had me on edge. He’d never approved of me marrying Liam. He’d boycotted the wedding and taken half the family with him. Of course, he’d turned up at the small reception with its open bar, causing chaos with his prejudiced views. I’d wanted him gone, but the sadness in Liam’s eyes had made me hold my tongue.

      I hated him, and I didn’t have the capacity to hate anyone, so I didn’t know where it came from.

      Mostly he scared me.

      Added to that we had the vandalism, and I’d told the staff at the shelter that no one was to be alone on the premises at any time. We double-checked all locks before leaving for the night.

      Home was…well, home was a nest of porcupines.

      Glenna and Carol had had to be informed of the situation because Rolf knew where we lived.

      My great-aunts had gone off the deep end when they’d seen the bruises on DK’s pale skin. It had taken all my persuasive powers to get them not to call the police. Firstly, the cops would likely not send out a patrol car to sit outside our place and protect us. That probably only worked on TV shows and in neighborhoods far more affluent than ours. Secondly, DK—or David Kenneth as Liam liked to teasingly call him, since the kid hated his first name for some reason—was legally an adult. Sure, he could press assault charges, but he refused to do so. And it would be his word against Rolf’s, and who would believe a kid with some red on his ledger? Small potatoes. Teen stuff. Tagging old houses, mostly. Stealing a candy bar at a corner store. Same kind of thing that any inner-city kid does—trust me, he could have been doing much worse—but DK never could avoid getting caught.

      When the offer to attend the fifth game against Washington came from Max, I hesitated.

      “Max, I really appreciate these,” I said as I gazed at the tickets he’d just placed in my hand, right in the middle of my office.

      “But?”

      “But I’m not sure I should leave the house. What if Rolf shows up?”

      Max studied me closely. “Ben, you can’t hide the kid in the house forever. And in all honesty, you look like hammered shit.”

      “Thanks.” I scowled, then ran a hand over my face. “I feel like hammered shit.”

      I hadn’t slept well since DK had shown up, and my stomach was an acidic mess. Stress did not sit well on me.

      “Come to the game. Bring DK. You need to unwind.” He slapped a big hand to the nape of my neck, rubbing and pulling me closer. I let him do both because I really needed a neck rub and the feel of his arms around me. Max was slowly becoming a staple in my life, that thing you awaken and look for, or find yourself reaching for in the night. We hadn’t yet even had a true date or spent the night with each other. I longed for those things. Maybe I needed to stop waiting for the things I wanted. God knows life can be short. Horribly short at times. Eyes slipping shut as his fingers worked the hard muscles of my neck, I let the words slip out.

      “Bet Washington win.”

      Max laughed softly. “What kind of bet you have in mind?”

      “If they win tonight, you come home with me after the game and spend the night.”

      The neck rubbing stalled. My breathing stopped as well.

      “Hey, I need you to look at me.” I opened my eyes and found myself staring into gold-brown eyes that burned with emotion. “Is this something you really want from me?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Can I spend the night if we win?”

      The Railers had charbroiled my team the game before. I mean, they’d burned Washington as if they were cheap chicken legs on an open flame.

      “You want to?”

      “Yeah. I do.”

      I sucked in a deep breath before I fainted. “Okay then. I’ll find an extra toothbrush and put it next to mine.”

      Max kissed me so hard and for so long, the fainting thing became a worry again.

      

      DK and I were smashed between two of the biggest Railers fans God ever put breath into. Both men looked like linebackers, and they were rabid. Faces painted that smoky blue the Railers jerseys were, bare chests with a steam engine that looked drawn on with a Sharpie, were proudly displayed for all to see. Oh, and they were drunk. Not just pleasantly tipsy, either. I mean drunk off their respective asses. DK thought it was all kinds of funny how the only person in East River Arena who was cheering the team from Washington was sandwiched between two huge men.

      Every time Washington did something good—and that was a lot of times—I cheered and was immediately glowered at. Nothing derogatory had been said yet, but it was just a matter of time, I was sure. Still, I wasn’t about to be cowed in front of DK, so I rooted as boldly as a man could root.

      “Man, they look like a different team,” DK yelled after our big Russian forward took out Tennant Rowe. And I mean he took him out. Clean shoulder check that caught Rowe in the chest as he was moving the puck down the boards. The wunderkind went down hard, his shoulder taking the brunt of the impact with the boards. As Rowe lay on the ice, stunned and in some intense pain judging by his face, my team stole the puck and raced at the Railers goalie, the shot from point from our star sailing over Stan’s left shoulder and shaking the twine. I leaped to my feet as the red light flared to life.

      Mr. Mountain on my right bent down to stare at me, his nose nearly pressed flat to mine.

      “You need to…go back home little man.” His breath was horrendous. A sickening mixture of stale beer and nacho cheese.

      DK leaped to his sneakers. “It’s cool. He’s dating Max van Hellren.”

      Okay, then. I guessed Max and I were out. As soon as he’d said it, DK’s face fell as the reality of what he’d spouted sank in.

      This was interesting. I had a flash of the upcoming beating I’d get for being black, gay, and a Washington fan.

      The face-painted man breathing in my face stared at me dully for a minute. I fisted my fingers in preparation. They might beat me like a rug, but I planned to get at least one punch in before I went down.

      Never in a million years did I expect him to scoop me up into a crushing bear hug and kiss me right on the lips.

      When my feet were back on the cold cement, I stumbled back into DK, my eyes wide.

      “My husband and I love the Heller!” He patted the head of the small man on his left, who smiled and waved around the burly blue-faced fan.

      “Oh. Well, cool, then!” I grinned and gave him a thumbs-up, then sat down and tried my best not to get kissed by another man during the rest of the game. I came close again later when Tennant Rowe executed this amazing play right by our blue line. He managed to lift the stick of one of our defenseman and then, in this wild slick move, skipped around him, gathered the puck, and sped at our goalie. He took this blistering shot that somehow went through the four inches of space between our goalie’s blocker and the pipe. Mr. Mountain only pounded on my back when Rowe scored, thank the Good Lord.

      That goal energized the Railers, but they never could get the next goal needed to tie the game. Washington had won this game and were heading back home.

      “Tell the Heller I love him,” Mr. Mountain yelled as DK and I moved into the crowd, exiting the arena.

      “Will do,” I shouted over my shoulder.

      It was a beautiful night. Warm and clear, low humidity. DK and I lingered around the players’ exit, talking with fans while we waited for the players to emerge.

      Max walked out wearing a gray suit that hugged his broad shoulders and meaty thighs perfectly. He was talking with Stan when he saw us. His lips curled into a smile. A rush of affection moved through me seeing him move among the fans, signing caps and programs. He really was a good man. And I really was tumbling for him faster than I should, I knew it. Yet I craved it despite being scared by the knowledge.

      “Hello, Benton Dog Man!” Stan clapped me on the shoulder. I winced into a smile. “I am yet looking for good dog. Big one. Long teeths with burning red eyes. You have such dog yet?”

      “Ah, no, sorry. No dogs with red eyes, but I’ll call as soon as I get one in.”

      “Da. Good. And when call, talk to me only. Not talk with Erik. He wishes friendly dog with curly tail. Pah. I say bad men not scare of happy dog. Bad men scare of wolfhound. You have wolfhound at shelter?”

      “No, none of those either. I do have some nice lab mixes. I can have one of the volunteers bring one in for the next Adopt a Pet game break.”

      Stan mulled that over as Max stepped up beside me, his fingers brushing mine.

      “Okay, yes, lab mix is okay good until wolfhound with long teeths come.” He nodded, ruffled DK’s hair, and went off to find his Erik waiting for him by the players’ cars.

      “Would it look weird if I kissed the only person in Harrisburg wearing a Washington T-shirt?” Max softly asked as we made our way to our car, which was parked around the front with the rest of the commoners.

      “Not sure about that. I think we’re already out thanks to someone who shall remain nameless,” I teasingly said, giving DK an exaggerated dark look.

      “I’m sorry Uncle Ben, I honestly thought that guy was going to pound you into pudding.”

      I threw an arm around his neck and pulled Liam’s nephew in to my side.

      “Ah well, not like two guys kissing on this team is anything new,” Max stated, then tugged open the door of my car. “I’ll meet you at your place in about thirty minutes. I need to run home and pack some stuff.”

      “Sounds good.” I stole a fast kiss, then slid behind the wheel. Max slapped the roof and backed away as we pulled out.

      DK and I exchanged glances and he smiled at me.

      “Oh, uh, I forgot to tell you I was going to spend the night with Skipper,” he said, with no trace that he was lying so he could give me and Max space.

      “Oh yeah?” I suspected this was something he was making up, but I ran with it. “You want me to drop you off at his house, then?”

      “Yep, yeah, cool.” He never looked up from the texts he was sending. Probably to Skipper to inform him he was crashing at his place.

      We made the ride to DK’s neighborhood, a nice middle-class one, and I followed his direction to Skipper’s place.

      “You need me to pick you up tomorrow?” I asked as the porch light on the house we’d parked in front of came on. A gangly kid ambled out onto the porch and waved.

      “Nah, I’ll get Skipper to drop me off. Have a nice night, Uncle Ben.”

      He ran up to his buddy, exchanged a fist bump, then went inside. The light went off. I raced home, eager to get there before Max and maybe set up something romantic. Or at least change the sheets.

      I never did get to change the sheets. Max was waiting for me when I pulled up. I was parking, when my Aunt Glenna toddled out of her row house, slid behind the wheel of her old Lincoln, and pulled away in a cloud of burning oil.

      “You come right on in and park quickly, Benton!” Aunt Carol bellowed. “We see you got an overnight man come to call.”

      “Lord Almighty, give me strength,” I prayed as her shout bounced down the street and into every open window.

      “Sorry. I thought I was being discreet,” Max said when I ambled up to him, his bag draped over his shoulder. “I even asked the cabbie to douse the headlights so as not to alarm anyone.”

      “They have ears like a dog,” I mumbled before Aunt Carol arrived to give Max a once-over. “Why aren’t you old women in bed?”

      “We’re planning the resistance movement for the weekend. Hmm, hmm, he’s a beefy one, Benton.” She pinched Max’s thick biceps and nodded approvingly. “Always did like my men big and brawny.”

      “Carol! Stop pinching that man,” Aunt Glenna shouted as she waddled down the sidewalk in her robe and slippers. “He’s come to pinch Benton!”

      “Okay, we’re going in now.” I pulled Max inside and shut the door on the two old women smiling dirty smiles.

      “Your aunts are funny.” Max tossed his bag onto the couch, then I moved into his arms.

      “Oh yeah, they’re hilarious.”

      I slid my fingers up over his cheeks, enjoying the soft bristles of his beard on my palms. He didn’t need to say anything. I was feeling it too. The snap of want mixed with the subtle glow of right. This thing here…this was feeling all kinds of right.

      “You look like you need kisses.” He cupped my ass, yanking me flush to him. “Or do you need something else?”

      “You’re reading it right. I need kisses and I need something else.”

      The kiss was hot, wet perfection. The something else was even better. Max and I had this top-notch sexual compatibility. We seemed to sense what the other needed or wanted. We found our way upstairs, his bag in tow, and fell into my bed. Bucky circled the bed, whining, anxious about something.

      “I’m not hurting him,” Max told the dog.

      “Let me put him out and then crate him.”

      I rushed to do both, eager to get back to Max. Bucky ran into his crate in the living room, the same one he’d had since he was a pup. He loved his crate. He felt safe in there. I handed him a dog treat and locked the door, smiling at him as he settled right down after a big pet.

      Jogging back up to Max, I was already peeling my shirt off when I hit the bedroom doorway and heard the soft snores.

      There he was, spread across my bed, hand on his dick, sound asleep.

      I couldn’t really be mad at him. Smiling, I threw the lightweight summer blanket over his legs and hips, stripped down to my briefs, and turned off the light. He was a big man. Heavy, too. Gaining any room to sleep took some nudging and shoving, but I eventually got him over to his side and curled up behind him. The night air rustled the curtains, moving over us, cooling the room, and me. I wriggled closer, fully spooning him , and sighed at the radiant warmth seeping into me. Sleep rolled gently over me.

      

      When I woke, it was to the soft song of a robin and warm rays of sunshine. Also, I had a man who weighed the same as a silo lying on me. It was nice, and fluffy, but highly uncomfortable. Still, I lay there for as long as I could, then wriggled out from under him. Max never moved. Didn’t sniffle or snuffle or even grunt. The man was a sound sleeper. Probably from all those years spent sleeping in hotel rooms with other guys sawing wood.

      I snuck into the bathroom, showered, shaved, and pulled on lounge pants and a tank top. Down to the kitchen I went, eager to get the coffee on and some breakfast ready. Since it was Sunday, I had the day off. Hopefully. Unless we had new intakes arrive. City this big, it was rare not to have a new animal come in every day of the week. I let Bucky out of his crate, then opened the back door for him. He bounded out into the yard. I closed the screen door and let him do his thing in my fenced-in little patch of green.

      The windows glowed with sunny warmth as I moved around my small but homey kitchen. Coffee was soon perking, and I was digging out the makings for some French toast. Music from my phone filled the room, the Miracles’ “Love Machine” taking over my body. Pan in one hand, spatula in the other, I broke into a set of fine funky moves. I was a damn fine dancer. Liam always said so.

      I spun around, and there stood Max in the doorway, rumpled and freshly out of bed, his arms folded over his chest.

      “I cook better with music,” I said in reply to his one bushy eyebrow slipping up his brow. “Enjoy the show.”

      I danced around a bit more, eager to hear him compliment my moves.

      “Are you in some sort of pain?” he asked, which kind of stalled my slick steps.

      “No, why?”

      He shook his head. “You ever watch Seinfeld?”

      “Sure.” I lowered the spatula and frying pan from over my head. I also stopped shaking my ass.

      “You kind of look like Elaine when she dances.”

      My jaw hit my chest. “You think I can’t dance?” I was stunned. Liam had always been glowing in his praise of my dancing ability. He’d been so bad in comparison that he’d never fast danced with me because he’d look so bad. Or so he had said.

      “Not really, no.”

      I tossed the frying pan onto the stove. “I can dance.”

      “No, sorry, you really can’t. I mean, that’s fine, because I can’t either.”

      I guessed he could sense I was getting mad. “I can dance. You’re just not used to seeing such soulful smooth moves.”

      “If you say so.” He pattered to the door and let Bucky in. I was too stunned and hurt to move.

      “I can dance.”

      He walked over to me, took the spatula from my hand, and wrapped me in a huge, warm hug.

      “No, you can’t.” He nuzzled up my neck, nipping and nibbling along my jugular. “Want to go back to bed for a bit?”

      “I may never go to bed with you again,” I teased. Sort of.

      “Now that would be a real pity.” He captured my mouth, his breath minty-fresh, then slowly backed me against the still-cold stove. “If I tell you that you dance wonderfully, will you come to bed?”

      “Too late for that, Heller. I know what you really think.” I pushed a hand into his briefs, the backs of my fingers skimming the hard length of him.

      “I’ll fill your ears with your other talents.” Oh, he was smooth. Not as smooth as me on the dance floor, but smooth. “I’ll fill your ass with my cock too, if you want.”

      Oh, yes, I did want. I wanted that really badly.

      “Benton! You have thirty minutes until morning service. Drop what you’re doing and get dressed for church.” I cringed at the sound of Aunt Glenna right outside the screen door. Max startled violently. I jerked my hand out of his underwear and cussed.

      “You want to watch that talk, Benton. Morning, Max. You’re coming to church too.” Not a question. A statement.

      “Uh, yes ma’am.”

      “Good boy.”

      Off she went in her Sunday best.

      “I need to move.” I sighed and snuggled in close for one more kiss, then we had to get moving, before one of them came back and caught me with my hand around his dick again. I’d ask God to forgive me for groping my man on Sunday morning. I was pretty sure he would. God was cool that way.

    

  







            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    




      Max

      We only needed one more game to get through to the next round, but Washington weren’t taking it easy on us. They’d won game five in our arena, and we were back in Washington for game six. Halfway through this game, we were tied and they were all over Ten like flies on shit. I was currently toe to toe with the big D-man, Vladimir Vleck, six-four, built like a brick outhouse, and his hands in fists in front of him.

      I’d already dropped gloves because the asshole had taken Ten into the boards, again, for the second game in a row. Coach wanted me to let it go, work on protecting Ten, but the way they’d had to help Ten off the ice a minute ago had me riled up. Not only that, but the rest of the Railers were suddenly playing with caution, and we couldn’t have that.

      This game was stale, and it was my role to stir things up.

      I waited for Vleck to make the first move. He was chirping some shit about my dick, or my mother, but I wasn’t listening. You don’t chirp and fight; it makes you sloppy. I saw him drop his shoulder, telegraphing the punch, dodged it, and came out swinging. I got two clean punches in, and he staggered back and gripped my jersey. I buried my skates, leaned into the hold, and he began to lose his balance. I could taste the victory, punching three times more, feeling others pulling at my jersey, hauling me away from the flailing Russian on the ice.

      “Fuck you,” I said loud enough to hear but hidden enough that I wouldn’t get called on it. Toly was between us now, his face split in a wide grin. He patted my shoulder, then went with me and the ref to the penalty box, and that was it. They helped Vleck off the ice, blood on his face, and I was given a five-minute major for fighting, Vleck got an instigator call. Amazing how I could make things look to the refs when I wanted to. The team captain shouted something at me in Russian, and Toly shrugged when I looked at him.

      “Your mom,” Toly explained.

      I turned to face the massive Russian, who stared at me with fire in his eyes, and then I shrugged. I’d done my bit, and the team could rally off it.

      Ten was back on the ice. He skated by and nodded; I’d taken out their biggest, baddest D, and he was making me a promise that he would make it count.

      Twenty-three seconds later, with a move that would make playoff highlight reels, a crisp pass from the captain, and Ten buried the puck past a startled, off-center goalie.

      The fire of competition burned hot in the team, and suddenly we were winning. Two more, and we’d broken the opposition. Toly even snagged an empty-net goal when they took off their goalie.

      We won the game, won this round and the newest expansion team had made it to the next stage of the Stanley Cup. It wasn’t at home though, and the Washington crowd booed, but we’d had that all night; winning in the opposing team’s arena is something we can all hope for in our careers. Ten skated in circles around me, and we head-bumped Stan, who couldn’t stop grinning like an idiot.

      Yeah. This was good.

      And I needed to share that with someone. I needed to share all of this with Ben, who I knew had been watching.

      We were staying at the hotel tonight, flying out in the morning, and the mood was high.

      I didn’t look at my phone. I didn’t want anyone else to see what he’d said, or what I was going to say back to him. I wanted complete privacy, just me and his words, and I would savor them and the fact we were on a win. I was stopped by team members, including Dieter who told me Lola sent her congratulations. I thanked him, standing patiently as he told me all about how he and Lola had placed bets on how many fights I would get into. He’d won, apparently, because Lola had assumed I would need to drop gloves at least three times to have any effect on the game.

      Toly wanted to tell me how much of a dick Vleck was, and how pleased he was that I’d taken him out.

      Ten wanted to high-five me, then do this complicated fist bump thing and explain to me how I needed to get a Pokémon tattoo.

      Jared just shook my hand and nodded.

      By the time I got back to my room I was a mess wanting to know what Ben had texted me. As soon as the door shut, I opened the phone and saw just two words.

      Call me.

      I stripped off my jacket, my belt, my tie and pants, and sat on my bed, pressing his number and not quite knowing what to say when Ben answered on the first ring.

      “Fuck me,” he said, uncharacteristically cursing, “That was intense,” he added. “Congratulations.”

      I’d known I would love whatever he said, I just hadn’t known by how much. It wasn’t the words; it was the breathlessness of the delivery, as if the game, or maybe me, had really blown him away.

      “It was a good game—”

      “Good? It was amazing. The way that you took Vleck out, oh my God, I’ve never seen him fall so fast, and then Ten, the way he took… Look, I’m officially a Railers fan for the rest of the Cup run.”

      I let him ramble on about Corsi scores, and twine, and lights, and the way Ten in his opinion would one day be captain, and how we missed Arvy but that it was okay because Dieter was a brilliant two-way forward. It went on and on, and I realized I was listening to a fanboy, and it made me smile. I was pulling Ben over from the dark side of supporting Washington, and if I had my way I would keep him.

      Not for myself.

      As a fan.

      Of course.

      He finally ran out of steam, and his voice dropped. “You know what I liked the most?”

      I thought we’d covered everything, talking at length about my hit on Vleck, so it wasn’t something to do with me, which left me a little disappointed until he started talking again.

      “They showed the room post-game on Twitter. That bit when the Railers hand that blue hat to the MVP of the game? I know they gave it to Stan, but that should have gone to you, and then you went over to congratulate Stan…and…” He went quiet for a little while. “You’d taken your shirt off, and you stopped right in front of the camera, sweaty, your hair like you’d run your hands through it, and I’ve never seen anything so sexy.”

      Jeez. I was so hard, and I pushed my hand into my jersey shorts, wrapping my fingers around my aching cock. My man’s voice was like fine whiskey, a burn and then a smooth warmth that flooded my system. I heard his breath hitch and I knew what he was doing.

      “Are you getting yourself off?” I asked.

      “When you turned to the camera and realized they’d caught you on camera, you flexed, I saw you, and the sweat, and…guh…”

      I pushed at my shorts and tucked up my shirt, wishing I had more time—I wanted to prolong this—and I put him on speaker phone.

      “What would you do?” I asked as I shuffled back on the bed, bending my legs and letting them fall to the sides. I set up a rhythm on my cock and closed my eyes.

      “I’d just make you stand there,” he said, his voice hitching again, “and I’d go to my knees, right there, and I’d suck you down so far…”

      “Go on,” I encouraged as he stopped.

      “What would you do?” he said, throwing my question back at me.

      God, how was I supposed to think? “I wouldn’t let you move. I’d hold your head still and I would fuck your mouth so hard…”

      Silence, and then he groaned, and I knew that sound—it was him coming—and in seconds I was there with him, curling up into my fist then falling back on the bed, spent.

      We were both quiet, and I don’t know how long it lasted, but it was Ben who broke the silence.

      “I’ve never done this before,” he murmured, “but seeing you on the screen, and you winning…”

      It sounded to me as if he was apologizing, what for I didn’t know. Was it because it was a first for him? Or because he’d got turned on by a game?

      “I’ve never had phone sex either, but hockey fights make me horny,” I admitted, and I wasn’t lying. I’d never made enough of a connection with a man to do something so incredibly intimate, but I was the first to admit I’d gotten off on a game before.

      More silence, and I was just at the point of saying something stupid when he began to talk.

      “It’s not that I didn’t have a healthy sex life with Liam; I did.”

      Do I want to hear this?

      “It’s just we were always with each other. We worked together, lived together, and I loved him so much, I didn’t want to be away from him.”

      What does he want me to say to that?

      “Uh-huh,” I offered, because it was all I could think of. Part of me needed to hear him talk about his husband, because then he would see that what we had wasn’t the same. It was just sex.

      The other part of me ached for him, felt sorry for him, to have experienced such incredible, heartbreaking loss.

      “I’m sorry he died,” I added to my simple uh-huh; I think he needed to hear that.

      “Thank you,” he murmured. “I don’t… I need…” He was clearly searching hard for the right words. “I’m sorry I ruined this,” he finally said.

      My stock response would be something crass about getting off to the sound of his voice, and to thank him for the fun. That was old Max. The Max that existed before I met Ben before he made me rethink what I was doing with myself.

      Yes, I was retiring in a few weeks, yes, I was living with the fear of death hanging over me, but somehow Ben was reaching inside me, past all those knotted fears, and he was touching something icy and turning it hot.

      So I rethought what I was going to say.

      “You didn’t ruin anything, Ben. I want you to talk to me. I need to know you.”

      Where those words came from, I didn’t know. I just knew they were true.

      

      We had a few days off until our next game. Our opponents hadn’t been decided; their games went to the full seven needed, and that meant when they met us in the next round they would be tired.

      At least, that was what Coach Benton said, plainly, clearly, and without any hint of emotion. You’d think the man would be excited about getting this far in the playoffs, but he was calmly rational about the whole thing. Today he had us working on defending against Ten, which was an education in itself. The kid wasn’t just fast, he had this way of looking at the ice, an awareness that had Westy and me dancing all over the place, not to mention Stan, who spent a lot of time patting his pipes in apology. The only time I actually stopped Ten was when I was catching a breather. He didn’t realize I’d stopped and he ran into my motionless stance. He wasn’t even breathing hard.

      “My bad,” he said, and broke off in the opposite direction.

      “You think Jared puts speed in Ten’s Wheaties?” Westy groused from next to me.

      I tapped his shin with my stick. “Nah, we’re just getting old.”

      “I’m twenty-four, asshole.”

      I leveled him a look. “Then yeah, you’re just slow.”

      Westy huffed a laugh, and we took our positions, watching a grinning Ten stick-handling the puck in front of us. Damn kid was going to take us the whole way to the final, I knew it in my bones.

      “Come take try goal,” Stan shouted, his words even more jumbled than usual. I admired the big guy, with his vocab out of a Russian spy film and his love of all things Erik.

      “I’m two up,” Ten yelled back.

      Stan growled; I could hear it from there. “I let score. Make big ego.” he said, determined, and took a stance.

      And then Ten moved, from a standing start he flew; left, a wraparound, catching my stick with his, lifting it, driving the puck between Westy’s legs, and he shot on the goal. Luckily, Stan was more observant and a lot faster than me and Westy, and he caught the puck, patting his pipes as he held it close to his chest like a kitten, hugging it protectively.

      “You suck like Roomba suck rug!” he shouted at Ten.

      I watched him and Ten chirping at each other, waited for the next D-pair to take their turn, then glanced up at the rafters. There were no retired jerseys there yet, and I doubted I would ever have my number retired after only being there a few months. Still, I would be part of this history-making team, and we were through to the next damn round.

      Arvy skated over, still in the no-contact jersey. If he’d been healthy, then we would have had a formidable first line, unstoppable.

      “How long now?” Westy asked, looking down at the injured leg as though he might be able to discern how the injury was. Then I realized I was doing the same thing.

      Arvy shrugged. “Might get some ice time soon.”

      Ten snowed to a stop next to us. “You back for the next round?” He sounded hopeful, but Arvy didn’t have anything to tell us.

      Apart from one interesting thing.

      “You’re looking at Mister April,” he said, and flexed his muscles. “I’ve still got it.”

      “July,” Ten said. “They wanted me shirtless; Jared wasn’t impressed.”

      I had no idea what they were talking about, but when Westy joined in to announce he was November and they wanted him to sit in fake snow, I was intrigued.

      “It’s the calendar for the shelter, the one where we’re posing with the puppies as a fund-raiser. Ben is organizing it.” Ten slid me a sly look as he said that.

      Arvy piped up. “What month are you?”

      “I have no idea.” I doubted I would have been allocated anything. I was there for the Cup run, giving some depth and force, but after that I doubted the Railers would keep me on even if I wasn’t going to retire anyway.

      “He’ll be October," Arvy said. “Give him some horns and he can be a devil.”

      “We should get them to paint him red," Westy added.

      “I hate you all.”

      But at least the banter took the focus away from why I hadn’t been given a month to pose for. I didn’t want to talk about all that right now; my single-mindedness had to be on getting the Cup. As I showered, I thought about the rest of my day and felt peaceful.

      Post-practice I was going to the shelter to catch up with Ben, we might even have an overnight stay where we actually managed to make love instead of falling asleep.

      Life rocked.

      And then, as I considered what I wanted out of tonight, I realized I hadn’t thought about having sex with Ben. I’d thought about making love.

      My head hurt.

    

  







            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    




      Ben

      “Benton, if you don’t mind the hot dogs, they’ll be char dogs.”

      I jumped a bit at Aunt Glenna’s voice at my side. “Sorry, I was watching the kids playing street hockey.”

      I hurried to turn the wieners with my barbecue tongs as people milled around in my front yard, sipping lemonade and snacking on potato chips.

      “Mmm-hmm. I’m sure it was the kids playing street hockey that had you all googly-eyed and dreamy.”

      My gaze flitted back to Max surrounded by a pack of inner-city kids playing hockey in the middle of the street. He was sweaty and tired, yet he laughed as loud as any of the poor children on that blacktop. Hardly any of them knew how to play hockey, but they were quick learners. Max had incredible patience and endless good humor. He was so different from the man who cruised the ice just looking for someone to knock ass-over-tin-cups. He filled my heart with things I’d thought I would never feel again. Things that made me giddy and hard and scared and kind of forgetful.

      “Benton, the dogs?”

      “Oh hell, right, sorry.” I felt the blush creep up my neck. Aunt Glenna clucked her tongue, then fell into amused laughter. “Okay, fine, I might have been watching Max out there.”

      “He does look good in shorts and a tank top, but Lord the man needs some sun.” She pattered off to check on the guests at this impromptu cookout. “Guests” meaning everyone in the neighborhood and “impromptu cookout” meaning block party to celebrate the Railers moving on to the conference championship against Florida. One more round, and they’d be playing for the Stanley Cup. I was so proud of Max, and his team. It was so exciting to be a part of the inner clique, even if I did make for one funny sort of WAG.

      Aunt Carol appeared on my left, chewing on a carrot stick. “Don’t leave them on too long, Benton. No one likes them burned.”

      I looked down at the old woman beside me. “Who exactly is wearing the apron that reads B-B-Q KING on it?” I tapped the apron tied around my waist with my tongs. “Yeah, that’s right. Me. So go worry over something else.”

      “You’re a sassy-ass today.” She snorted and poked me with her carrot before wandering off to socialize.

      I loved those two old women. They’d set this whole thing up and never once let it slip to me. That was impressive stuff, because there was nothing my aunts liked better than gossiping. Well, aside from sticking it to the man, that is.

      “How are the hot dogs coming along?” I was ready to snap at whomever was asking about the dogs. I was the barbecue king. I knew how to roast a wiener. “Or is that a bad thing to ask?”

      “No, sir, it’s a fine thing to ask.” I smiled at my pastor and hoped thinking bad thoughts about him wouldn’t get me on the wrong side of the Lord. Pastor Bert—and yes, Bert is his last name; his first name is Alabaster—was a tall man, lean, gray-haired, and always smiling. He’d lost his wife of forty-nine years two years ago, and so now everyone who attended the Rose of Beulah Baptist Church was trying to find him a girlfriend. Kind of how they’d tried to find me a boyfriend after Liam had died.

      “I take it everyone is worried about the hot dogs?” he asked, mischief in his eyes.

      “You could say that.” I chuckled and rolled the dogs over.

      “People do like to nose around,” he commented as his gaze went to the kids and Max playing on the blocked-off street. “I was glad to see your new friend at services. He seems a fine man.”

      “Yes, sir, he is that.”

      “You do realize he’s welcome in our house of worship any time?”

      “Yes, sir, I do. And thank you for always being open to me and others in the LGBTQ community.”

      Pastor Bert smiled at me, and you could see the love for his work right there in his eyes.

      “Benton, the Lord loves all his children. As his servant, it would be an affront not to love them all as well.” He patted my shoulder then leaned in. “Besides, I’m hoping to maybe get a few tickets for the youth group for a game next season.”

      That made me laugh out loud. “I’ll have Max tell someone to call you.”

      “Thank you. Don’t be late for choir practice next week. I’m off to check out the baked goods. Clara Miller said she was bringing her famous chocolate cake. I am a weak man in the face of chocolate cake.”

      I hoped he kept that weakness to himself. Clara was a widow and a prime candidate for new girlfriend material.

      Max and the kids all whooped. Someone must have scored. His gaze found me across the yard and among all the neighbors. There was fire in those stunning eyes of his. I stared at him for the longest time, until someone shouted that the hot dogs were on fire. Then I attended to the cooking and not my man. I’d have to attend to him later.

      

      As soon as the door to my house was shut, I was attending to my man. And Max, it seemed, was all about being attended to.

      I pressed his back to the wall, the fridge kicking on beside us. “Sitting there all night and looking at you and not being able to crawl all over you was torture.” I shoved that sexy damn tank top up to his chin, my fingers slipping through the curls on his chest while my lips settled over his mouth. Max was hard and ready, his hands coming up to cradle my head as I ground my dick against his. I plucked at his nipples as he sucked on my tongue.

      “Thank goodness DK asked to spend the night with Carol and Glenna,” he panted between hot, wet kisses.

      “I paid him five bucks to stay the night.” I shoved my hand into his shorts.

      “I gave him twenty.”

      We both softly laughed, then broke apart long enough to rush to the bedroom. Bucky had gone to bed in his crate all by himself. He lay there, head on his paws, tail gently thumping his thick cushion.

      “You’re a good boy,” I whispered. I gave him a treat, then closed and locked the crate. Max was waiting for me by the stairs, wearing a tender smile. He offered me his hand. I took it and led him to my bed.

      Once we stepped into my room, things sort of changed. The air around us shifted, or maybe it was a subtle change in our auras. Hell, I don’t know what it was, but there was a softness about the way we touched and tasted each other that I’d not felt before. His hands reverently moved over my skin, his mouth brushed my neck.

      “What do you want from me tonight, Ben?” Max slipped between my legs, caging me, hands on either side of my head, his cock like a branding iron resting beside mine. “Tell me what you want from me.”

      There were a million things I could have said…perhaps should have said. I could have told him I wanted him to love me and not just fuck me. I should have told him that I wanted him to care about me as much as I had grown to care about him.

      “Wake up with me.” That was all I dared to say.

      He kissed me breathless, then folded my legs up and across my chest, hooking my ankles, allowing his cock to slip down over my balls.

      “I’d love to wake up with you,” he replied, the words thick with desire. I let my eyes drift shut as he tore open a condom packet then pumped some lube into his hand. Hearing him coat his cock sent a ripple of white-hot lust through me. “You ready for me?”

      “Lord, yes,” I panted as I clawed at his sides.

      He slid into me in one long, smooth thrust. When he was as deep as he could go, he pressed my legs more firmly to my chest and began moving. He flicked his hips quickly—short, deep drives that stole my breath while pushing me far too rapidly to a climax. Damn the man, he knew just how to move, how to pump those hips of his, how to fondle my balls and stroke my cock.

      “Is this what you need from me, Ben?”

      “Yes…yes…yes.”

      My orgasm hit me hard. I arched up, fell back, and shouted his name. His right hand held my kicking cock, his left kept my legs pinned to my chest. I came all over my lower abdomen and calves. Max ground into me. I yelped at the depth and the pressure. Then he tumbled over his own summit, his growls of completion making me shudder. He dropped my cock and fell beside me on the bed, his cock sliding out of me. Straightening my legs was painful yet glorious.

      Max said nothing for the longest time. I slid from the bed to find a dirty shirt to clean off with as he took care of the condom. He reached for me when I returned to the bed, pulling me to him. We lay looking at each other. I thought I could see it in his eyes. That emotion that we all searched for. That glowing feeling that lyricists wrote songs about and poets waxed eloquently over. I knew I was feeling it. I thought I was feeling it. Maybe I was just seeing the love growing inside me for this man reflected in his eyes. Perhaps I was projecting, or it might be wishful thinking.

      “You okay?” he asked a moment later. I nodded and smiled and brushed away all that sentimental stuff. “You look funny.”

      “That’s my lingering orgasm face,” I quipped. “You look funny too.”

      “Can’t help that, I was born with this face.”

      That made me snicker. “I like your face.” I wiggled closer, and he draped a thick arm over my shoulder.

      “I like your face too.”

      

      Work was one thing that kept my mind off missing Max and the constant concern over Rolf. The man had been too quiet. I suspected he was biding his time to drag out the torture. I’d even called one of the cops I knew and discussed the situation with him. Unless DK was willing to press charges, they really couldn’t do anything. His advice had been to be careful and call if he showed up.

      That sat there on the back-burner in my mind like a rancid kettle of lamb stew. Sadly, I didn’t even have Max there to help ease the disquiet.

      He and the Railers were resting, ready for the first two games of the conference championship against Florida. Thankfully they were starting at home, but we didn’t meet up. We talked as often as work, practice, and the press corps would allow. The media pressure was insane. So far, I’d managed to stay out of the limelight, and that was okay. I’d only seen my name linked with him once on a small sports blog DK had pointed out to me.

      I had no issue with being seen at his side. I’d come out long ago. I’d been married and openly run Crossroads with Liam. So, the thought of cameras in my face was nothing that worried me. It was just the intensity of the media and the fans as the teams battled to the final round. Some of the stuff I read online aimed at the players horrified me. And the vile hatred thrown at Tennant Rowe because he loved a man saddened me deeply. I would never understand how those who claimed they were children of Christ could warp the words of a man who preached love into such twisted hate.

      The shelter had been inundated with new intakes. We now had so many kittens it was hard to find room for them all. Four dogs had been rescued, one in such bad shape there was no saving the starving little thing and our vet had kindly put him down. We had a little poodle mix who had been so dirty and matted we’d had to shave her down to the skin. She’d be a hard sell to people without her pretty brown curls, so that meant she’d be here for quite some time. I spent another hour after closing trying to make the money stretch far enough, but it just wasn’t happening.

      “Dammit all.” I sighed, pushing back from my desk. My eyes were scratchy, my back stiff, and my heart heavy. We’d need to put on another major fundraiser to cover costs next month. Since we had so little cash in the coffers, I’d have to dip into my savings for some of the necessities, like advertising. Bucky wiggled up next to me, his blue eyes questioning. “I wish I’d been born rich instead of so damn good-looking.”

      His tail wagged merrily at my joke.

      “Let’s go check on Cocoa, then go home.”

      Bucky raced to the office door then ran to the kennels. I left him outside despite his sad looks. New intakes were kept away from other dogs for a reason.

      Cocoa—who was not very cocoa-colored without her fur—scrabbled across the tiles, tiny butt wiggling and bare tail whipping. She seemed comfortable enough. Thank God it was late spring and not winter. Poor tiny thing would be freezing.

      She bounded after the treat I tossed into her kennel, ate it, and curled back up on her cushion. Bucky glared at me when I exited the runs.

      “Sorry, you’ll be able to visit her soon.” I snapped his leash on and led him outside, locking the door and engaging the security system.

      Bucky sat beside me, tongue lolling, snout out the window, enjoying the wind in his face. If only life were as easy for us humans. I really missed having someone waiting for me at home. I missed sitting down to a meal with a man who asked me how things were going. Those little things were massive when they were gone from your life. A gentle reminder to pay the water bill, to pick up some milk.

      “Do we need milk?”

      Bucky sneezed, filling the incoming air with dog snot.

      “I’ll take that as a no.”

      Pulling up in front of our row of brick houses, I saw the lights were off at my aunts’. There was a school board meeting tonight. They’d probably dragged DK with them to that. They liked having him chauffeur them around. Truthfully, DK driving eased my mind a bit. Both of my aunts had dinged several cars in the past year. And I kind of hoped he was with them, because I loved the kid, but my mood was sour tonight, my back bowed with worry about work and the want of something more in my personal life. A warm meal, a cold beer, and a long shower might help lift the blues. I spied my running shoes in the closet when I hung up Bucky’s leash. A run. Yeah, that might help. Bucky and I could go over to Wildwood Lake, work up a good sweat, and maybe take a break on the same bench Max and I had had a sort-of date on.

      I liked that idea a lot. After a quick change into running shorts and a Railers tank top—my friends back in D.C. would never forgive me—and a note slid under my aunts’ door telling them where I was and when I hoped to be back, I loaded Bucky back up and we were off.

      As soon as I felt the crunch of gravel under my sneakers and the twinge of thigh muscles responding, I knew this had been a good idea. Sure, it was hot, and I was already sweating, but sweat was good. Sweat was worry leeching out of your pores. Bucky jogged along at my side, happy to be active. Dogs like him weren’t made to lie around in offices all day. I was a bad doggy daddy as well as a crummy boyfriend. If I was a boyfriend at all, which I didn’t think I was. Max seemed to be in no hurry to commit. Should I drop a hint? Maybe I should ask him out on a date. A real date. Not a sex date. Something romantic. Sweat ran into my eyes as we ran past the wetland area, the song of tiny frogs warming up for the nighttime concerto filling the humid air.

      My legs burned and my lower back was tight, but I was starting to feel better. I would ask Max out. On a dinner date. In a restaurant. With other people. And I would hold his hand and tell him I not only liked his face, I kind of loved it. Then we could go home and have sex. Yeah. Smiling despite the tug of my hamstrings complaining, I rounded a corner, and there stood Rolf, leaning against a thick oak tree.

      Had he followed me to the park? What possible reason could he have for being at a random park the same time as I was?

      I skidded to a halt, Bucky tight to my side. Seeing Rolf there, with the shadows of the setting sun falling over him, I thought I was seeing a ghost. Liam and he looked so alike they’d been mistaken for twins a few times. Anger and fear welled up inside me. I tightened my grip on Bucky’s leash. The dog began to whimper, unsure and upset about the dark feelings flowing out of me.

      “Are you following me?” I panted. He rolled a lip. How could anyone mistake him for his kind, loving, caring younger brother was beyond me. You could see the hatred in his light blue eyes. “DK is not going back home.”

      “As if I wanted the bastard back under my roof. You’ve probably already turned him, just like you did Liam.” He never moved, just stood there, nonchalantly leaning on that damn tree, appearing to be just a guy talking to another guy should anyone run past.

      “What do you want?”

      “I want what’s mine. What Liam was going to leave me until you wormed your faggot ass into his head and twisted him up.”

      I sorely wished I could keep my emotions under control as Rolf was doing. Aside from the burn of revulsion in his gaze, he was as cool as that proverbial cucumber. Handsome, yes, and unassuming in manner.

      “What kind of shit are you talking here?”

      Bucky growled low in his chest. I did not tell him to stop.

      “I want half of Liam’s assets. Just like I would have gotten if not for you turning him.”

      My mouth dropped open a bit. What assets? The only thing he’d had was his half of the investment in the shelter, and that had become mine when he passed away.

      “You’re out of your mind.”

      A young woman ran past. Rolf smiled warmly at her. She nodded back.

      “Pretty, huh? Oh yeah, that’s right. Your kind don’t like tits and pussy.”

      “I’m done with you. If you want money, get a loan. You’re not getting shit from me. Liam and I were married. Legally. Everything that was his became mine. And what was mine would have gone to him if I’d died.”

      “You dying. Yeah, that can be arranged.” He threw my snarling dog a murderous look, then ambled off, the lowering sun making his shadow long and distorted.

      The sweat beaded up on my neck slithered down my spine, chilling me. Had he just threatened me? I stood there for a long time, staring at where Rolf had been, shivering despite it being close to eighty degrees out. That bastard had just threatened me.

      “Sweet Jesus,” I mumbled, fear gripping me tightly around the throat. I dug into the pocket of my running shorts and called the person I needed to talk to the most. Max.

    

  







            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    




      Max

      We’d agreed not to meet up tonight. The day after tomorrow was our first game against Florida, and Tampa Bay were coming off a full seven-game battle to get to this round against us. I’d made the very adult decision of resting up tonight, and promptly missed the hell out of Ben. I’d watched some shit film on Netflix, too wired to watch something good, too distracted to stand up and get the remote control, which had fallen off the side of the sofa and out of my reach. Ben had actually bet me that I couldn’t go one night without sex; the amount on the table was ten dollars. I wasn’t going to lose.

      Practice today had been odd-man rushes; we were shit-hot on those, and Stan still hadn’t let anything in. As a team we were positive, and there was a cautious excitement in the room. I could focus on hockey, think about hockey, anything not to think about Ben and sex.

      Still, I wished Ben were there, or that I was at Ben’s because he had this way of calming me down and centering me. Of giving me a purpose outside hockey that wasn’t just sex.

      I was hoping he’d call at some point, like a love-sick teenager, but he hadn’t so far. Apart from one random text about waiting in line at Walmart, there had been radio silence. He really was taking me at my word that I needed to sleep and focus on the next game where we had home-ice advantage. Yesterday’s barbecue had been an eye-opener. Most of the team had attended, although no one had eaten anything that could remotely give them food poisoning, just in case.

      When the phone rang, I dived for it, connecting the call before it reached my ear.

      “I knew you’d phone,” I crowed triumphantly. “That’s ten you owe me.”

      “Max.”

      The tone shut me down, cut my good humor to nothing, and I sat up from my slouch.

      “Ben? What’s wrong?”

      “I shouldn’t have called,” he said after a small silence.

      Fuck this. I was up and pulling on a jacket, passing my phone from one hand to the other, always keeping it at my ear.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked again, and pushed my feet into my sneakers, shuffling around until they fit properly. My chest was tight. “Is it the shelter? Has someone broken in again?”

      I’d spoken to the security company, and they’d assured me they’d upped their systems and added in some drive-by's. I couldn’t help feeling as if it wasn’t just the shelter that was being targeted, and I didn’t like it one little bit.

      “No.”

      His voice was small, and I grabbed my keys even as I listened to what he wasn’t saying. There was fear in his tone, and I wasn’t ready to sit there and just listen to that. I was out of the door within a minute and standing outside Westy’s apartment. He had a unit in the same building as me, rented, both of us unsure of our permanent place on the team. Of course, Westy would be picked up—he was fucking awesome. But I was done. I needed to be done.

      I knocked on his door even as I spoke to Ben.

      “Where are you?”

      “I came home,” he said.

      “I’ll be there in ten.”

      A sleepy-looking Westy answered the door, and it looked like he was going to curse me out at first for waking him up, and then his expression changed when he got a good look at me.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked, looking past me, probably expecting some disaster where he could see it.

      “I need you to drive me somewhere.”

      He didn’t argue. I was acting like a madman, but he still grabbed his keys and we took the stairs to the parking lot.

      I didn’t want to drop the call. “Talk to me, Ben,” I pleaded.

      Westy side-eyed me as we pulled out of the parking lot, but I wasn’t about to explain.

      “I’ll wait for you,” Ben said, sounding regretful, then he disconnected the call.

      “Ben? Ben!”

      This wasn’t right. This was so far from right.

      “Where am I going?” Westy asked at the exit to our building. I needed to get my head around which direction we needed.

      “Ben’s place. You remember where it is?” Westy had been at the barbecue, but would he recall the intricate directions to get there again? He reached over and selected the last destination in his navigation system, and I didn’t have to give him any directions at all.

      Westy never questioned me once. Luckily, the roads to Ben’s place were deserted for the longest time until we entered the neighborhood and slowed to almost nothing before parking outside his place. There was no sign of his aunts’ cars, and I hoped to hell it wasn’t one of them who’d been hurt or died or something. Westy followed me out of the car. I didn’t stop him; hell, I wasn’t sure what I was going to find.

      Ben opened the door as we reached it, and fuck, he looked shaken.

      We stepped in, Westy shut the door behind us, and I managed to get Ben in my arms all in the same weirdly coordinated action.

      “What happened?” I asked again, and Ben gripped my shirt tighter and buried his face in my neck. Westy slid past us and disappeared into a small kitchen, coming back with a bottle of whiskey and a glass. He gestured to the living room, and I carefully, slowly, guided Ben into the room and sat him on the sofa. He pulled me down with him, and Westy took a seat on the coffee table in front of us.

      I wasn’t convinced I wanted Westy seeing Ben like this. Shouldn’t I be protecting Ben from someone seeing him so damn vulnerable?

      “What happened?” Westy asked, his tone firmer than I could have used given that my worry was all wrapped up in fear.

      “I think…” Ben looked up at me and grasped my hands. “Rolf.”

      Okay, this wasn’t the shelter, this was that asshole Rolf, DK’s father, the one who’d beaten his own son. Hell, wait, was this about DK? I looked around me as if I was expecting DK to appear from nowhere, just to reassure me he was okay.

      Nothing.

      “Is it DK? Is he hurt?”

      Ben shook his head. “He’s out with my aunts, and then staying at Skipper’s house," he murmured. “Rolf doesn’t know where that is.”

      “What did Rolf do, then?”

      “I think… I’m being stupid… He couldn’t have…”

      Ben stopped and stared at Westy, almost like it was the first time he realized it wasn’t just him and me in the room, and he tensed. Westy met his gaze.

      “Is this a police matter?” Westy asked.

      Ben nodded, and Westy was dialing 9-1-1 before I could get to my own phone.

      “Police,” Westy said into the receiver. He looked up, abruptly realizing he didn’t know what the hell he was asking for.

      “Rolf threatened me,” Ben murmured.

      Something roared inside me, and at that moment I wanted to hunt Rolf down and kill him; tear him limb from limb and leave the parts of him in with the dogs. I’d never felt such a murderous rage before, and it left me feeling dizzy with the force of it. I couldn’t hear what Westy was explaining, such was the sound in my head. I pushed Ben away from me a little and turned to face him.

      “Tell me everything,” I snapped.

      His eyes widened, and if I’d been in less of a temper, or if fear hadn’t stolen my rational side, then maybe I would have seen I was losing control.

      He edged away from me, but I gripped his arm. “I’ll kill him.”

      He attempted to shake free, but all I knew was that I couldn’t take my hands from him, that I needed that connection.

      “Max,” he said, and shook his arm again. “You’re scaring me.”

      I instantly let go and scooted away from him a little. Shit, I was no better than the asshole who’d threatened him.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, and held up my hands. Westy passed the whiskey to Ben, and I stared at him as he sipped it and then downed the whole lot in one go. Jesus. “Will you tell me…?”

      “He says he wants…” Ben glanced at Westy, who nodded in understanding.

      “I’m making coffee,” he announced, and vanished into the kitchen.

      Ben gestured at the retreating figure. “Were you with him?”

      “With Westy? No, I knocked on his door and got him to drive me over.”

      “Oh.”

      Silence again.

      “Tell me what Rolf did.”

      Ben massaged his temples and shut his eyes. “I don’t even recall half of it, but he said—at least I think he said—that killing me was an option to get what he wanted.”

      The dragon inside me roared loudly again, and I had to physically make myself stay where I was. The cops were the right people to tell. They would come here, make sense of all this, arrest Rolf, and put everything to rights.

      “What do you mean, you think you know what he said?” I asked after a little while.

      “It wasn’t so much what he said, but the way he said it, and he smiled at this woman who jogged past and anyone looking would think it was just two guys talking, but Bucky didn’t like it.”

      None of that made sense, except maybe for the Bucky part. I spotted him in the crate in the corner, curled in a ball, his gaze fixed firmly on me and Ben.

      “He knew I was upset, so I thought I’d put him in his bed,” Ben explained, then edged closer to me. I pulled him in for a sideways hug and we waited for the cops in silence.

      They arrived at the same time as coffee, and then I had to listen to the story of how that asshole Rolf had likely followed Ben to the park, intimidated him, implied that the way he’d get what he thought he was owed was over Ben’s dead body. I attempted to stay quiet, held him as he talked, and then when it all got too much and I wanted to hit something, I eased myself away.

      Standing with Westy, watching Ben explain, I really wanted to hit something. Someone. Anyone.

      The cops were thorough. They documented it all, took notice of what Ben was saying. They couldn’t do much about what Ben thought Rolf had meant, but they updated their records. When they left, it was me who shook their hands, and me who tidied up the coffee mugs. Westy left soon after, not even asking if I wanted to be driven home. He knew the score as much as I did.

      I took Ben to bed, undressed him carefully, gently laid him down, and held him close.

      I didn’t sleep until I heard his even breaths, and I spent most of that time staring at the picture of Ben and his husband, Liam, which was no longer face down.

      If Liam was looking down at him now and seeing what an asshole his brother was, I bet he wanted to come back as an avenging angel or some shit like that. I could have reached over and turned the frame, but it didn’t freak me out to see Ben so happy with his husband. If anything, it was comforting to think that I could look out for Ben here, and maybe Liam could keep an eye on him from up there.

      When I woke, he was gone, but I heard the noise in the kitchen, smelled the coffee, and he seemed calmer than last night.

      “Maybe I overreacted,” he suggested.

      “Things always look better in daylight,” I said. “Doesn’t mean they weren’t awful in the dark.”

      I wasn’t sure if that was the right thing to say, but he hugged me, we kissed, and he promised to be careful at the shelter that day.

      

      Practice was a bastard. It didn’t help I was low on sleep and trying to defend against Ten, but I was as useless as a five-year-old on the ice. So much so that Jared called me on it and took me off the ice.

      “What the hell?” he asked as we headed for the locker room.

      “Didn’t sleep so good.”

      Something in my tone must have told him a story of sorts. He didn’t get in my face about protecting Ten, or keeping my fists up, or not slashing the opposition and drawing stupid penalties. He ordered me to the showers and told me to go home.

      I promised I would.

      I lied.

      The shelter was quiet, and I found Ben with the puppies, my man on the floor hugging each puppy that wanted it. He looked up when I walked in and he grinned at me.

      Seemed there was nothing in this world that was so bad a puppy couldn’t fix it.

      I joined him on the floor and we chatted about hockey, the Cup, the shelter, puppies, and that time I lost two teeth to a hundred-mile-an-hour puck to the jaw.

      Not once did we talk about Rolf or his threats, but I made damn sure to mention everything to the security company, and I also might have hired someone to watch the place and keep an eye on Ben. Just in case.

      He didn’t need to know that, though.

      

      Second period of our first game against Florida, and I really wished they’d benched me. I’d already spent time in the penalty box, twice, for infractions that had been accidents, not deliberate in any way. My head was messed up and I needed to get back in the game, because I was not going to be the one responsible for the Railers not getting to the final. Seven games in this round, and all we had to do was win four of them. The Stanley Cup was tantalizingly close.

      I felt the tap on my shoulder, didn’t even have to look up to know it was Jared. Mads was living up to his name; I could see the tension bracketing his mouth and the confusion in his eyes.

      I nodded at him. I knew what he was going to say. This was a tied game at two goals each, and we were so evenly matched it was painful to see. We had more chances, but their goalie was on form and nothing was going in.

      All he did was nod back, and when I went over the boards for the next shift, I was focused on the hockey and not on Ben.

      The game was ragged. Neither team seemed to have the edge, and there was a randomness to the shots that went into the net. Lucky bounces, hits on the goalies, the net coming off the moorings that held it in place on two separate occasions. The mood was of confusion and madness, and it wasn’t too long before the consistent targeting of our forwards paid off for the other team.

      When I saw their D-man push Ten into the boards, I was relieved. Not that Ten was hurt—which he wasn’t, because he clambered to stand very quickly—but because I had a legitimate reason to pummel on someone.

      Getting sent to the bin for a two-minute roughing call, I at least felt I had worked out some of the tension inside me. In fact, I was grinning and chirping at Tampa’s D-man, who shouted obscenities at me.

      Until the crowd roared, and I looked back at the game. Ten on a breakaway, Ten dazzling the crowd. I could feel the goal on its way, and I stood up, watching. But I could see the Tampa captain, heading right for Ten, just as fast, but the trajectory was wrong. I shouted at Westy to get between them, but he wasn’t placed right where I would have been. Ten was open, vulnerable, and then time slowed for me. With the chilling certainty that they would collide, I couldn’t help the curse of complete horror that left my mouth. Ten must have caught on at the last moment—at least his head was up—but the impact of the two men colliding, sliding into the wall, was enough to silence the arena. A tangle of arms and legs, the two men were utterly still for a moment, and then everything sped up again, the teams rushing to the two of them, helping them to stand.

      Fuck. Was Ten injured because I’d felt it so fucking necessary to beat on someone? Was I that much of a Neanderthal the only way I could handle my own pain was to dish out pain to others? I held my breath. I think the entire arena held their breath.

      And then Ten was standing, shoving at Tampa’s captain and chirping at him. I didn’t see that happen much with Ten—he was too fast to get caught normally—but to see him standing toe to toe with the guy who’d taken him off his skates had me grinning like an idiot. I looked at the bench, watching Mads standing there with his arms crossed over his chest. I willed him to stare at me, to connect with me over the fact Ten was okay. He didn’t look my way once, but he did squeeze my shoulder when I was back on the bench. He knew what it was like to be in the bin watching the guys you were protecting left vulnerable.

      Which just circled my brain back to Ben.

      We won the game, but it was only a rebound goal off their goalie’s blocker that took us to victory. There was nothing clever about that night’s game, no finesse.

      As soon as I could, I checked my cell. Ben couldn’t come to tonight’s game—he had a shift to cover at the shelter—but DK was with him, and the security company assured me everything was quiet.

      There was a text from Ben, a congratulation with an added kiss. And weirdly, one from my mom, who suggested we should soundly beat Tampa quickly, almost as if she knew what she was talking about. I sent her back a promise we would, then turned my attention to Ben’s text. I considered what to write but could think of absolutely nothing.

      So, I did what any self-respecting lover did when he wanted to talk to his partner.

      I grabbed a cab and made my way to the shelter. No game tomorrow, no practice, just optional skate.

      And tonight, I really wanted to spend time with Ben.
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      Ben

      I waited for Max to arrive. I knew he’d show up. Call it a hunch or the Force or a good guess, but I could feel him coming closer. Imagine his shock when he showed up at the locked gates of the shelter and I was waiting for him, motor running, ready to take him on a real date.

      “Hey,” he cautiously said while paying and tipping the driver.

      “Hey yourself,” I replied, ass resting on the bumper of my car, arms crossed, the ultimate picture of Mr. Cool. If only my interior was as chill as my exterior. My stomach was a jumble of nerves, my heart was skipping a beat, by the feels, and my cock was plumping up just looking at the man in his suit and tie.

      Max looked through the gates at the shelter. Crickets chirruped and a dog barked. The air was heavy with humidity. The steady hum of city traffic surrounded us.

      “What’s going on?” He pulled his blue tie out from under his shirt collar and shoved it into his front pocket. Then the jacket was removed, showing off thick arms wrapped in soft cotton.

      “We’re going on a date.”

      He glanced back at me, one eyebrow climbing upward.

      “We are?”

      “Yes. We are.” I opened the passenger side door for him. “We have to hurry, though. It closes at ten.”

      “Uh, that only gives us about forty minutes.” Max showed me the heavy watch on his left wrist.

      “Which is why I’m telling you to hurry.” I waved a hand at my car’s interior.

      “Wait,” Max looked around him. “I thought DK was with you.”

      “He was. Now he’s not.” Another jerky motion at the open door.

      He walked over and got into the car. I shut the door like a real gentleman, then raced around the front of the Jeep and dove behind the wheel.

      “Good thing the game didn’t go into overtime,” I said, pulling away with my confused date at my right. I turned up the stereo and Teddy Pendergrass oozed out of the speakers.

      “Good thing.” Max buckled up, then hit me with a firm look. “What is all this about?”

      “It’s about the fact we’ve never had a date.” I glanced quickly at him, then back at the road. Teddy was crooning about turning out the lights. Mm-mm-mm, that sounded good. Me, Max, a bed, and a dark room. Or a room with lights. I was good with either scenario.

      No, dammit. No. This is a no-sex date night. Be strong, Benton!

      “I didn’t know we were doing the whole dating thing.”

      Worry set in. I concentrated on the traffic leaving the city.

      “I didn’t either at first.” I’d decided to be honest with the man. He had always been one hundred percent honest with me. No false promises or honeyed words to get me into bed. Not that he’d needed them, but still…

      “And now you think you want the dating thing.”

      “If you do.” Argh. No, that was backpedaling. Be strong, Benton! “I mean yeah. I want to date you.”

      I jerked my chin up a bit as I zipped along, my speed maybe a bit higher than it legally should be.

      “Huh.”

      I threw him a look, but he seemed well and truly into himself, so I let that admission bounce around the inside of the Jeep as we hightailed it to Hershey.

      When we pulled up at the park, Max’s bushy eyebrows knotted up. “So we busted ass to get to an amusement park?”

      “Well…yeah.” I threw open the door and got out of the car. He did the same. I checked my watch. I’d made the twenty-five-minute drive in less than twenty, so we had about fifteen minutes before the park closed for the night. “There’s something important I wanted to say to you in a special place. Come on.”

      Max muttered something under his breath. What it was, I didn’t know, but we ran to the gates, paid to get in, and hustled past roller coasters and water rides, breathlessly arriving at the Kissing Tower with just ten minutes to closing.

      “I’m going to pass out,” Max panted as the disgruntled park employee ushered us into the rotating cabin. We were the only ones on the ride, which was good. I’d been hoping for a little privacy for my great confession. Also, if Max blew me off, no one would be there to see me cry.

      “Don’t pass out yet.” I took his hand and led him to one of the candy-kiss-shaped windows. The ride started quickly, probably because the employees wanted to go home. Up the cabin rose, two hundred and fifty feet into the air, as it slowly rotated. We sat down and looked out the candy-shaped windows, working to catch our breath.

      “This is really something,” Max said as the cabin slowly turned, showing those inside a panoramic view of the illuminated park and the lights of downtown Hershey. My gaze was on him.

      “Yeah, it really is.”

      He turned on the padded bench and settled his beautiful brown-gold eyes on me.

      I leaned in and kissed him. We were in the kissing tower, after all. He responded with simmering heat that was evident and burbling below the surface.

      I cupped his face, the rough scratch of his beard on my palms crazy pleasant.

      “I really like you and I want to date you. In public. Holding hands and whispering over a candlelight meal sort of dating.”

      He seemed to digest that news slowly. The cabin continued to rotate. My belly felt a little queasy, and not from the mellow ride we were on.

      “Okay, I’d like that too.”

      He hauled me to him, plastering his mouth over mine. Somehow, by the time the cabin was back on the ground, I’d been pulled onto his lap, facing him, and was having my neck feasted on by a ravenous hockey player.

      The doors opening on the cabin and the shout from a disgruntled park worker broke into the sensual moment. I leaped up, we both shoved at our erections, and we exited the ride looking rather sheepish. Max took my hand. That made me feel lighter than I had since Rolf had threatened me.

      “Okay, you lost that loving look. What’s wrong?”

      “Just thinking about Rolf.”

      “Did you hear from him again?”

      “No, no, he’s not that stupid.” We were shown out of the park and walked to my Jeep, fingers woven together, giving me strength that I gladly soaked up. “Let’s not talk about that hateful bastard. Tonight is supposed to be about us. DK and my aunts are down in D.C., so I don’t have to fret over them.”

      “What are they doing down there?”

      He led me to the car, then eased my back to the driver’s side door, stepping up nice and close, pressing his chest to mine.

      “They wanted to take him to his first sit-in. Protesting for women’s rights.” He nudged at my jaw with his nose, intent on getting back to tasting my neck. I let him nibble. It was just him and me and a thousand moths flitting about under the light overhead. “Mmm, that’s so nice. Want to find a place to eat then go back to my place?”

      His head came up quickly. “I think Stan lives around here.” He gave the parking lot a look. “I mean, not here, obviously, but in Hershey. Maybe we could stop by and have a drink. Might be nice to spend some time with another couple.”

      “Yeah, that would be nice. Where does he live?”

      “Somewhere in Hershey. Big gates, according to Lockhart. We can just cruise around until we find it.” He buried his face back in my neck. I shook my head. He sighed and pulled back to look at me. “No, you don’t want to visit Stan?”

      “Oh, I do, I just need you to think about what you just suggested. You said that I should cruise around an affluent neighborhood, after dark, checking out the rich folks’ houses.”

      He mulled it over for about five seconds, then his brows untangled.

      “Oh,” he murmured.

      “Yeah.”

      “That truly sucks.”

      “Tell me. So, how about we skip that possibly unpleasant scenario and just go find a quiet place to eat then go home.”

      “Italian. I’m hungry for Italian. And you.”

      I was hungry for him too, but fettuccine did sound good. “We could get it to go.”

      “What about the real date?”

      “We rode a ride. That technically constitutes a real date.”

      You’re a weak, weak man, Benton.

      His chuckle was rich. “That we did. Takeout it is.”

      

      We took our takeout to my bed. We lay among tin foil pans filled with fettuccine Alfredo, lasagna, and spaghetti and meatballs, nude, feeding each other between long, sloppy kisses. Pasta began to slide from our forks, long strands slithering down my side to the sheets, or fat, round meatballs rolling down Max’s hip to rest beside his hard cock. I sucked on a pair of meaty balls—all covered with red sauce rich with garlic. Max snorted and chuckled throughout, his hair and beard thick with sauce, my chest and dick coated with rich, cheesy Alfredo sauce.

      The covers were a mess, the sheets stained and ruined, but we rolled around in the seasoned sauces anyway, play giving way to passion as one hunger bowed to another.

      Lubing up his ass was sloppy fun. I pushed my fingers deeply into him as I sucked on the fat head of his prick. Max tugged and pulled until I was straddling him, my knees on either side of his head. He greedily took me into his mouth. Two fat fingers coated with lube and probably Alfredo sauce found my ass. I rocked back onto those eager fingers, gasping around his cock as he hooked them perfectly and stroked my sweet spot. I got lost in Max, and it was just what I needed. Loving the man wiped the worry from my mind. There was no Rolf, no elderly aunts, no teenaged boy alone and unwanted by his family, and no shelter teetering on the edge of foreclosure. For this one wonderful short span of time, it was just me and Max.

      He came first, coating my tongue and throat. I shuddered wickedly, the heady taste of him combined with the scratch of his fingers along my prostate pushing me over the edge. Max hummed and suckled, never pulling off or gagging, taking my wild thrusts while working my ass madly.

      “Hell…oh hell.” He held me tightly, one hand on my ass, keeping me from moving away until he was done. Each pull of his lips over my cock got him another shudder. Finally he let me break free and fall by him on the bed. An aluminum pan flipped up and coated my back with some cold, wet noodle nasty.

      “Ah, man,” I coughed, curling into a small ball as the last little tremors rolled through me.

      “My spaghetti,” Max moaned. He rolled me onto my stomach and ate his dinner from my lower back as I snickered and giggled.

      “You’re the tastiest plate ever invented,” he purred as he covered me with his bulk, his chest pressing me into the saucy bedding.

      I lifted a hand in defeat and was flipped onto my back, pan collapsing as my ass flattened it.

      His laughing gaze found mine.

      “You’re very special to me,” I whispered, then flicked a tiny chunk of meatball from his beard.

      “You’re very special to me too,” he replied, dipping his head to take a long taste of my mouth that ended up leading us into my bathroom, which led us into another round of lovemaking in the skinny shower.

      After that, we were ready for bed. One that wasn’t coated with the dinner specials from Lou’s Ristorante over on Locust Street. We crashed in the guest bedroom, kicking the soda cans from DK’s bed to the floor and falling asleep as soon as we were cuddled close with our heads on the pillows.

      Overall, for a first real date, I was damn happy with the outcome, even if I did slip up a bit on the no sex thing.

      

      The old gals and DK had opted to stay in D.C. for a few days. Thankfully, the protest had been a peaceful one. I’d joked with my father that if they ended up in the slammer it was on him to bail them out. He’d laughed, but it hadn’t been a heartfelt laugh. He knew how those two were.

      So that left me alone at the next Railers game. I was late arriving due to some new intakes and a sick cat issue combined with some sort of call from the Department of Agriculture I’d missed due to the sick cat issue. I’d have to call back tomorrow during office hours, which was fine. Any time the DA called, I got worry lines. They were the state agency that oversaw and inspected shelters. I’d never had any issue passing those surprise inspections. The fact they were calling me was what had me nervously chewing the inside of my lower lip. They said they’d emailed me, and actually when I went looking, it was just a survey. Still, my heart was still racing in my chest.

      “Hey, man, are you okay? Get some bad nachos or something?”

      The sound of eighteen thousand fans reappeared around me. I shook off the cloud of worry and turned to Mr. Mountain—who I now knew had a real name, Kenny—and smiled up at the huge season-ticket holder. Seemed Max had sprung for these seats throughout the rest of the playoffs. Color me surprised. That man was full of lovely little secrets.

      “Nope, no bad nachos. Just thinking about work.”

      “Dude, don’t you know the rule?” Kenny gave his husband, Jeff, a look. Jeff glanced around his bare-chested spouse. “Baby, he don’t know the rule.”

      “Sorry? What rule is that?” I asked.

      Someone on the ice hit someone else on the ice, and the fans shouted obscenities. Dammit. I needed to pay attention to the game. That could have been Max getting knocked into the boards instead of Adler. Not that I wanted Adler to get his bell rung, but you know…

      “The rule that states work stays in the parking lot at a hockey game.”

      “Oh, right, that rule. I forgot.”

      Kenny patted my head, then went back to roaring at Tampa Bay for some infraction or another. This second game had been downright brutal so far. We were almost at the end of the second period with things all tied up. There had been no scoring because the teams had been too busy hitting each other. Between the legal and illegal checks, the sin bin had needed a revolving door. I suspected the Railers were in for a good chewing-out when they returned to the dressing room.

      My attention seemed to be on Max most of the time, but I did get to enjoy a sudden flurry of activity around the Florida net just as the horn blew signaling the end of the period. That was the most offense the Railers had been able to muster throughout forty minutes of play. Hopefully they’d be able to keep that jazzy goodness going when they came back out.

      “I’m going to the bathroom and grabbing a beer. Kenny, Jeff, you want something?”

      “No, we’re good. Thanks, though.” Kenny beamed at me, his arm dangling around his husband’s neck. Jeff smiled softly. Talk about an odd couple, but they seemed to be happy.

      I joined the mass exodus of fans heading to the concourse for food, drink, and a potty run.

      Progress was slow, one step at a time, which gave me plenty of time to look around.

      People of all sizes and shapes and colors were there. Lots of kids and women too. I was glad to see that. I’ll cop to being the only hockey fan among my group of friends back home. Most were into basketball or football. I liked those sports too, but there had always been something about hockey that I loved. The speed and the physicality and the grace of the big men on those thin blades. Maybe someday I could con Max into giving me a few skating lessons.

      A tall man in front of me left the queue. I stepped up and glanced to the side and saw Rolf leaning on the thick railing. My foot missed the next step, and I stumbled into a woman.

      “Excuse me,” I mumbled to her dirty glare. My sight flew back to the next section, and he was still there, his gaze never moving from me. Heart in my chest, I pawed in my back pocket to find my phone. Hands shaking, I dialed 9-1-1, feeling less terrified with every ring. When the dispatcher answered, I threw a look at the exact place Rolf had been glowering at me and found only a railing. No. Shit. Where did he go?

      “Hello? What is your emergency?” the dispatcher asked.

      “I… He was here. My brother-in-law. Ex. He was— Shit, where did he go?!”

      “Sir, I need you to calm down and tell me the nature of your emergency.”

      “Rolf. He was here. I mean…” I rubbed at my sweaty brow. “He was right there.” I pointed at the railing overlooking the bowl of seats down below, as if the woman on the other end of the call could see where I was pointing. “I mean…it looked just like him.”

      “Sir, can you please tell me the nature of your emergency?”

      “I ah… Sorry, I think I overreacted. Sorry for calling. Sorry.” I ended the call, heart hammering inside my rib cage. It had been him. Right? Same blond hair, same icy blue eyes, same hateful expression. It had to have been him. Did I imagine it?

      “Sweet Lord,” I groaned. I turned and went back to my seat.

      “Thought you were grabbing a piss and a beer,” Kenny said when I dropped down beside him.

      “Too many people,” I replied, my gaze now touching on every golden head in the stands. Had Rolf followed me here? Had he been lurking around the shelter? My house? Or was I losing my mind?

      Badly rattled, I stayed right beside Kenny the Mountain until the Railers managed to lose by one sneaky wraparound goal. I exited with Kenny and Jeff, then lured them into staying with me by offering them the chance to meet Max outside. They were all kinds of up for that, so I hid behind my new friends and waited outside in the dark for Max to come out and give me the hug I so badly needed. Maybe he could kick my ass as well, for being such a damn silly fool.

    

  







            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    




      Max

      Something changed. I don’t know what it was specifically, but when I saw Ben next, he wouldn’t look me in the eye.

      I’d seen this before in guys I’d had fuck-buddy status with. We were guys, and we weren’t going to sit down and have some fucking heart-to-heart about our feelings. So you start to avoid the guy, act as though he doesn’t exist, and then finally he gets the message and moves on with no hard feelings.

      Just as Ben was doing.

      He was distracted, wouldn’t look me in the eyes, as I said, and when we were together the night before he’d gone to bed citing a headache, leaving me in his front room staring at the TV showing reruns of Friends.

      Maybe I should get the hint already. Ben was clearly doing that guy thing, and I should move on to concentrating on what was important—hockey.

      Only, it wasn’t what I wanted to do, and people didn’t call me a stubborn asshole for nothing. After ten minutes of angsting about the message I was being given, I decided I was ready to give a message of my own. He was nothing but a lump under the covers, no sign of any part of him, and I stood for a while at the bedroom door and stared at the shape of him. I just wanted to be sure to say exactly the right thing. Something like “don’t go”, or “don’t leave me”. He moved under the covers, and I stiffened. I wasn’t ready to talk to him yet because I didn’t have the right words.

      I was still stuck in that loop of how much of myself I had to give. The doctor wanted to see me, said I was not handling things as he expected me to. Well, fuck him, I was handling everything okay. You ask any man with a ticking time bomb in his head how he’s handling shit, and we’ll all say the same thing.

      A day at a time. Every day is a win.

      I backed away from the door and went back into Ben’s small kitchen, taking a stool and staring at my phone. The last three non-Ben calls had been to Doctor Warner. He was probably used to me calling by now with my stupid worries. The last call had ended with a very uncharacteristic “you need to calm down” from Doc, but then I had phoned him at four a.m. his time, and let’s face it, he isn’t a twenty-four-hour on-call guy. He’s a renowned neurosurgeon.

      If we made it to become one of the two teams in the finals of the Stanley Cup, then at the most, seven games were all that remained between us and the cup. That would take me into next month, which was only another three weeks.

      What were the chances of my head thing getting the better of me in that time?

      I shouldn’t worry.

      Yeah, right, who am I kidding? Worry happens without me controlling it.

      Right here, in this kitchen, in the soft glow of a small lamp, I was the very definition of someone scared for tomorrow.

      What if the worst-case scenario played out? What if I collapsed and no one knew why? What if I got into a fight and a fist made contact with my head at just the right angle to cause a bleed? Hell, what if I went to bed and didn’t wake up?

      I felt utterly lonely and vulnerable, and it was all because of one man and his inability to look me in the eyes.

      “What’s wrong?” Ben said behind me. He sounded sleepy.

      I shrugged. I wasn’t going to turn and face him, because I knew I wouldn’t be able to face seeing his expression and knowing he wanted me to leave. He hugged me from behind, and I stared down at his hands against my shirt. Unbidden, my own covered his. If this meant everything was over, then I wanted one last touch.

      Sap.

      “Sorry I’ve been distracted,” he murmured against my skin, and I couldn’t help the skip of my heart at his words. “Just a lot on my mind.”

      I turned on the seat and faced him, and he cupped my face with his hands, pressing a soft kiss to my lips.

      “Sometimes…” he began softly and stopped.

      “Sometimes what?” I prompted, because he looked so serious.

      He sighed, and I took that to mean he didn’t want to say anything else, but I was wrong.

      “I think my mind is playing tricks with me. I thought I saw Rolf at the last game, and then yesterday I could have sworn I saw him outside the house, but when I went outside it wasn’t him.” He huffed a soft laugh. “I think I need my head tested.”

      At that point, I could have said something. That was the perfect segue into me and my issues. I could have just said, hey, Ben, I’ve had this thing in my head that has a name too long and complicated to pronounce, but hey, it’s okay, the doc says it’s unlikely to happen again, but you never know, because there is a ten percent chance that it might. I could die next time. Are you okay with that?

      I didn’t say a damn thing.

      Coward.

      Instead I turned the whole thing back onto him with my addiction to worrying about him.

      “What if it was him?”

      He shook his head and kissed me again, trying to distract me, no doubt. “Yeah, he just happened to get a ticket to a Railers game that was sold out when he doesn’t even like hockey. Believe me, I know I’m losing my shit. The cops warned him—what else can we do? It’s DK I worry about, poor kid.”

      I stood up and hugged him close. “I worry about you,” I admitted.

      Now. Tell him about your own fears now, in the semi-darkness, where it’s safe.

      I opened my mouth to talk, and he kissed the words away.

      “Come to bed,” he murmured.

      I switched the lamp off and followed him to the bedroom. When I got there, he was already under the covers, holding them up to his chin and smiling up at me. I didn’t feel the need to jump his bones—I wanted to stare at his gorgeous face, hold him close, and just love him as hard as I could.

      Yeah.

      I think I could love Ben.

      

      When we woke, it was to the brightest and warmest of early summer days. DK was opening the shelter that morning, taking on more responsibility, which Ben was encouraging. That meant a lazy morning for my man, if lazy meant not getting out of bed until eight and eating breakfast together. He was still going to work at nine, but we managed to fit in a whole lot of kisses and smiles before we left the house.

      My Uber was waiting for me, and Ben shook his head.

      “So tacky,” he teased. “Get your own car, Mr. Millionaire.”

      “I don’t drive,” I said, probably way more defensive than I needed to be at that point. He shot me a look of confusion at the tone, but I kissed away his frown.

      We parted after that kiss and a hug and went in our opposite directions. I was early for skate, but I needed to work on conditioning and talk to the PT about the nagging pain in my knee. Damn thing had this way of spasming at all the wrong times.

      By the time I was dressed and out on the ice for practice skate, I’d been pummeled and iced and was in my happy place. The skate itself was more about loosening muscles than strategy; we’d got this far, one game away from winning the conference and advancing to the Cup fight, and we were exhausted and energized at the same time.

      The mood was good. We had the number of the team we were facing, and tomorrow night, right here on home ice, we could take this.

      Jared gestured me over, and along with the rest of the D, we circled him as he talked strategy. We were a sight to behold, me towering over the rest, some of us were two-way D-men, able to take the fight to the net, others, like me, able to change the direction of a game on a single fight. Together we were a brick wall, and when Stan ambled up to stand with us, I couldn’t help myself. I tugged him into a head-hold and kissed his helmet.

      He muttered something in Russian I had no hope in hell of understanding, but it didn’t sound like a curse, more a soft noise of affection.

      This was my team.

      And we were going to win tomorrow, and we were going to the finals. I could feel it in my bones.

      Winning wasn’t easy, though. Tied after three periods, we were battling to the wire, but when we pulled that final goal, Ten and his magic on a breakaway, assisting a beautiful goal from Dieter, I’d never felt anything like it before.

      Ecstasy, exhaustion, love, passion, fear…hell, this was a complete and utter meltdown of my emotions. I looked for Ben in the stands, saw him standing and clapping and cheering, and I blew him a kiss. He made a show of catching it and holding it to his heart. Toly caught me in a hug, pulling me around and into the huddle of men burying Stan on the ice. Ten whooped in my ear, and I was grinning like the Cheshire Cat. I knew it.

      “We’re going to the Stanley Cup Final!” someone yelled. Or at least I caught the words “Stanley Cup” and “going”; other than that, the cacophony of noises was too much to bear.

      Connor skated over as captain, Troy Larsen and Toly as the alternates by his side, none of them touching the cup we’d won as top dogs in the Eastern Conference. Skaters and their superstitions meant no team touched that cup. Unless it was a team who’d found luck after touching it; I’d seen that as well. Hell, I can’t explain what represents luck to someone. All I knew was that my luck was in the crowd shouting for our team, and for me.

      The mood in the locker room was euphoric, and all the talk was about the West Coast team we would be meeting to fight for the Stanley Cup. The Raptors would win their games on the West Coast; they were the higher rated in the first three rounds and had more regular-season points than us. That meant our first Cup final games would be on their ice, but none of us cared at that moment about the home-ice advantage they would have.

      The Railers were team-killers.

      We could beat anyone.

      My energy left me after a few minutes of hugs and back-patting, and I sagged onto my small part of the bench, still grinning but unable to contain the exhaustion from the game.

      Toly slumped next to me, and we knocked shoulders.

      “Fucking worth it,” I said.

      Toly snorted a laugh. “So worth it.”

      

      The high lasted through post-game interviews, showers, getting dressed, and all the way until I saw Ben waiting for me, DK at his side. I hugged Ben so close I doubted he could breathe until, laughing, he pushed me away.

      “Get a room.” DK smirked, and I pulled him in for a hug, giving him a noogie and holding him still even as he fought me.

      I felt strong enough to take on the whole damn world.

      We made it back to Ben’s without discussing where we’d be going. I loved his place; small but warm, it was the direct opposite of my temporary place in the apartment block. His house was home and family, all wrapped up in cozy furniture and his big-screen TV. We dropped DK off on the way, and then it was just us at his place, drinking each other in and loving so hard.

      Wrapped in his arms afterward, I knew I had to tell him about the worries I was keeping inside. Without sharing that last part of me, I wouldn’t be able to live with myself anymore.

      “I need to tell you something,” I began, and extricated myself from his hold, sitting up in the bed and tucking the quilt around me. He scooted up next to me and gripped my hand.

      “Me too,” he said.

      We could do that whole “you first” thing, but hell, I needed to clear the air of my secrets.

      “I’ll go first,” I said, and he smiled at me like he was waiting for me to tell him the most wonderful thing in the world.

      “Go on, then,” he encouraged when I didn’t talk straight away.

      “Just after I was traded, I had a medical thing.”

      He poked me, then, “I can understand longer words than ‘thing’.”

      He didn’t sound pissed or worried, but then I hadn’t told him everything.

      “It was an arteriovenous malformation, an AVM.” I waited for him to show some understanding, quietly hoping I wouldn’t have to explain, but he looked blank.

      “What is that?”

      “A blockage of sorts that causes bleeds on the brain, can cause strokes, that kind of thing. I had an operation to remove the blockage, completely successful.” I added the last bit in a careless way, as if it wasn’t vital he took those words as the most important.

      “Shit.” Now he was worried, concerned, holding my hand and looking at me with those sexy liquid-chocolate eyes. “I’m so sorry, that must have been so scary.”

      “It is.”

      At first I didn’t realize what I’d said. I was soft and sated from making love, and Ben was holding my hand; I couldn’t even think that those two small words could mark the beginning of the end.

      “What do you mean, ‘it is’?” Ben untangled his fingers from mine. “You mean it was scary. Right? It’s done now?”

      It wasn’t as if I was going to hold back the worries I had now, but the way he stressed that word made me reconsider how honest I was going to be. I wouldn’t share my fears, just the cold medical facts.

      “Well, I still see a specialist in case it comes back.”

      “Back.”

      Was Ben going to repeat everything I said?

      “Well, yeah, there’s a chance there may be another blockage at some time, but I’m used to living with that now.” No sense in giving him the statistics that haunted me.

      I saw him move. Just a little. A few inches away from me. His expression changed from sympathetic to this blank nothing I couldn’t get a handle on at all. I reached for his hand, but he avoided my touch.

      “Ben?”

      He stared right at me, and then in a smooth movement he slid out of bed and yanked on his jeans and a T-shirt.

      “You’re dying?” He said dully.

      “No, not if I have anything to do with it.”

      “You could die and you didn’t tell me.”

      “Ben—”

      “I can’t do this again. You need to leave,” he said. His tone was dead.

      “Don’t be stupid, Ben. Let’s talk some more,” I said with a smile. He didn’t let me say anything else, so I didn’t get to say anything about how I was living with it, and so should he now if he really cared.

      “I don’t care—get out of my house.”

      I scrambled to stand, feeling at a disadvantage naked, pulling on my underwear and post-game suit, desperately trying to find the words to get him to calm the fuck down.

      “Ben, come on.”

      He stalked out of the bedroom, and I followed him. He had my shoes in his hands, and he opened the front door and threw them out on the step.

      “Get out,” he shouted.

      “You’re being stupid.”

      I looked at my shoes lying outside, only knowing this was an overreaction. What right did he have to know everything about me? I kept things to myself. This was my life. Not his.

      “Fuck you,” he snapped, and I blinked at him. “You lied to me.”

      Anger poked at me, and I pulled on my jacket. “I wasn’t lying. This isn’t something I share with anyone—”

      “I’m not just anyone!”

      “I didn’t know I could trust you not to tell the team—”

      “You want to know what I was going to say to you tonight?” Ben interrupted, and he jerked back from the door so I could go through. “I was going to tell you I loved you.”

      “Jesus, Ben—”

      His lips twisted into the parody of a smile. “Good job you got there first with your secrets.”

      “Ben, you’re not making any sense.”

      “Get out.” This time there was no anger, more regret and a finality that bit at me.

      I love you too.

      I stepped outside and picked up my shoes, turned back to get him to calm down, but he slammed the door on me.

      “You’re the only person I’ve ever told,” I said to the door. He was being an asshole now, throwing a man out in the dead of night. A man who had no car.

      The door opened and hope bloomed in my chest, but all that happened was Ben threw out my phone, which I managed to catch. The door was shut before I could say a thing.

      I wanted to take back all the words. Why had I thought sharing my fears would be a good thing?

      No one cared about me or my worries. I was pretty much alone in the world, and that was how I liked it.

      By the time I’d reached the sidewalk and turned right to find a space where I could call a cab that wasn’t right outside Ben’s place, I was over Ben and his overreaction.

      The best sex I’d ever had wasn’t enough for me to be with someone like him.

      Fuck him.

    

  







            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    




      Ben

      “Benton Isaiah Worthington!”

      I cringed as my name echoed down the still quiet street. I’d thought I’d get away from my aunts by running before six in the morning.

      “Why did you make crafty old women go to bed early and get up even earlier?” I asked God as I slowly turned to face Aunt Glenna storming down her walk. God was quiet. He had been for the past week. Wished I could say the same for my great-aunts and nephew.

      “Are you running again?” She stopped right in front of me, sharp brown eyes moving up from my running shoes to my running shorts to my old, ripped Washington running T-shirt.

      “Nope, I’m off to paint a mural.”

      “Do not get wise-mouthed with me, young man. I can still whip your backside with no help from the Lord,” Aunt Glenna snapped, a finger waving under my nose.

      “Sorry, ma’am.”

      “Mmm, you had better be. You know you can’t run away from being a damn fool.”

      I closed my eyes and drew in a deep lungful of city air.

      Sweet Baby Jesus, can you please get my family off my back about Max? I’ve truly heard enough. Can the old gals be struck mute? Just maybe for a week or two? To let me get back on my feet and try to repair my broken heart. Amen.

      “Did you want me for something other than calling me a damn fool?”

      “Someone has to point out what a damn fool you are.”

      I rolled my eyes to the heavens.

      Anyone up there listening?

      No booming voice from the clear sky to be heard. Just dogs and traffic.

      “Okay, well, you’re two up on Carol for the day. Did you want something?” I folded my arms over my tattered Washington shirt, eager to be off.

      “I need you to buy me Band-Aids.” She dug in her robe, way down where her boobs would be, and pulled out two one-dollar bills.

      “Band-Aids. Why do you need Band-Aids at six in the morning?” I refused to take the boob money when she tried to push it into my hand.

      “Maybe I cut myself.”

      Right. Good. This I needed right now? No, I did not. “I was planning on going the other direction. Are you losing a lot of blood? I know how to make a tourniquet.”

      “Do not get smart with me, Benton. I’m going to shave my legs. It’s been since winter and I want to wear shorts to the voters’ rights rally on the weekend.”

      “Dear Lord.” I sighed, the thought of her hairy legs and where the hell she’d had those bills hidden spurring me to get moving. Those kinds of thoughts needed to be expunged ASAP. “Fine, I’ll go the opposite direction of where I was planning to so I can stop at Mike’s Drugstore and buy you Band-Aids. I’d hate to see you bleed out from a wound inflicted by one of those pink lady razors.”

      She nodded. “Guess you’re not a total damn fool. It’s always wise to do what your elders tell you to do.”

      With that, she took her boob money and pattered back to her house, stopping to yell at someone going too fast down the street.

      “Lord, give me strength.”

      I went south instead of north, falling into the pace of a nice run. I’d thought of bringing Bucky, but it was already too hot for a dog from the North. He hadn’t been happy to go back into his crate, but I was trying to be a good dog dad. He was the only thing I had in my life. Again.

      Why had he lied to me? Fucking Max. Why? When he’d had all that time and he knew—he knew—how terrible it had been for me to lose Liam. That bastard had sat there and listened to me talk about the agony of loss, how I’d wanted to die from the sheer misery of losing the man I loved. He’d laid beside me, held me, told me shit to placate me, made me fall in love with him, and all that time he’d had this thing in his head. This thing that could take him from me without warning. And he’d never said a word. Not once.

      I had to stop at the corner to dash away sweat and tears from my eyes. I lingered there, shaking out my hands, pacing, trying to push down the anger and pain of that deceit.

      Traffic stopped. I jogged across the intersection, soaked with sweat, unable to let the joy of exercise wipe away Max. Nothing was helping. Not running or work. Max lingered everywhere, around every corner, in each room of my house. His smell was on my bedding, his razor and toothbrush on my counter, and some of his clothes were still in my hamper.

      Four blocks later, I slowed and stretched outside Mike’s Drugstore I hoped I wasn’t too smelly to shop. Just in case, I made a fast pass through the store, which had just opened, so there were hardly any customers, to grab a box of Band-Aids. While I was there, I made a pass through the hair care aisle, grabbing a bottle of intensive hydrating shampoo and conditioner. Honey-berry scent, my favorite. I had used the last of my shampoo yesterday. Shampooing daily wasn’t good for my hair—I usually only washed it once a week and then conditioned the hell out of it with some deep-conditioning hair tonic—but the daily runs meant I had to shampoo in the shower. I mean I had to. To hell with the dry hair worry, my head felt gross after a run.

      Waiting in line for the register to open, praying I didn’t smell like stinky man, I thought back to the morning Max had used my shampoo and conditioner. His hair had laid flat on his head, slick and kind of greasy despite several rinses.

      “You might want to sort your hair out,” I teased, then rolled him back into bed for a nice long kiss and cuddle session. The memory of that tender moment pierced me like a lance.

      It took forever to get rung up. Stepping out of the cool of that pharmacy into the heat of a city summer day stole my breath. Or maybe I was still gasping after being gutted by that memory of better days. I glanced across the street, and there sat the Rose of Beulah Baptist Church.

      My phone buzzed in the back pocket of my shorts. Pulling it out, suspecting it was an aunt with another pharmacy-related need, I nearly dropped the phone when I saw it was a text from Max. It had been ten days since we’d spoken. The Railers and Raptors had each won a game. I hadn’t watched, DK had. I couldn’t look at Max on TV and be calm, cool, and collected. DK was furious I wouldn’t tell him what had happened to break us up. Which put him in company with my aunts and most of my employees.

      I’m so fucking stupid

      I re-read it a couple of times, hoping context about what he meant would magically appear. Did he mean he was stupid to have slept with me? Was he texting me to start an argument? What kind of text was that to send me? My thumb hovered over delete, and another text flashed up before I could.

      I’ve been missing you

      “I’ve been missing you too,” I murmured, sweat slipping into my eye and making it water.

      I didn’t know if I should reply or not. I hated the man. Didn’t I? Well, maybe hate was too strong. I was mad at him, though. So damn mad. Livid. Angry as hell for how he had uncaringly omitted something that important from any dialog we’d ever had. All the openings he’d had, and he’d never once said jack shit. That hurt on a cellular level. I just could not grasp how you could sleep with someone, eat at their table, make love to them, ride in Kissing Towers with them, yet not have the common decency to say, “Hey, Ben, I got this thing in my head and it might come back and kill me. Just thought you should know before you fall head-over-heels in love with my stupid-ass face.”

      I did love his stupid-ass face, though. And his smile, and the way he made me laugh and made me cry out in passion. I even loved how he thought he knew what good dancing was, when he obviously didn’t. I spun around, looking for a direction to go in or a sign. Something that would guide me, because I was about as confused and frightened as a man could be. My soul ached. A sharp, shooting pain ripped through my side. I groaned and winced in such agony—memory or cramp, it was hard to discern—that I slapped a hand to my side and shuffled across the street when there was a gap in traffic. Maybe a break in the shadowy interior of my church would ease my mind.

      The house of worship’s doors were open, as they always were come five a.m. It was dark inside, cool, the smell of lemon wax rising from the newly polished pews. It was funny, but every time I smelled lemon furniture polish, I thought of God.

      Side still caught in a spasm, I dropped into the closest pew, breathless and lost and scared beyond reason, Max’s text still unanswered. I used the hem of my shirt to dry my face after placing the bag from the drugstore on the pew beside me. Once my face was dry, I studied the pulpit way up front. The wood was rich oak. On each side of the pulpit were stands to hold flowers. They were empty today but come Sunday they’d be filled with glorious color. Behind the flowers and pulpit was a large wooden cross, dark brown, as old as my great-aunts. I sat there for the longest time, staring at the cross, whispering for God to help guide me from this mess my life was in. If he couldn’t offer guidance, how about just a signpost or an answer?

      “Ben, did you get your a.m. and p.m. mixed up?” Pastor Bert asked from the front of the church. “Choir practice is at seven at night.”

      He smiled widely as he walked past his pulpit and up the aisle.

      “No, sir, I was just in need of some counsel.”

      “Ah, well, the Lord is who I turn to when I’m lost.”

      I sighed. “He’s not saying much.”

      “I have found he’s the silent type. Perhaps you could tell me what’s troubling you?”

      I glanced at my pastor, then back at the cross. “How much do you know?”

      “Well, I know you and Max have run into some difficulty, but what that difficulty is has been hard to pry out of you. Although your aunts have told me enough.”

      That made me smile a bit. “They do like to talk.”

      “They’re concerned about you. But yes, they do like to talk.” He chuckled and wiggled back into the pew, making the wood squeak.

      “I want this to stay between us,” I opened.

      “Of course.”

      He patted my sweaty back, and I started talking. Guess I shouldn’t have made fun of my aunts’ love of gabbing. I talked and talked and talked, and Pastor Bert listened. When I was out of words, I closed my eyes and slithered back into the pew, mentally and physically exhausted.

      “It sounds to me as if both you and Max are caught up in fear.”

      “He lied to me.”

      “Because he was afraid. And you threw him out because you’re afraid of losing another man you love.”

      Head resting on the back of the pew, I opened my eyes and stared at the smooth white ceiling.

      “I can’t do that again, Pastor. I cannot give my all to a man then for him to die. I just…I can’t.” Tears ran down my cheeks and into my ears.

      “I know facing those fears is hard. But don’t give in to them. If you do, you won’t be able to talk to your heart.”

      I rolled my head to the left to gaze on the man of God. “Was that from the Bible?” My scripture knowledge was pretty slack .

      Pastor Bert smiled. “No, it’s a favored quote of mine from Paulo Coelho, but don’t tell God I’m not using his word for counseling one of my sheep. He might fire me.”

      That made me laugh. Out loud.

      “You think Max is my heart?” I asked, using the backs of my hands to dry my face.

      “Do you think Max is your heart?”

      I nodded and sat up straight.

      “Then you’ll need to push your fear aside so you can hear what your heart has to say.”

      That made sense. I was terrified to reply to that text, though.

      “Thank you,” I said as Pastor Bert pushed to his feet.

      He placed his hand on my shoulder and smiled. “If you need me, I’ll be back in my office, having coffee.”

      He ambled off, humming a song that sounded a great deal like Prince’s “Raspberry Beret”.

      I drew in a long, deep breath, pulled out my phone, and sent Max a text in return.

      I’ve been missing you too.

      It took a moment for him to reply.

      Can we talk?

      I wanted to weep, laugh, and vomit. Love was one confusing emotion.

      I’d like that. Tonight, at the shelter after closing. Six?

      I knew there was no game tonight. That would be tomorrow night. Sitting there with that phone in my hand, trembling with nerves and fear and excitement, I waited to see if he’d come and talk with me. Maybe…. just maybe… we could both conquer our fears and listen to our hearts.

      See you at six. I’m sorry. I suck at this love shit.

      I swallowed down a sickly laugh/sob because God had probably heard enough of my sniffling for one damn morning. Thumbs moving slowly because nerves and giddiness had taken over my central nervous system, I tapped out the only reply that came to mind.

      I’m sorry too. I suck as well. Let’s suck together.

      Max hit me back with a wink emoji I didn’t understand until I read my previous text over and blushed clear to my toes.

      “Sorry God. I didn’t mean that to be as dirty as it sounded.” I slid out of the pew and out into the heat before the Rose of Beulah Baptist Church was struck by a mysterious thunderbolt.

    

  







            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    




      Max

      “And?” Toly asked me pointedly as he knocked my socked foot with his own.

      I looked up from my phone at the men ranged in front of me. Connor was worried, Ten looked all kinds of serious, Stan stood with his arms across his chest in his best version of intimidating. And Toly? He was sitting next to me as if he thought I needed the support.

      I do need support.

      I’d fucked everything up. When I left Ben’s house, I was determined to forget him, assign him to the group of people I’d met, fucked, and then left. He wasn’t going to be important to me. I didn’t need him, or his complicated reasoning about why he now hated me. So his husband had died. What did that have to do with me? I’d lied, or at least omitted the entire brain thing, but that didn’t make a difference to a sex life. Right? What was his problem?

      Whatever I’d done, whoever I was, in that moment, I was over Ben.

      Then when I woke up the next day, the regret began.

      At first it was nothing more than a subtle push and a need to find someone to talk to. Who did I choose? I was new here, and I’d already decided I wasn’t sharing this at the rink. Until, of course, I fucked up in the second game of the Stanley Cup final series against the Raptors, played like a robot, got into three fights, and spent most of my time in the bin. We lost that one, and even though we’d won the first game, we weren’t ahead anymore.

      The team had an intervention, and they hadn’t left me alone since then. Which led to the texting, because we’re a group of guys and the concept of face-to-face talking about our feelings wasn’t one we liked the idea of.

      “We’re meeting up tonight,” I summarized. Ten high-fived Stan, Connor sighed dramatically, and Toly bumped elbows with me.

      “Thank fuck for that,” Connor muttered. After all, he was the captain and I had fucked up in the last game. I was lucky I wasn’t benched.

      “And what are you going to say to Ben?” Toly said. He wasn’t actually asking me that. No, he wanted me to confirm I’d understood what he’d told me to say.

      None of them knew about the reason it had all gone wrong. I’d simply told them I’d fucked up. I knew it was all on me. Of course, Ben would be afraid; of course he would worry. None of this was his fault.

      “I’m going to say sorry for fucking up and beg him for a second chance.”

      “Too damn right,” Toly muttered.

      A commotion outside the circle had the guys parting, and Adler pushed right in.

      “So, is this knitting circle just for you, or can anyone join in?”

      Adler was just what we needed, because we exchanged smiles and then everyone scattered.

      Adler wrinkled his nose. “What did I miss?”

      “Men problems,” I said honestly.

      Adler nodded like he knew exactly what I was talking about. “I know what you mean. You know Layton shouted at me for not putting the lid back on the coffee?” He huffed as if that was the worst thing in the world. And maybe for Adler it was the worst thing. But for me? I wished my problems were as small as that.

      I was next up for PT. My right knee was still giving me problems. Nothing I couldn’t handle, but it made me feel every one of my thirty years. I was a veteran, and my body was used up. At least when I was being poked, prodded and pushed around I could clear my head and think about the things I wanted to say to Ben.

      I put a call in to Doctor Warner as soon as I was back in my apartment, drinking coffee and listening to him telling me the statistics, the worries, the concerns, and the fact that maybe I’d been concentrating on the negatives more than the positives.

      Armed with information, I headed to the shelter and to Ben, asking the cab driver to drop me around the corner. He’d recognized me. That happened sometimes, though rarely—being Max van Hellren wasn’t the same as being Tennant Rowe. I needed some time to get my head straight after talking for fifteen minutes about the Cup run, and I leaned against the wall. I watched a car slow down as it rounded the corner, recognized one of the security team I’d hired on his half-hourly drive-by. He nodded at me, and all I did was give a half wave. People were looking out for the man I loved, and I was reassured.

      Ben will understand. Ben will forgive me. I love Ben.

      I repeated the words over and over, and finally I was ready to face the music, at five fifty-seven exactly.

      He was waiting for me, side gate open, and security cameras be damned, I pulled him into my arms and held him close.

      “I’m sorry,” I said against his neck. He eased me back and away, then kissed me. Not hard, not dangerously, but softly, whispering words between kisses that I couldn’t even hear.

      Then it was my turn to ease him away.

      “We need to talk,” I said.

      He grasped my hand and tugged me away from the gate, pulling it closed and leading me into the office area. The place was quiet apart from soft snuffling noises from the puppies as they slept. We checked in on them. Ben made coffee, and we didn’t talk, not until we were in his office, on his ratty sofa, and turned to face each other.

      “I’m sorry—”

      “I wanted to say—”

      We began to talk at the same time and ended up grinning at each other.

      “You first,” I encouraged.

      “I love you,” he began plainly. “I don’t want to lose you.”

      “I don’t want to lose you either.”

      “I’m not the one with a broken head,” he said, and smiled wryly.

      “I talked to my doctor again today, asked him again for the stats, and the possibilities, and the probabilities. Before, I focused so much on the negative I never listened to the parts where he said I might never have a problem again. But…” I had to be honest. “There is a chance I’ll have another bleed, and that could be a stroke, or my heart could stop, or shit, the list of horrors is a long one.”

      He studied me carefully. “Hockey doesn’t help, does it?”

      That was it. The crux of the matter. The danger I put myself in every time I went out on the ice. It was an acceptable risk for doing what I loved. Hell, I would say the adrenaline of fighting was enough to get me back on the ice each time. But now? The risk wasn’t acceptable, because I had something to fight for.

      “Hockey is everything to me,” I began. I’d rehearsed this part to the last word. “I was three when I strapped on my first skates, held my first stick. It was in my blood, and the focus of my entire life was to get to the NHL. I’m good. Better than good—I was born to skate.” He reached over and took my hand and held it as I tried to make him see why I had made the decision I had. “And at the top of that is the Cup. It’s something that’s defined my life. Five more games, maybe only three, and I could have that one shining thing. I can’t let my team down. I can’t take myself away from hockey. But then I met you, and now you’re so important to me.”

      I stopped and dropped my gaze. I couldn’t look at the emotion in his dark eyes and not feel choked up. I was admitting that even though I had feelings for him, loved him, I had to finish the other part of my life before I could have a life with him

      He squeezed my hand, and I looked up at him. He didn’t look angry, or resigned—if anything, there was understanding in his expression.

      “Don’t hate me,” I pleaded.

      “I love you,” Ben repeated. Then he lifted my hand to his lips and pressed a kiss to my scarred knuckles. That kiss meant something. Maybe it was a promise, but it was a gift he was giving me.

      “Maximum five more games, and then I’m done.”

      “Then what will you do?”

      I leaned in to him and kissed him, just as gently as he had kissed me. “Then I’ll spend the rest of my life working out the best ways of loving you every day.”

      He kissed me back then, and somehow I knew we’d found a middle ground to work from. What more could a thirty-year-old wrecked man want from the man he had fallen for?

      At first the cacophonous noises that pierced the silence of our kisses meant nothing, and then Ben was shoving me away, and I stood up maybe a moment later, following Ben, who sprinted out of the office. I smelled it before we reached it. Fire.

      “Call 9-1-1!” Ben shouted back over his shoulder, and I scrabbled for my cell, connecting and reporting the fire even as Ben disappeared into the smoke.

      The puppies.

      I didn’t even think, I followed Ben and found him scooping the puppies out of their pen, trying to corral them even as they thought he was playing. He handed me three.

      “One of the pens outside,” he ordered, and I did what he said, sprinting as fast as I could to the outside pens, finding the nearest empty one and pushing the puppies inside. He was right behind me, carrying four, and then with the two of us going back in we rescued the remaining pups, shut the door to try to stop the fire spreading, and turned our attention to whatever hell we had to deal with next. The fire was hot, contained at the moment in the office building, but the first kennel and storage weren’t far beyond, and if the fire leaped between? I grabbed the office extinguisher, and aimed it at the flames, standing between them and the kennels. As if I could stop the fire just by being there.

      I had to stop the flames from reaching the Cat House. God knew Ben would dive into the fire to save his animals.

      I exhausted the contents. Maybe it slowed the flames, maybe it didn’t—I couldn’t fucking tell. Ben was struggling under the weight of a huge mastiff, and I helped him. He was emptying the kennels in danger and moving dogs down, but what if the fire caught the kennels and spread?

      Then I saw him.

      Saw them.

      At the same time as Ben, who froze next to me.

      Rolf was there, DK standing in front of him with his hands raised and his face bloody. I stepped forward again, putting myself between Ben and Rolf, whose lips were pulled back in a snarl.

      “DK?” I heard Ben say.

      “I’m sorry, Ben, he made me—”

      “Let it burn,” Rolf said, and shoved DK forward. “Let it all burn.”

      He pushed DK again, and the kid stumbled into me.

      “All of you back into the office.”

      Behind us, the fire was crackling, ceilings caving. He wanted us back in the fire. None of us were doing that.

      He waved a gun in our direction and in the light of the fire his eyes held a crazed look. “Into the fucking offices. All of you can burn.”

      Ben took a step back away from me; I could see him in my peripheral vision. What was he doing?

      I moved again, making sure it was me right in front of Ben and DK. I was bigger, and a gun didn’t scare me. Nothing scared me when I was in the moment.

      “Move!” Rolf screamed. He stepped toward me, and I didn’t even think. I wasn’t going to stand there and let things happen to me, to us, so I staggered forward, used my entire body weight to tackle the bastard to the ground, and he went as easily as a rookie on new skates. I pinned him, the gun between us, and I fought for that gun, gripping and scraping and scratching at every bit of bare skin, ignoring every curse from Rolf.

      No one threatened what I loved.

      He was surprisingly strong, bucking up under me, and at one point he got the gun free, waving it wildly. I slammed his hand to the ground, hearing his scream and the discharge of the gun. I pulled the thing loose and moved away, picking up the gun as I rolled and coming to a kneel pointing the gun right at him.

      “Stay there, fucker,” I shouted over the noise of the fire and the sirens.

      Thank fuck for the sirens.

      I glanced over at Ben, who was kneeling on the floor, holding his arm, DK trying to help him stand, and then the chaos increased.

      Someone took the gun from me, another person helped me stand, asked me what had happened, but all that time I was staring at Ben and the blood on his white shirt. He’d been hurt.

      I pushed my way to him, ignored people calling after me.

      “What happened?”

      “The bullet scraped him,” DK explained even as I shoved my way closer to Ben. The gun? A bullet? I’d done this to him. Regrets were sour in my mouth, and then he did this incredible thing. He simply smiled.

      “Thank you,” he said.

      “I shot you,” I said blindly.

      “Rolf shot me—he was the one with the gun.”

      “Are you… Can I…” I’d lost the ability to talk, and then it was too late, the firefighter in charge talking to Ben, volunteers there for the dogs, and abruptly I was standing on my own by the gate.

      “We have him on camera,” someone said at my side.

      I rounded on him, the same man I’d seen in the car on the drive-by. I wanted to shake him. How had Rolf gotten past him?

      He held up a hand as if he knew what I was going to say. “We saw the gun on the owner’s nephew, called in backup.”

      I couldn’t listen to this, to any of it, and I went to find Ben.

      Finding him with the dogs, talking to a visibly shaken DK, I hugged him from behind.

      “What can I do?”

      He turned in my hold, and his eyes held shadows. “I don’t know where to start.”

      “You should go to the hospital,” I heard myself say, but I knew he wouldn’t do that.

      “I need to make sure… The dogs…”

      “The dogs and cats are fine.” I glanced at his arm, the widening red patch on his sleeve and the slick patch of wet blood on his forearm.

      “I’ll go later.”

      “Ben.”

      “I swear I’ll go later. It’s just a scratch.”

      Damn scratch sure was bleeding. I stopped arguing with him, though. I did make DK find a first aid kit and tend to his uncle while I assisted in whatever way I could.

      I stayed with him and helped him, hated the worry in his eyes, watching as shock made him clumsy, knowing the strain on his shoulders, and I didn’t think about hockey once.

      

      Of course, that came back to bite me in the ass come morning. I’d been up most of the night, working with Ben, finally giving in to sleep in Ben’s car at five, holding Ben in my arms and listening to him talk about his fears for the future.

      I wanted to say I would buy him the future, that I had enough money to fix it all, but tonight wasn’t the right time for it.

      My cell began to ring just after seven. Connor. With Ten a short time after. Then Stan, who left a garbled message I didn’t understand about dogs with teeth. I called Connor back, and they knew. Everyone knew about the fire from the news.

      “Where are you?”

      “At the shelter.”

      “Are you okay? They said you tackled a man with a gun.”

      “I’m okay.”

      “And that Ben has been shot?”

      “A flesh wound.”

      I didn’t want to talk. I was exhausted and I needed sleep. Ben needed sleep and medical attention. The animals needed to be safe, the shelter rebuilt.

      Connor cleared his throat. “Coach is making you a healthy scratch for tonight.”

      I’d known he would say that; I’d been expecting it. God knew what kind of crap performance I’d put in on the ice with all this happening.

      “Okay.” I wasn’t fighting it.

      “I want you back, Max,” Connor said. He wasn’t ordering or cajoling. Simply and plainly, he was stating a fact. “Next game.”

      The next game after tonight was in another two days. Did I want hockey more than I wanted to be helping Ben? I opened my mouth to explain I was confused, but Ben snatched the phone from my hand.

      “Hello, who is this?” Ben asked. Then he nodded and listened to whatever Connor was saying. “Yep, he’ll be there.” Then he looked at me as he finished the conversation. “I’ll make sure he is, because the Railers have a cup to win.”

    

  







            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    




      Ben

      The thing about being bossy is that, generally, the bossy comes back to bite you. Which was why I was now seated in a tiny cubicle in the ER at 6 a.m. having my arm sutured. Max had gotten his bossy on and had called a cab, despite the fact we had kennels and a cattery to empty. All the animals at Crossroads had to be moved to other shelters or taken home by staff and volunteers. Some of the older dogs had been kindly fostered by the workers, but the rest were now in transit to other shelters. Something that I should be overseeing since I was the manager. But no. Mr. Hockey Britches got all demanding and pushy like a boyfriend or something. It was kind of nice, but I wasn’t telling Max that.

      So here I was, not looking at the stitches being put into my bicep. Better to look at Max sitting in an ugly chair nursing a cup of coffee. Soot-covered, reeking of smoke, and looking haggard well beyond his age, the man was still a beautiful sight. One that I’d nearly lost.

      “Is he done yet?” I asked when I felt a small tug.

      Max tipped his head to peer around the ER doctor. “Nope.” I squeezed my eyes shut.

      Max kept talking, “One time I got forty-two stitches on my forehead. Skate blade. Right here.” I peeked at him pointing to a scar right by his hairline. “Went back out and played the rest of the game. Best third period I ever had, hits-wise.”

      “I thought I recognized you,” the doctor said. He and Max then fell into hockey talk. I sat there, mind spinning like a top, exhaustion as heavy as an anvil dropping onto me out of nowhere.

      The wound was tended, wrapped, and I was still sluggish, mentally unable to connect to anything aside from the fact I’d been shot. Like, yeah, I knew I’d been shot, because it hurt like a white-hot son-of-a-bitch, but there had been the fire and the police and the organizing of the moving of dogs and cats and…and …

      “Ben?” I looked up from my shaking, bloody hands to see Max leaving his seat, his face a mask of concern. “Do I need to call the doctor back in?”

      “No, I just…” I swiped at my wet cheeks with my right hand, just now aware of the tears. “He wanted to kill me. I mean…what did I ever do to that man aside from loving his brother? Dear God.”

      “I got you.”

      And he did. He gathered me in his arms and held me as I coughed and cried and tried to make sense of such a vicious hate crime. Rolf had held a gun on his son. His son! He’d set fire to my shelter, threatened to kill us all, and for what? A small chunk of property? Sure, that land had some value, but not as much as he thought, I was sure of that. I mean, what the ever-loving hell? Was it hate or greed that had spurred the man to such violence?

      “I got you,” Max whispered over and over, his big hand moving in soothing circles on my back. “I’ll never leave you again.”

      I buried my face in his neck and clung to him until I couldn’t cry any more. I was so shaky and rattled I didn’t even feel ashamed about crying. Then Max went into this whole bodyguard-mode thing, talking to the ER doctor for me, promising to stop to pick up the prescription for antibiotics and pain killers, whispering to me where I had to sign to be released, then walking by my side to a waiting cab. My Jeep was still at the shelter. DK had been picked up by his mother and would probably never be allowed to visit me again. And Rolf was in the county lock-up, awaiting bail and assuredly talking to some smarmy lawyer to hasten his release.

      The ride home was a hazy blur in the back of a cab. Max went into Mike’s Drugstore to pick up my prescriptions, Max paid the driver, Max steered my frantic aunts into the kitchen then came back and helped me up the stairs, Bucky at our heels, thrilled to be out of his crate.

      “I’m kind of into this whole Whitney Houston and Kevin Costner thing we have going on,” I teased as he eased me out of my bloody shirt, the wound starting to throb in time with my heart.

      “I hope you can sing better than you can dance. Lie down and sleep. I’m going to catch your aunts up, put the dog out, then crash right beside you.”

      “Okay.” There was no energy to say more than that. He pressed a kiss to my cheek, then pulled down the covers on my bed. My man waited by the bed, watching, until I was under the sheets and as comfortable as I could be considering I’d been shot.

      “Ben, I’ll be right here. You’ll be safe. Sleep.” He ran his fingers along my jaw. Bucky licked my face. Max turned off the light and pulled the drapes shut. I vaguely heard him calling to the dog. That was all I remembered.

      I think Max woke me up to swallow some pills. Then there was heat on both sides of me: man on the left and dog on the right. Nothing wiggled in after that. When I woke up, I was facing my dog. Bucky’s tail thumped on the covers as soon as my eyes opened. That made me smile. How could it not?

      “Hey, Winter Soldier.” I reached out to pet him, and grimaced. Ouch. Man, flesh wounds hurt big time. Bucky leaped down from the bed and ran in circles while barking, then jumped back up while I was slowly working on sitting up. I heard someone heavy coming up the stairs. Max flew into the room like Satan was nipping at his heels, beautiful eyes wide.

      “Why is he barking?” Max asked. Bucky yipped a greeting to my lover, then flopped down next to me.

      “He’s happy I woke up, I guess.”

      Max’s entire body exhaled in relief. “Scared me. I thought… Well, I thought something had happened or someone—” He shook that off. “Not important. You look better.”

      “Yeah, I feel better, I guess.” I glanced at the clock beside the bed. It was five after five. No wonder I felt rested.

      “You want something to eat?”

      “In a bit. Now I want a shower and a toothbrush.” I pushed to my feet, and Max was right there. “I’m good. Really. It’s just a flesh wound,” I said in my best Monty Python manner.

      He wrapped me in a hug that I stayed in for a long, long time. Bucky snuffled at our legs, doing his best to wiggle in between us.

      “Silly pooch.” Max smiled, reaching down to scratch Bucky behind an ear. “Go shower. Dinner’s covered. We’ll eat and then we’ll talk.”

      “I love you.” I just wanted to say it because it needed to be said. Often. Every day. Hell, every hour if possible.

      “I love you too.” He kissed my brow, then padded off, Bucky opting to stay with me as I showered and pulled on some clean briefs, shorts, and a soft tank top. Lowering and raising my arm hurt. I was not action hero material, I guessed.

      When I stepped into my tiny kitchen, a big man was putting plates on the table. Just two plates, but, my gosh, there had to be twenty casserole dishes scattered over the counters. I threw Max a befuddled look. He shrugged.

      “The Rose of Beulah congregation has been busy.”

      “Well, I guess so,” I murmured as I studied the pans of lasagna, chicken casserole, tuna casserole, red beans and rice, and macaroni and cheese. Pies and cakes were stacked up by the coffee pot which, praise be to Jesus, was full of fresh coffee.

      Max carried a tuna casserole to the table, filled our coffee mugs, and sat down across from me. Bucky slid under the table in case a crumb might roll to the floor.

      “Where are the old gals?” I asked after a few mouthfuls.

      “Home. I asked them to give us some time to get back on our feet. They said something about planning a bake sale for the shelter.”

      “That’s nice. We’re going to need all the money we can get to fix that fire damage. My insurance is… What? You look funny. Did something happen?”

      “Nothing bad. The insurance inspector will be out tomorrow.”

      Relief swept over me. “Then what? Is it DK?”

      “Nope, he’s fine. He called from his mom’s house and is going to live with her until he goes to college up in Williamsport in the fall. He’ll be by to visit, though. I think maybe his mom is a bit worried.”

      “Can’t say as I blame her. I didn’t keep him safe at all.” My food suddenly tasted off. I shoved the plate to the side. “I didn’t keep anyone safe. My animals, my nephew, the shelter Liam and I loved, you.”

      “Hey, listen, you don’t get to carry that guilt burden, you hear me?” He reached over the casserole dish to grab my hand. I glanced from my food to him. He was so stern-looking, but in his gaze there was pain. “If anyone is responsible for what happened, it’s me. I should have paid for better security. I should have made sure the gate was locked when we kissed our way through it. Totally on me, not you. You’re a victim.”

      “Paid for better security?” Bucky whined under the table, and I placed my dinner on the floor for him, my sight locked on Max. “What do you mean?”

      He looked down at his plate. “Oh, well. Yeah. I sort of might have been the mysterious benefactor.” When he looked back up all the fire had left his eyes. Now he just looked sheepish. It was an appealing look on such a gruff hockey player.

      I gave him a wobbly smile and threaded my fingers through his. Bucky was loudly snarfing up my dinner, and a warm wind slipped through the screen on the back door.

      “I do not think I could love you more than I do right now.” His gaze met mine, and there was too much emotion snapping and arcing between us to even begin to put into words. “Let’s go back to bed. I need you to love me. Gently wipe the mess outside away for a little while.”

      “I can do gentle loving.”

      That was no lie. The man did gentle loving so damn well. He eased me into bed, slid me out of my clothes with infinite care of my bandaged bicep, and kissed me all over. Soft little kisses, ticklish and light, to my chest and hips, the soles of my feet and the hollow of my neck. I was languid and loose, whispering soft nothings as he licked at my cock, sucking me deep into his mouth, his fingers traveling up and down my inner thighs. When I reached for him, he softly brushed my hands away.

      “This is all for you,” he said, his love enveloping us, blocking out the hate that had swept into our lives, as my orgasm slowly built.

      When I was on that cusp, he took me in hand, stroking me as he lapped up and down. My eyes closed, fingers digging into the sheets. He sucked skillfully on the head, working the length with a gentle fisting motion.

      “Ah, mercy,” I gasped as the tremors rolled on and on. Max slithered up over me—as well as a man his size can slither—and kissed a tender path along my jaw to my lips. I pulled his head down, sealing his lips to mine, and worked myself around until we were lying on our sides, gazes touching, Max’s thick cock in my hand. “Your turn.”

      “This was supposed to be just for you,” he said, his voice raspy with passion.

      “We share everything from now on,” I replied, easing my wounded arm up under the pillow as I stroked him base to head. “Orgasms and nosy aunts.”

      He chuckled, golden eyes glowing. “I’m all up for the orgasms, but the nosy aunts?”

      “You get one hundred percent of Ben Worthington and his messed-up life now. That’s part of the being in love stuff.”

      His big body quivered. “I like the sound of that. Even the nosy aunts and the worried dog at the door.”

      Bucky whined piteously in the hallway, his snuffles at the bottom of the bedroom door making us both laugh.

      “You okay with the head stuff?” he asked. I rubbed my palm over the top of his prick. “Yeah, not that head. The head I generally don’t think with as much as I should.”

      “I’m coming to terms with it. I hate fearing it, but other than that, I’m good with everything you bring into my life.”

      No truer words had ever fallen out of my mouth.

      

      This game, Max sat out. He wasn’t happy with that, but given the harrowing situation we’d just gone through, it made sense. Despite how he said he was fine—and me too for that matter—he had to be dealing with some heavy issues. Lord knows I was. Every loud noise made me jump. Someone had dropped a trash can lid at the shelter, and I had nearly dropped to the floor with my hands over my head. Not my proudest moment, but the report of that gunshot would probably haunt me—and Max and DK—for months.

      Since I was so edgy, Max hauled me into the press box after getting some clearance from the team. The press box is a special area of the arena set up for the media to report on the game. There’s plenty of food for the sportscasters and guests. Tiers of what looked like shelves serving as desks looked down on the ice far below. Laptops and sports journalists filled the seats behind the desks.

      Max was in a dark blue suit. I had pulled on a baggy green sweater over a tank top, and a pair of comfortable black jeans. Once we left the arena, I could peel the sweater off.

      I’d hoped to be able to just blend into the woodwork, but the press gathered around Max and me, asking far too many questions about the Rolf incident for my liking.

      “We’re not allowed to talk about it yet,” Max said, brushing past the reporters while nudging me along to our seats. A young man, maybe twenty, with thick waves of brown hair, greeted us with a warm smile and a handshake.

      “Dad said you’d be in the press box tonight,” the handsome kid said as he shook my hand then Max’s.

      “Dad?” Max asked as he continued holding the young man’s hand.

      “Oh, sorry. Yeah, I’m Ryker Madsen.”

      “Well, no shit. Coach talks about you all the time. Says you got great hockey skills.”

      Looking at Ryker closely, I could see some of Jared Madsen in the young man.

      Ryker blushed a bit. “Yeah, he brags a little. I’m okay. Nothing like Ten.”

      “Few are,” Max stated, and no one thought to argue. “This is my boyfriend, Ben.”

      “Pleasure,” I said as Ryker and I shook.

      We took our seats and watched the teams warming up on the ice. Poor Max. You could see it was killing him to be up here. I felt a thousand shades of guilty for mucking up yet another thing for him. All this crazy stuff with Rolf was my fault. And he’d just been—

      “Hey, no going there,” Max whispered beside my ear. “So, Ryker, how goes college life?”

      The lanky kid shrugged a shoulder. “Meh. It was okay. I’m transferring to a new campus in Minnesota for next year. My old school wasn’t as inclusive as I’d like. The team and campus at Owatonna U. is top-notch for hockey and for the open-minded dean. They’ve got special dorms for LGBT students, and the team is led by a coach who is adamant about inclusivity.”

      “Minnesota is hockey heaven. You’ll play some great teams,” Max said, and the talk went into collegiate hockey.

      Ryker went off to grab us some food and drinks and returned with enough grub to feed a hockey team. Jared’s son handed off some, then dove into a massive platter of cold cuts, buns, and salads.

      “Growing boy,” Max whispered to the side.

      I nodded in silence. I recalled just how much DK had put away when he’d been with me. I missed him. Damn Rolf to hell for all the chaos and hurt he’d inflicted on so many. I glanced at Max, found him looking at me with concern, and shoved Rolf and his asshattery to a far corner of my mind. I refused to let him ruin another moment of my life.

      Talk flowed freely with Ryker. He was an affable young man—clever, funny, and quite charming.

      The game looked different from up here, the players smaller and harder to distinguish. Thankfully, the Jumbotron was right there, and so I got to watch the huge face of a famous singer belt out the national anthem as I nibbled on some wheat crackers and strong cheese.

      The arena was alive with excitement. All the fans were loud and cheering until the Raptors scored quickly in the first two minutes of the game. Things grew quiet, a bit, but the chants of “Let’s go Railers” rolled steadily around the packed rink. Then the team from Arizona put on their nasty faces and went after Tennant Rowe like hyenas after a wounded gazelle. I’d seen this happen to our star player in Washington, as well as on the Pittsburgh team. Any highly skilled forward was targeted. Take the goal-scorers out and you stand a better chance of winning the game. Makes total sense, even if it is barbaric.

      Ten couldn’t catch a pass or set one up without a defender on him, mauling him, shoving and battering him. No matter how many penalties for hooking, holding, or high-sticking the refs called, the Raptors, particularly a huge Finn, Aarni Lankinen, continued to abuse Rowe. Which infuriated everyone on the ice and the man seated on my left.

      “Those fuckers,” Max snarled when we were deep into the third period, down 3–0, and Tennant had just had his nose bloodied by yet another high stick. “I was supposed to be down there protecting Ten. Coach asked me to keep him safe.”

      Yet another miserable thing I was going to heap onto the refuse pile Rolf had created. The game ended with an empty-net goal by the Raptors, a shut-out for the Arizona goalie, and probably several stitches in the bridge of Tennant Rowe’s nose. There was no consoling Max.

      “I’m going to grind those pretty boys into motherfucking paste next game,” he snarled as we sat in an empty press box, staring at the Zamboni grooming the ice.

      “Pound them good,” Ryker mumbled in agreement.

    

  







            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    




      Max

      Payback started as soon as I hit the ice in warmups before the next game. I’d already given notice in my off-day interview with the press that I was there to protect Ten and there was no chance of our opponents treating him as they had in the last game. Every team took their chances this late in the Cup, but if this was going to be bloody, then it would be me calling the shots.

      “Do you have a message for them?” one of the press interviewers asked. I don’t know who it was, but I was ready for the question.

      I faced the camera. I knew what the press wanted, what the team needed, and I was ready to give it to them.

      “I’m coming for you.”

      And now, skating in lazy figure eights on the ice, stick handling a puck as the arena shook to the bass of Shakira, I was getting very close to the center line, catching opponents’ eyes, letting them know I was watching them. Whether this psychology worked or not, I didn’t care—they were on a warning. I flicked the puck onto my stick and bounced it there, standing right at center and staring at the Raptors. A couple of their D-Men skated close and tried to front, but let’s face it, I was the one with something to prove, and I wasn’t letting any kind of intimidation push me off-track.

      Coach was way more animated tonight; he was either pissed at our loss in the last game or someone had slipped him a drink. He called out the starting lineup. I was up first in defense, and Ten was there on the first line. I knew my job.

      I lasted three seconds. We lost the first faceoff, but that didn’t matter. I shoved my way into Aarni Lankinen’s face and dropped gloves, and that was it; with the roar of the crowd in my ears, I wanted retribution and to teach Lankinen a lesson.

      He knew it was coming, his stick on the floor, his gloves off, and he was a big guy. Maybe an inch shorter than me, he was solid with muscle and fast on his skates. And there was the light of anticipation in his eyes. He wanted this as much as I did. A win for him would be the period to the shit he’d dealt out to Ten. A win for me was justice.

      We didn’t dance. I was in there, a solid one-two to his cheekbone, and he countered with his own throw which caught my chin and sent my head back sharply. A lesser man would have given up, maybe dragged Lankinen to the ice and sat on him, but I was angry.

      Desperate because they’d targeted Ten, guilty I hadn’t been there to stop it, furious at Rolf and what he’d done to the shelter and more importantly to Ben, it all boiled up inside me, a rush of anger and pain and lethal accuracy. One punch, just in the right spot, and Lankinen was on the ground, gripping my shirt and taking me with him. Sprawled like that, I had the scarlet of anger still bright in me, and I tried for more punches, only stopping after two officials and my own team pulled me off. There was blood on my hands, blood on his face, and that was me done.

      Message sent.

      I skated away from Lankinen spread-eagled on the ice, and as I skated to the box for the inevitable penalty, I passed Ten and fist bumped him. The kid had the widest grin but was clearly trying to hide it. Jared said nothing to me—he didn’t even look my way—but he tapped my shoulder when I was out of the penalty box, and that was enough.

      The game was ours from that moment, and we played with fire. Ben wasn’t there tonight—there was too much to do at the center, and I’d encouraged him to stay away. I wasn’t sure I wanted him to watch my blood lust.

      We won by three goals, two of those from a still-grinning Tennant Rowe.

      We were tied in the Stanley Cup final—the goddamn Railers were tied. Three games left, and if we could win two of them we could be the fucking champions.

      Two more wins was all we needed.

      The next game was back in Arizona, and that was the only bastard thing about this final match-up; away games meant a long-ass flight.

      But you know what? Ben stayed up for that game and watched us win by a slim margin in our opposing team’s barn. We were flying.

      We could win this Cup at home. All we needed was one more game.

      

      Walking into the shelter was like coming home. I had the code for the gate memorized, and didn’t need to buzz for entry, and no one blinked at me standing inside the entrance staring at what was left of the office building.

      Ben stalked over to me from the kennel area, paperwork under his arm and his expression unreadable.

      “Was this you?” he thumbed over his shoulder at the men huddled in a group talking and pointing at the offices. They all wore hard hats, and there was a lot of pointing. Of course it was me. The day after the fire, I’d asked my agent to source the best builder, the best architect, and I wanted it done now. I’d never asked for anything like that before, never used my money to grease the wheels of city hall, but who could have known the head of the agriculture department was a hockey fan? Spaces in a box for him and his hockey-loving daughter, and he hurried through whatever needed to be done.

      But I couldn’t read Ben’s expression, and I wondered if maybe this thing I’d done was so completely wrong it would never be right. I wasn’t entirely sure how to answer the question, and he was up in my face before I thought of the right words.

      “What do you mean?” I stood my ground.

      “They want to start clearance today. Three weeks and they think the center will be back again.” He didn’t sound excited, or angry; I think if I was going to sum it up, it would be that he was blindsided.

      I couldn’t hold it in. He could be pissed if he wanted to, but I was proud of what I’d done for him, and I was proud of the Railers fans who had donated at the game last night and raised over thirty thousand dollars for the shelter. He couldn’t know that yet—I had the final tally in my pocket, along with personal checks from half the team. It was easy enough to get the shelter rebuilt and enhanced. Maybe even hire some more staff at this location and possibly open a second location, one where I could work alongside him after hockey.

      The team all knew Ben and loved what he did. What was there not to love?

      He cradled my face, and then he smiled, just a little smile, and understanding filled his eyes.

      “Thank you," he said.

      We kissed, and then hugged, and I knew I’d done the right thing. Now if only I could think more about my life post hockey, a life with Ben, then maybe I’d begin to focus on the percentage that was positive, on the fact Doctor Warner kept telling me the bleed was unlikely to happen again.

      After all, who knew how long a man’s life would be? It was what you did with that life that mattered.

      

      Tension was high in the room. Coach had morphed back into Quiet Guy, but he was focused and determined, and he took a stance in the locker room that was implacable.

      "They’ll be gunning for Ten. They’re a team as desperate as us.” He didn’t need to say that, we all knew it as a fact, but to hear the words made everything so damn real.

      Right here, in front of seventeen thousand Railers fans who’d stuck with this expansion team, we could take home hockey’s biggest prize.

      The game started slow. I want to say it was cautious, with us not wanting to make stupid mistakes and them holding back to avoid penalties, but it was more like we were sizing each other up. I’d already gone face to face with Lankinen. We’d exchanged chirps, got up in each other’s spaces, but tonight wasn’t about fighting.

      Tonight, Coach needed me to skate the hell out of this and generate chances for our forwards. We had to play right.

      The first period was scoreless, and the second had only two minutes left on the clock when the Raptors found a way past Stan. I wasn’t on the ice, part of the next D-pair going over the boards, but even if I had been I wouldn’t have been able to stop the lucky bounce that clipped Adler and went in off Stan’s knee.

      Stan turned to his pipes, didn’t react to the goal, but I could imagine what he was doing. Asking for their help, apologizing—who knew exactly.

      “It’s okay, boys,” Coach said in the locker room. “It’s one goal.”

      One goal was one too many, and we all knew it. Twenty minutes stood between us and winning the cup. We lost this game and we’d have to go back to Arizona.

      “Arizona is too hot,” I said in a lull in the conversation. “I’m not going back there.”

      Silence, and then one by one the guys agreed.

      The last period of twenty started well enough, Ten was all over the fucking ice, and the resulting goal from his fast skates and even quicker hands was beautiful.

      Tied. With ten minutes left.

      Still tied with three minutes to go.

      The Raptors had used their timeout, we still had ours, and Coach called it. I knew why; it wasn’t to discuss strategy, but to give Ten’s line a breather. The kid was on fire. He leaned over to us, huddled around him, and he said one thing he knew would give us the last push.

      “Finish this already.”

      The clock counted down, and we were so evenly matched that there were limited chances. The Raptors had three shots on goal in one minute, and a rebound, all dealt with by a deadly efficient Stan. We matched them at their end.

      One minute. Still tied. Sixty seconds on this game, and there was no way through.

      Their star forward was heading for our goal. I was there, skating backward, blocking him, the puck leaving his stick and hitting my thigh as I leaned to block it.

      Adler collected the fallen puck on his stick, and sharply passed it to Ten, who crossed it to Larson, and then everything seemed to slow. I could read the play; it was something I’d seen Ten and Addison do before, cycling the puck between them as the seconds counted down.

      The first shot was blocked by their goalie, but he couldn’t collect it and instead it was right on Ten’s stick, and the kid went down on one knee, slapping the puck so fast no one had a chance of stopping it.

      The lamp lit, the home crowd was on their feet, and we gripped Ten hard.

      We were a goal up with twenty-three seconds on the clock.

      Now it was our job to keep them shut out to every goal possibility for every heartbeat of those seconds.

      When the klaxon sounded to signal the end of the game, we’d won.

      The game.

      The series.

      The goddamn Stanley Cup.

      I was a Stanley Cup Champion, and it was everything I’d ever wanted.

      But. Up there, with the families, Ben was watching this, and I realized I actually had him as well. Winning the Cup had been the only goal in my life, but now it was Ben who was my everything.

      This was my last ever professional hockey game, and what a way to go.

      The chaos was loud and manic, and the pile we made with Stan at the bottom was full of laughter and shouts, and then we moved back in a huddle, Stan lifting Ten up and swinging him around. We shook hands with the opposition, who looked exhausted but took the time to congratulate us. That was the thing about hockey. Under it all, most teams respected each other.

      Except for Lankinen who cursed at me under his breath and called me names I chose to ignore. Fucker.

      We hugged and whooped and only stopped when they rolled out the red carpets for the Cup. Then it all became so serious.

      We grouped around Connor, and then he skated over after the announcement of the win. He took the Cup, and the look on his face was priceless. They’d said it couldn’t be done, that this expansion team was made up of cast-offs but they’d been wrong. So wrong.

      Connor passed it to Ten. We knew he would—the kid was a star, the shining light of the Railers, and a future Hall-of-Famer for sure. I watched my team skate with the Cup individually, and then it was my turn. I took it from Adler, who was grinning manically.

      "There you go, old man!” he shouted in my ear.

      I took the weight of the Cup; it was heavy, but God, skating my lap of the rink with it, it began to feel as light as a feather. I stopped briefly where I knew Ben was, and gestured with the Cup, hoping he’d see what I did. Then I saw him, right by the ice, and he was grinning and clapping, and there it was.

      The Stanley Cup in my hands, the man I loved right there where I could see him, and the arena ringing with cheers.

      Life couldn’t get any better.

      

      They let family onto the ice, and that included Ben, and I hugged him, refused to let him go, posing for pictures with the team, then acting up for the cameras recording all this. Adler had started some kind of weird shimmy dance, and I was so up for that, joining him and Ten in a weird dance-off even as Connor joined us and pulled me aside. He’d done the same for everyone, and it was my turn.

      "Hell of a game," he shouted over the cacophony of noises around us.

      "Hell of a series, Cap," I shouted back.

      He clapped me on the back. This was my last game, my last time on the ice like this. The excitement was intense and Ben was right there. I skated toward him, held out a hand, wanting to touch him.

      And then everything went black.

    

  







            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    




      Max

      The voice was soft but insistent, calling my name, the light so bright I shoved it away. At least, I thought I did, but I couldn’t feel my hand connecting with anything, and I hurt. Everywhere.

      “He’s waking up,” that voice said, and there was relief in the tone. There was nothing but quiet. What had happened to the roar of the crowd, the shouting, the celebration? Where had it gone?

      “Hey, Max?”

      That was Ben’s voice, and I wanted to say something. What happened? Why am I warm? My head hurts.

      None of it happened, and I was tired. I closed my eyes again. A nap would help.

      

      The nap left me feeling sick. At least I thought it was the nap. Someone held my head when I was sick. I heard Ben’s voice, and I focused on him completely.

      Ben? I asked, but the words weren’t coming. Ben, I love you. What happened?

      

      The light lessened, the pain in my head with it, and I wasn’t feeling sick. That was the appraisal of my situation when I next opened my eyes.

      “Hey,” Ben said to me immediately.

      “Wh’appen?” I managed, and this time the words worked.

      “You had a bleed,” Ben said, softly and without explanation.

      Shit. I couldn’t have. I’d believed in the positives. Why had it gone wrong?

      “It wasn’t a major bleed, but Doc Warner was here, and he… It’s too complicated, but you’re okay. You’re going to be okay. The fire, the stress, the game, the hit you got from that D-man, the pressure of the final, the win…the Doctor thinks it was enough to bring this on. It wasn’t a stroke, just a small bleed. You made the papers—collapsing at the final was kinda dramatic.”

      I wanted him to stop talking, I could hear the fear in his voice, and I wanted to address that.

      “I love you,” I managed to say, my tongue thick, my words a little slurred. He gripped my hand, then he kissed me. I felt his touch, I responded, and I felt his kiss.

      I wasn’t broken. I could get back from this.

      

      I was in the hospital for three days, mostly under observation, and after day one I was feeling good enough to get out of there. By day two, I was irritable. Ben gave me news about the shelter, showed me pictures, told me about donations and the puppies moving back and how Stan and Erik had taken two of the labs and a crossbreed no one could tell what it was at all. Apparently, it was so tiny it could sit in Stan’s hand, and had made friends with his cat.

      “So much for Stan wanting a guard dog,” Ben finished.

      “I want to go home,” I announced, as if I hadn’t been listening to what he said at all.

      “Westy said he’s checked in on your apartment—”

      “No,” I interrupted, “your place, our home.”

      I thought he might cry then, and I squeezed his hand. “I love you.”

      He kissed my forehead gently. “And I love you.”

      

      The doctor was blunt and to the point. I’d experienced a small bleed, nothing too dramatic, and he’d shut it down, and that was probably the last of it now. The weakness he’d never been able to pinpoint had exposed itself horribly, and that was the end of things. The positive percentage I had to cling on was higher, apparently. Ben seemed relieved, but at no point in the explanation did he let go of my hand, not once.

      I had my moment in the spotlight. Ben kept the paper—Stanley Cup Champion Collapses on Ice at Final—and had links to YouTube videos of the moment I’d collapsed. All I could think was I’d gone to the ice as gracelessly as if I’d been punched out. It was embarrassing.

      The third day was going home day, Ben’s aunts fussing, most of the team waiting at the small house.

      Right in the middle of the tiny front room sat the thing I’d been fighting for. The Cup.

      We took photos, alone, with the team, but the best bit was when they went and I was left with Ben.

      Just as it should be.

    

  







            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    




      Ben

      I was beginning to think I could relate to all those new parents, the ones who say they wake up and listen to the baby monitor to make sure Junior is breathing. Three weeks after Max collapsed on the ice, I was still doing that. Jolting awake in the middle of the night, heart pounding in my ribcage while some foggy nightmare of me burying Max next to Liam faded away. I’d reach over and lay a hand on his chest or hold my ragged breath until I could hear him breathing. I wasn’t sure if I’d ever get over it. Guess the fear of loss was embedded too deep, like a splinter in my soul that could never be extracted.

      Fear and love kept me tight to his side, or as tight as I could be and not be hanging off his back like a monkey. Every time he went off somewhere to do something, I worried until he came back. Thank God, he had the sense not to drive. I was happy to be his taxi. Sometimes I’d tease him about him being Miss Daisy just to get his back up, but I was happy to take him where he needed to be. Which, now that he’d retired, was not much of anywhere in particular.

      “Earth to Ben,” Max said, pulling me from myself. I glanced to the right. He was riding with his window down, looking a great deal like Bucky in the back, clean country air blowing in his joyful face as we rode out to see yet another possible new home.

      “Lost in the stuff,” I said, and reached for the stereo to turn up Earth, Wind & Fire.

      “Bad things stay in the past, remember?”

      “Yep.”

      That was easier said than done, since we still had to deal with Rolf and all that legality. His trial was several months off, and he was out on bail. There was a restraining order in place to keep me, his family, my aunts, and the shelter safe, but still…

      “Okay, so you’re not thinking about dickhead.”

      “I am not thinking about dickhead.” I chuckled. “Get back on that app and make sure the realtor sent us the right directions.”

      I’d never been this far into Lancaster County. I’d only come out here a couple of times with my aunts to do touristy things like shop and try to catch a peek at the Amish, who have a vibrant community in this county. We’d rolled into some beautiful farmland, and had passed a horse and buggy, which Max had been thrilled to see.

      “On it,” my boyfriend said, flipping around on his cell phone as we cruised past green pastures dotted with sheep or dairy cattle.

      This was where Max wanted to live. Away from the city. Breathing fresh air and opening a second no-kill shelter. One that we would run together. Every time I thought about our new life out in the farmland, together, I felt sick with nerves and giddy with love.

      “Another couple miles on 340 until we come into Intercourse.”

      He snickered at the town name, just as he did every time he read it. I loved hearing him laugh, even if it was kind of childish.

      “And once we’ve passed Intercourse?”

      “We have a cigarette.” He roared at that one. I shook my head and tried to hide my chuckle. “Oh, I amuse myself. Okay, all kidding aside, we jump onto 772. Maybe we’ll get to see a covered bridge out here. They’re all over the place.”

      “Maybe.” I followed his directions, my inner-city boy starting to feel a little antsy out among all this farmland and roads with no street signs. “Are you sure you want to be so far out here? There’s nothing but cows and corn.”

      “Yeah, it’s perfect, isn’t it? No neighbors, no zoning boards, no traffic or drugs or crime.”

      “That’s true.” I also suspected he was trying to get me as far from Rolf’s line of sight as he possibly could. “I guess having a shelter out here would be good.”

      “Yep. We can maybe even take in farm animals out here. Goats are cool. Let’s take in some needy goats.”

      I pulled up to a stop sign that linked four dirt roads and gave him a look. “Goats. And what do we know about goats?”

      “We’ll learn all we need to know on the internet.” He leaned in to kiss me. Bucky wiggled up to slather both of our faces. “See, even Bucky thinks we should do goats. Or a cow. I could milk a cow.”

      “I could see you skipping to a barn with your milk pail every morning.”

      It was said kiddingly, but I really could see him doing that. I could envision us making this new shelter into something bigger and better. A place for farm animals in need as well as small pets.

      “I think we need a big cock, too,” I said, and waited for a wise-ass comment. It never came because Max was reading something on his phone.

      “Huh,” was all he said. “The Railers picked up a new backup goalie. Some kid from the Raptors, backed up their starter. Bryan Delaney is his name. Shit, he’s just a sucking pup. We’ll have all kinds of fun with him and that sweet little baby face when he walks into the dressing room for the— Well, shit.”

      He lowered his cell and gave me the saddest damn look. I reached for his hand and gave the big mitt a hard squeeze.

      “I’m going to miss hockey,” he confessed.

      “I know. But, you’ll be so busy milking cows and playing with goats and loving me that you won’t have time to miss it much.”

      “Yeah, that’s right. We’re starting over, both of us. Maybe we can name the farm-slash-shelter New Beginnings.”

      I nodded. “That’s a fine name.”

      Max smiled proudly. “Just imagine the shots for the calendar we can get on a farm.”

      “You’re going to be on the cover with me, right?”

      “On the cover? Oh yeah, I’d like that. Sure. You, me, Bucky, and the new goat.”

      That sounded just about perfect. Even the goat part.

      
        
        THE END
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      Keep your eye on Ten, he’s trouble.

      That was all the text said, and I re-read it a few times as if more words would suddenly appear.

      I don’t know why I looked for affection in any text that Aarni sent me because, in my kind-of-boyfriend’s own words, he wasn’t the demonstrative type. And he would always point out that someone could get hold of my phone. Then they would know that Aarni Lankinen, the villain of the Arizona Raptors, wasn’t everything he made himself out to be, that he wasn’t the playboy who fucked every woman within his reach. That he had a boyfriend on the side, and that it was me.

      The phone rang, and I answered as soon as I saw his name. Aarni wasn't the most patient guy on earth, and he liked it when I was fast to respond.

      “Did you get my text?” Aarni asked without preamble.

      “I did.”

      “Don’t let me down now.”

      I got the feeling, as he laughed, that he expected me to do that very thing. I still wasn’t sure what would count as letting him down. But given the kind of person I was—clumsy, quiet and only really focused when I was dressed for hockey—I kind of expected to fuck up.

      The Arizona Raptors had chosen me in the 2014 draft, not long after my eighteenth birthday. I was the second highest ranking goaltender drafted that year, something to be proud of, I guess. But I’d not managed to stay up at NHL level, spending the rest of the time in the Raptors’ development team in Tucson. Until last year, when I’d actually been a starting goalie after both main goalies had been injured.

      I hadn’t been stellar, and Arizona put me on waivers, leaving me vulnerable to being picked up by who the hell ever. My confidence had been rocked. I was a solid goalie for the development team, but the minute I got up to the primary team, NHL level, I choked. Why the hell did the Railers even want someone who hadn’t lived up to their early promise? I assumed I’d attend this training camp, and that would be it. They’d push me down to the Railers’ development team, and there I would stay.

      Which wasn’t a bad thing, except they’d taken me from Arizona and from Aarni and it was the first time I’d been really on my own.

      “Hello? Are you even listening to me?” Aarni snapped.

      “Of course, I won’t let you down,” I lied.

      I’m a good goalie, I stop pucks, I can be strong and focused and stay in my own head to track the plays in front of me.

      Still, Aarni knew about me what I knew about myself; I’d choke at NHL level just as I had for the majority of my time with the Raptors.

      I’m not ready. I should go back down to the minors.

      “Also, don’t get comfortable there. They’re not going to keep you for long.”

      “I know.”

      “And don’t forget what assholes the Railers are. Don’t trust them, particularly wonder-boy Rowe. Arrogant fucker.”

      I didn’t see Ten as arrogant at all, but then I was basing my assessment on TV interviews, including the one he’d given with Jared when they’d announced their relationship. I’d been proud of Ten and Jared for doing that, and part of me, the dark, hidden, ruined part, was green with envy that they were able to be open with the world.

      I’d said that to Aarni, but he’d reacted badly and hadn’t talked to me for three days. His disappointment was a knife in my gut, and I hated every second of it. That was not happening again. He was right. Ten was a Stanley Cup Champion, a superstar, and if there had been NHL players at the Olympics, then he would undoubtedly have been on Team USA. No team would ask him to leave just because he had a boyfriend. It didn’t seem to be hurting the Railers, and they had a growing reputation as being LGBT-friendly.

      “Jesus Christ, Bryan, are you even on this phone call?”

      I pulled myself back from the edge. Aarni had said something about Ten being arrogant.

      “I won’t forget,” I spoke with confidence so he’d realize I was listening.

      “And remember I’m not there to watch your back.” He sighed deeply. “I worry there’s no one to look after you when you attract trouble. Especially from defenders like Max van Hellren. Asshole should have been thrown out of that game against us for what he did to me. Fucker lost us the chance at a championship. So fucking pleased he ended up collapsing. He deserved it.”

      My chest tightened. Max wasn’t part of the Railers anymore. He’d retired after the cup win, but Aarni was right. There would be other guys there to step up in his place. Aarni had been furious, with a side order of mean, over what Max had done to him, checking him into the boards. But he’d finally calmed down, said he’d show Max what was what the next time the two teams met. He’d been so disappointed when Max had retired.

      But Aarni was a good guy. He was the one who’d gotten involved when the bullying on the Raptors had gotten to be too much for me to handle. When the guys in the toxic locker room got on my case. I’d only played a few games at that level with the Raptors and had fucked every single one of them up. They’d hated it, but Aarni had been there for me.

      He seemed to know the point when the rest of the team pushed it too far, always stepping in just before I was going to run from the room. He’d helped me so much, but he was back in Arizona, so far away.

      “I’ll be okay,” I murmured, fear gripping me again about the kind of things I needed to face with this new team.

      “I doubt that.” He sighed. “But you weren’t enough of all that for the Raptors to keep you, so you have no choice, and there’s nothing we can do about it, can we?”

      “No.”

      He must have heard the desperation in my voice. I hadn’t wanted the Raptors to give up on me, but that was hockey. One day I had woken up in Arizona as the backup to the backup, fucking things up, and the next day, the team had put me on waivers, and I was suddenly in snowy Pennsylvania.

      “Good boy,” was all he said, but it was enough.

      He hung up, but those two words gave me a shot of steel to my spine, and I settled my breathing before opening the car door. Security had let me right through to the player parking lot, and my Toyota sat right next to a sexy red Porsche. My salary had taken a hike, up to three million for the two-year contract I had here, so I probably needed a new car.

      Even if the Railers saw through me and sent me packing, I’d still have enough money to buy a car.

      “Hey,” someone called from behind me, and I immediately assumed that I was standing somewhere I shouldn’t have been. The man was in a guard’s uniform, tall, built and smiling at me benignly.

      “I’m sorry. They told me to park there.”

      “Of course. Bryan Delaney, right?” he asked and extended his hand for me to shake, which I did immediately after wiping the sweaty palm on my jeans.

      “Yeah, Bryan,” I said when I realized I hadn’t answered his question.

      “Welcome.” He thumbed at himself. “Name’s Pete. They said I needed to keep an eye out for the new guy.”

      He dropped my hand, and I forced a smile onto my face, even though my stomach was churning. “Thank you.”

      “This way.” He chatted on about the weather, life, hockey and something about his sister who lived in Arizona. By the time he dropped me outside an office, I knew enough about Pete to write a book. Thing is, his chatter stilled my nerves, and I wasn't going into this room blind. I knew the name on the door, Alain Gagnon, former goalie for Vancouver, and one of the best goalie coaches in the business. I’d skyped with him once in his capacity as Goalie Coach for the Railers after they’d claimed me off waivers. He’d seen me coming to the Railers as a positive thing, a great thing. All I’d seen is my failure at NHL level hockey with the Raptors, and I remembered going back to Aarni and needing to be held.

      Of course, Aarni had said he didn’t need to hug me, but he’d reassured me that, however I played, he would always have my back. I’d needed the comfort. His words of advice stayed with me even now.

      I just want you to realize what you are and what your place on the team will be. Ten acts friendly, but he won't care about you like I do. Stan? He’s had some lucky saves, and as for that fucker Van Hellren? You saw what he did to me in our last matchup. I wish you weren’t so naïve, Bryan. It’s unlikely you’ll get many starts, so don’t be disappointed when you get sent down to the minors.

      I won’t be disappointed. I’d promised Aarni, and I’d made a vow to myself not to get too excited and involved.

      Pete knocked on the door, then turned and left but not before winking at me, which meant I was flustered when I stepped into the office, even more so when I was faced with a vast Russian grinning at me and pumping my hand.

      “Pleased to meet,” Stanislav Lyamin boomed and clapped me on the shoulder. Stan was a big goalie, broad, strong, tall. I was as tall, yes, but I wasn’t solid as he was. He was a hero of mine, someone I revered, and he was here shaking my hand as if I was worthy of his time.

      I shook Alain’s hand as well. Alain gestured for me to sit, with Stan taking the chair next to me. Stan couldn’t seem to sit still, wriggling in his chair, and he appeared to want to say something.

      Alain shook his head and pointedly stared at him. “Go ahead, Stan.”

      Stan immediately turned in his seat, and I did the same until we were face-to-face. I had to be wary of this man. He was such a force on the Railers, and even though his English wasn’t the best, he could be just as hurtful as the Raptors’ goalie.

      “Jets, February fifteen, you save big.” He made shapes in the air with his hands, and I realized he was asking me about a specific thing. Something he’d done maybe? I’d played at NHL level, a grand total of thirty-six times in four years, and I remembered each game I’d played for the Arizona Raptors with clarity. Huffing, Stan pulled out his phone, scrolled a bit and then thrust it at me, shaking it so I would take it. I held the phone carefully and checked the screen and saw I was looking at myself.

      Wait, was he talking about my save against the Jets? He couldn’t be. I had to be the only one who remembered that game.

      I'd pulled off the best save of my entire career, an odd-man rush heading right for me, a screen that was impossible to see past, but I’d heard what I needed to hear, the skates on the ice, the crack of the puck on sticks, and I’d instinctively known where to move. Luck had played a big part in that save, but somehow Stan knew about it and wanted to talk to me about it.

      “I remember,” I said as he waited expectantly.

      “Much big,” he announced and then sat back in his chair, arms over his chest, a wide grin on his face. “Much big,” he repeated. “Is good times. No?”

      “Good times,” I said because he seemed to need a reply.

      Alain laughed with him. “Well, now that the fanboying is over, let's get to work. Bryan, I want you to get out with Stan at practice today, get you used to the new ice. Coach Madsen has a defenseman briefing, and you’ll attend that first.” He shuffled papers in front of him and cleared his throat. “We have some work to do.”

      Of course, they had work to do with me. The Raptors didn’t think I deserved starts, so I guess I was lucky another team wanted to take a chance on me.

      “Yes,” I responded.

      “You are what this team needs.” Alain leaned forward, staring at me so intently that it was my turn to squirm in the chair. “I want to be honest with you…”

      Here it comes.

      “I wanted you a year ago but obviously couldn’t get you. I was shocked you were put on waivers, and we need a solid backup for Stan here. I’m excited to see what you can do.”

      “You are?”

      Wait. Did I say that out loud?

      Alain didn’t seem to hear the surprise in my voice though, or at least he didn’t react.

      “I want to get started today, so you’re ready for our first back-to-back, and I want you in goal. You ready for the chance?”

      No.

      “I’m honored to be part of the Railers,” I said instead.

      Stan opened the door for me and followed me out, and we walked straight into a gaggle of hockey players, milling about outside the goalie coach’s office. I recognized everyone, and it was Connor Hurleigh, the captain at least for this year, who stepped forward. Everyone assumed Ten would be captain one day, but right now it was Connor who led this team.

      “Welcome to the Railers.”

      I shook his hand and forced a smile. “Glad to be here.”

      One by one the group welcomed me, and I kept my responses simple. No point in giving anyone a chance to see anything in me that could be exploited.

      Keep yourself to yourself, Aarni had warned me.

      Some of the players’ expressions held confusion at my quiet responses, but they didn’t say anything. Maybe they were used to Stan, who was all noise and brightness.

      Well, they wouldn’t be getting that with me.

      “Do you talk to your pipes?” Adler Lockhart asked. He was one of the best chirpers in the entire league, always with a witty response or a throwaway line that cut a player to the quick. Somehow, he was never caught and punished for instigating. If there was a fight on the ice, then you knew damn well Adler had something to do with it. I had to be careful with him.

      “No,” I said, and shook his hand over Connor.

      “Oh.” He sounded disappointed, and then he brightened. “Must just be the weird Russians then.” He ducked when Stan shoved at his head, and I stepped back and away. This could get ugly. It didn’t get a chance to, though, as someone skidded around the corner and came to a halt next to Connor. I was face-to-face with Tennant Rowe, skating phenom, and the object of most of Aarni’s derision. What could I say to the man who was the face of the team and one of the brightest players in a long time?

      “Ten,” he said, out of breath, thrusting out his hand.

      I was tongue-tied. Ten was pretty. If that was a word you could use about a guy. All angles, with a broad smile and bright eyes. He shook my hand and waited for my response.

      “Hey,” I said. That was enough to be polite and not enough to put me on anyone’s radar.

      I was shuffled down the corridor, to a door bearing Jared Madsen’s name, and that was it. With Stan close to me, my first day as a Railers team member at hockey camp was beginning.

      I wasn’t nervous at practice. Not really. All I had to do was be out here, on a team fresh from winning the Stanley freaking Cup, and slot in neatly as the backup goalie.

      No pressure.

      I could fuck it all up, I probably will, and they’d trade me away. Not today though.

      

      The practice was intense but also different to the few I'd attended with the Raptors. This team was focused, but there was also a lightness in the banter I overheard. I didn't join in, only took my time in net, my Raptors helmet at odds with its scarlet and gold against the blue of the Railers practice jersey I wore over my gear. Alain pulled me away to work on my blocker side, always the weaker, and tapped my helmet.

      “See if we can get you something different. You wear an Itech?”

      “Yeah, a stock mask.”

      “You going to get a new design now?”

      My helmet was generic and in the wrong colors. There was nothing more detailed in design on there, apart from the color that marked it as mine. There were no names or pictures or inspirational themes. Just references to the Tucson area, the standard saguaro amid the desert. Enough to get away with, and not enough to mean anything to anyone.

      I’d once considered putting Aarni’s name on it somewhere, but he’d laughed when I’d said that. The quickest way for people to know about us, and hell, why would you even do it in the first place?

      “I guess so,” I said. I’d probably use the dusky blue of the Railers and maybe some generic views of Harrisburg. That way, when I was sent to the minors, it would still fit in.

      “I’ll tell Stan.” He skated over to Stan, who was effectively batting away pucks from a determined-looking Dieter Lehman. He said something to the big guy, and even as Stan was talking, he was still blocking those damn shots. I’d never be as good as that. A familiar melancholy consumed me, and I shook my head to clear it. I was my own worst enemy according to Aarni, and he was generally right.

      I will be as good. I can be as good.

      Showered and dressed in my jeans and hoodie again, sneakers tied and jacket on my arm, I waited for Stan as instructed. He was taking me to see the artist who did his helmet, which was a study in strength, from the girders of iron to the steam of a massive old train. There was a starkness of imagery, softened only by the image of a tiny, fluffy rabbit and the name Noah under it in cursive. There was also a mountain scene and ice, it could have been any mountains, but they must’ve meant something to Stan. Various Pokémon were scattered across his face protector, so tiny I could hardly make them out individually, but against each one was a name. I recognized the words Ten and Adler, so this must’ve been a team representation or something.

      “Is ready?” Stan boomed at me from behind, and I turned from checking out the helmet and followed him out of the door, straight to a van. Not a Maserati or a Porsche, but a mom’s van, with a kid’s car seat and brightly colored toys scattered everywhere. He unlocked it, and I climbed in, but he was called back by a player, Erik Gunnerson, a smiling man with impossibly curly blond hair. They talked, heads close together, and then after laughing, in a smooth move Stan leaned Erik back for a deep kiss, and I watched.

      I couldn’t have turned my gaze from them if I’d tried. Right there in player parking, Stan was kissing Erik. In front of the whole damn team and me. When they parted, Erik reached up and cradled Stan’s face, gazing at him with such love and devotion. Stan said something, leaning down to get close to Erik, and then they parted with a final kiss. I pretended I wasn’t watching, but I couldn’t help but notice his huge grin.

      Does Stan ever stop smiling?

      “We go,” Stan said, backing out of the space.

      Erik climbed into the low Porsche next to my car, with Ten taking the driver’s seat. When a skater earned what Ten did and had to keep up appearances, a Porsche is what they drove.

      Aarni’s voice filled my thoughts. “One day people will realize Ten isn’t all that and that he’s all for show.”

      I tugged my jacket around me as Stan turned up his stereo and Elvis blasted from the speakers. He was singing along, loudly and ever so slightly off-key. I wish I could say his innate happiness was inspiring, but I just felt it was sensory overload. By the time we pulled up outside the artist’s place, I had a headache, and everything inside me felt twisted, awkward and wrong. When I saw it was a tattoo parlor, my heart sunk. Whoever worked behind those frosted doors would be young and fashion conscious and confident, all artistic and shit, and there would be me, the slightly awkward Canadian kid who wasn’t going to be on the Railers that long.

      And there was Aarni’s voice in my head again.

      Grow some fucking balls.
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      “Are you positive about this?”

      I had to ask because part of my job as a tattoo artist is to make sure that my customers are happy with their ink, not just now but forty years from now. Getting a lover’s name placed anywhere on your body as a permanent fixture is dicey. When you’re nineteen and want that name inked onto your cock? Yeah, someone needs to sit you down and give you the fatherly talk. I wasn’t a father, but I was an uncle, which was kind of the same, only better.

      “I mean, are you really positive about this, Tim?”

      The young man nodded vigorously. “I love Dixie.”

      “Yeah, I can see that you do, bud, but I loved my old boyfriend, Rex, too. Until the day I came home last year to find him moving out. When I asked him why, he said his feelings for me were waning and that he’d come to care about me as one would for a dog.”

      Tim blinked at me, his soft brown eyes growing dull. “That’s harsh.”

      “Yep.” I folded my arms over my chest, waiting for Tim's extreme love of Dixie to spur him to say she would never leave him. As his brain struggled with the shot of reality old man Gatlin had just laid on him, ELO played around us, filling my small personal area as well as the rest of the shop. “Here's what we're going to do,” I finally said as Tim sat there looking like a dumbstruck opossum. “I’m going to give you a week to contemplate this idea. If you come back in seven days and are still committed to getting Dixie’s name permanently inked on your dick, I’ll gladly take your cash and do the work. Deal?”

      He was crushed. I hated to be the one to bring him down, but chances were, in a year, he and Dixie would be done. Probably, she would feel for him as one does for a dog. Ugh. Fucking Rex. Someday I’d get over that parting shot. Or not.

      “Yeah, sure, okay. Dixie was really excited about it though…”

      He rose from the adjustable ink chair, which strongly resembled something from a beauty parlor, and walked out, his shoulders slumped and his steps shuffling. I ran my hands over my face and pushed up off the small stool where I sat on while doing ink work.

      “Another dream crushed,” Jess said as she slipped into my area, her blue eyes glittering with trouble. I glanced at my niece, frowned and then smiled. She was so much like me it was scary. My older brother, Garrett, often said if he didn’t know I was gay, he would have sworn I’d slept with his wife and Jessamyn was the result.

      “He’ll thank me when Dixie crushes more than his desire to see her name on his prick,” I replied, reaching up over my head to stretch my back. Things popped and cracked.

      “Not every relationship ends like yours did,” she reminded me as she walked around my workstation straightening the pictures on the mustard yellow walls. Jess was a punk goddess from her bright pink hair to her black combat boots. Tats that I’d done dotted her bare arms. Mostly bright inkwork intermingled with skulls and bottles of poison. Garrett was not at all impressed with the artwork on her skin. Guess it rankled his investment banker way of thinking. Which I did as well, but he’d had years to get used to a gay tattoo artist as his only living sibling.

      “True. Only my relationships end like that.” I glanced at the old clock on the wall, artfully arranged among pictures of gay couples from the forties. There were color photographs of tattoos I’d done on customers and a few framed tour posters from famous rock groups of the seventies. Along with a montage of artwork that had been applied to various masks I’d designed for Stan Lyamin, as well as several other professional goalies, all the work coming to me via Stan’s recommendations and referrals. “I’m taking a hiatus from romance until I hit forty.”

      “That’s another thirteen months. Your prick will wither up and blow away.” She sat at my desk and began rifling through the bills.

      “Hardly.” I sighed, grabbed my personal stuff away from her, and let her open the store mail. She was a whiz at bookkeeping and organization. Which was why I’d hired her as soon as she’d turned eighteen and Garrett couldn’t get over her working here instead of in the bank. “There’s nothing wrong with living the quiet life of a monk.”

      “Monks don’t jerk off daily.”

      “I don’t either. I should fire you for that kind of insubordination.” I leaned my ass on the folding massage table by the bookcase. Jess waved me off with the phone bill, then put her feet up on my desk, her short green skirt showing all kind of leg and the newest tat she’d had done two months ago, a large butterfly with a skull head and rainbow antenna. Garrett had been quite impressed with that one. If blowing a valve is considered being impressed.

      “Hey, are we going to Skipper Joe’s tonight?”

      Jess and I both looked at the doorway. Woody, my part-time artist, slid into the room. He was a funny kid, same age as Jess at twenty-two, tall and skinny with bright red hair and a sharp nose, which was why I called him Woody instead of his given name which was Paul. I thought it was funny. Shame I’d had to explain the nickname when I’d first given it to him. Some days I felt so old.

      “How did you get Skipper Joe’s from ‘insubordination’?” Jess asked, then handed the phone bill to me. I began searching for my reading glasses.

      “Oh, you said ‘insubordination.’ I thought you said in some sub or other station which sounded kinky as hell.” Woody was a recently out gay, streaking his way through the wonderful world of daddies, bears, and leather with a gusto that I sometimes envied. Oh, to be that vigorous after working ten hours. All I wanted was a beer, the Railers game on the radio, and a foot massage after work. God, that was sad. Maybe Jess was onto something, but clubs and random hookups were not for me. Not anymore.

      “You need to do something about yourself,” I commented as I patted down my old Levi’s as well as my Aerosmith t-shirt. “Where the fuck are my glasses?”

      “On top of your head.” Jess snorted, then shot to her feet when the buzzer signaling the arrival of a customer went off. “So yeah, we could do Skipper Joe’s. I’m feeling a little randy tonight.”

      “You two go ahead. I have no interest in spending time in a gay club with sweaty twinks who think Ronnie James Dio is the second baseman for the Yankees.”

      Jess giggled and slid around Woody, who stood there looking all kinds of stupid. I sighed, pulled my glasses off my head, and stared right at my employee.

      “Ronnie James Dio was a member of Black Sabbath, Elf, Rainbow, Dio.” Woody made a face and shook his head. “Leave my space and do not come back until you can tell me the name of one Dio album.”

      I shook the phone bill at him, then slid my glasses on. Woody slunk out like a whipped dog. I peeked at the total for the shop’s phone usage, grimaced, and then glanced up in time to see my work area fill with Russian goalie.

      “Hello, Mr. Gatlin gunman,” Stan boomed, throwing his arms wide, then gathering me to his chest for a bear hug that nearly flattened my glasses into my nose. “I am still making fun joke about name.”

      Stan pounded my back. I coughed out a weak reply, then wiggled free. I wasn’t a small man by any means. I’m close to six foot tall, so no one ever called me Shorty, but in comparison with Stan, I felt like a resident of the Shire.

      “Still a funny joke,” I told the towering man with his arm resting on my shoulder.

      “I know. I make many funny jokes. This is good one I make today for Tennant. How do make tissue dance?” I started to reply, but Stan ran me over. “Puts boogie into it!”

      I snickered. “That’s a good one.” My gaze caught a flash of blue material lingering in the doorway. There stood a young man in a Railers hoodie, with brown eyes and a mouth that poets would write sonnets about. Tall and wide-shouldered, his gaze touching on mine before dancing away. Christ, the kid was stunning, his long arms and legs adding to the gangly, awkward aura surrounding him. Dark hair cut short accented a strong jaw. Those eyes though…

      They were full of sad secrets.

      “I have more jokes! Why is so windy inside sports arena? All many fans!” Stan howled at the truly terrible kids’ joke. I smiled, then wiggled away from the exuberant Russian. “Adler buy me book full of funny jokes.”

      “Did you bring a friend?” I asked, taking my glasses off, so the kid didn't think I was so old I needed them to read the phone bill. The fact that I did was really neither here nor there.

      “Yes! Is new friend and good goalie backup for Railers, Bryan Delaney,” Stan informed me, taking his arm from around my shoulders so I could step to Bryan and shake his hand.

      “Right, we picked you up on waivers from the Raptors. Good move for the Railers,” I said as I extended my hand to him. He glanced at me, my hand, the wall, Stan, and then finally slid his palm over mine. His skin was damp with nerves.

      “You follow hockey?” Bryan enquired, his voice soft yet deeply masculine. Quite appealing, to be honest.

      “Not much else to do here in Harrisburg during the winter.” I pumped his hand a few times, curious about how a hockey player could be so timid. Didn’t they need to be outgoing and assertive to play such a violent and aggressive sport? This man was all kinds of contradictions in one sexy-as-hell wrapper. Not that I was interested in wrappers, of course. I pulled free from Bryan’s grip and put a foot or two between us. “You two here for ink or just to visit?”

      “We no make ink now. Maybe later when we train Bryan for Pokémon balls. Now we look for good artwork for making spifftastic mask like mine.”

      “Ah, okay,” I made my way to my desk, flipped the phone bill onto my laptop, shoved my glasses into the front pocket of my jeans, then turned to face Bryan, who was still in the doorway wearing a wild expression. “I’d be happy to work with Bryan on some sketches. I’ll just need some basic information about what you want the artwork to reflect, any special logos or names, things like that.”

      Bryan shot Stan a wary look, then pressed his lips into a fine line which made me think he didn’t wish to talk about this right now.

      “If you’d rather, we can set something up for another time so you can have a think about it. Why don’t you go talk to Jess at the desk, and we’ll schedule an hour or so just to work out what you want?”

      “Sure, yeah, okay.” With that, Bryan spun and disappeared.

      I glanced from the empty doorway to Stan. “He’s a little shy, isn’t he?”

      “Oh yes, is much shy but is normal for new player. I too am shy and meek when I come to Railers.”

      “I find it hard to imagine you ever being shy.” I sniggered as the phone rang out at the desk, the loud bell rolling through the shop.

      “Pah, I am so much shy. Hide face in locker, only take out when stink of socks and skates turn skin purple and faint from holding breath.”

      Now that I could see. I chuckled at the man I’d come to think of as more than just a client. It was hard to not take Stan Lyamin into your heart once you got to know him. Pity the same probably could never be said about Bryan Delaney, he of the beautiful melancholy eyes. Not that I was interested in pretty, woeful eyes.

      “So, tell me about the preseason,” I said as we waited for Bryan to return. “How’s it looking for that second cup run?”

      “Oh, is looking much good.” Stan flopped into the chair, his long legs splayed in front of him. “We make good moves during summer, like Bryan, and many of us work with Trent too for making faster skate moves. We are much graceful now.”

      “Yes, I bet you are.” My gaze left Stan when Bryan reappeared. “Did we find a time that will work for you?”

      “I uhm…tomorrow at eight?” He clutched a black-and-mustard yellow appointment card.

      “That works. I usually break around eight for dinner. We can go across the street to the bar, have a burger and a beer, and talk mask designs.” Giving him my most reassuring smile didn’t seem to ease the tightness around his mouth, but Bryan did nod in reply. I glanced from one goalie to another. “Stan, you’re more than welcome to join us.”

      “Oh no, I am not going out tomorrow. I am home body for my family. Is big night! New episode of Doctor Marcus Welby M.D., show Mama loves.”

      I didn’t quite have the heart to tell him that his beloved mama’s show wasn’t new at all. It was probably older than me.

      “Okay, well, it'll just be Bryan and me then.” My attention swung from the Russian flipping through sketches for tattoo ideas, to the young man who still had not stepped fully into my little workspace. Was he scared of needles? Not that I had any lying around. My shop was spotless; I made sure of that. All the Pennsylvania rules and regulations were followed to the letter.

      “Right. Just us.” Bryan edged out of the room when Stan stood up.

      “Is all good news then.” Stan offered me his big hand, which I pumped a few times. I gave Bryan a small nod and got a long look from under thick lashes before he returned the nod, then stepped out of sight. “You make helmet shiny new like four polished carrots for my new goalie teammate?”

      Polished carrot? “Do you mean make it shiny like twenty-four carats?”

      “Yes! Shiny like golden carrots.”

      “I’ll do my best.” I grinned, then lifted a hand in a wave. I stood there for a long moment, contemplating the newest Railer and the untold stories hidden behind those beautiful lashes.

      “Hey, your next appointment is here.”

      I started a bit when Jess stuck her head around the doorway. “Right. Remind me what this one is.”

      “The girl who wants swallows bursting from a dandelion on her wrist.”

      “Great. More swallows.”

      “Did someone say something about swallowing?” Woody shouted from his little room next to mine.

      “Is it time to go home yet?” I asked my niece. It had to be close.

      “Nope. You have four more hours with us, lucky man!” Jess beamed, then went out to usher my next customer in. She was enjoying this far too much.

      Shame I couldn’t have cut out tonight to have a beer and a burger with Bryan Delaney. Generally, young guys weren’t all that appealing to me, but there was something about him that made me want to get to know him better, touch him, ease the stress lines around his young eyes and stroke a finger over his bottom lip as he—

      “I’m so nervous! Oh my God!” My client’s chatter stopped me thinking. “This is my first tattoo. Will it hurt? This is going to be so cool! I love this idea! I saw it on Pinterest and said to Gail. She wants to watch and decide if she wants one that matches. I told Gail that was so my spirit, right? I mean, I always feel this feeling when I see birds fly by. Oh, wow, you have a lot of tattoos. What do they mean? They’re so cool! My brother has barbed wire on his biceps, which I told him was totally out of style now. Do you think the dandelion blows could be watercolor?”

      My God, it had to be midnight.
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      We focused on movement drills for an hour, Stan working as hard as I was at finding his focus. He talked a lot as we practiced the movements over and over. Not to me at all, but to the ice and the pucks.

      At one point, I swear he called one of the pucks Doug, but I wasn't going to ask if I heard things, right? Because goalies were odd.

      I guess I was odd as well, although what classified me as different wasn't quite as apparent as Stan. I didn't talk to my pipes, or pucks, or make chicken noises every time a player shot at the goal and I stopped it. I didn't keep my eyes closed when I was in a game or anything, but I didn't only rely on vision, and that was the crazy in me. I listened, over and above the noise of chirping, and music, and the smack of pucks into the glass behind the net. I could hear the weirdest things.

      No one had ever said this to me, so I guess I was unique, but ice sounded different depending on a hundred different factors. Every time I stood in net, I stooped to touch the ice, just the tip of my gloved finger, and to anyone watching it would appear like a simple stretch, but it was way more than that.

      It was a connection, an understanding between us that the cold surface would feed information to me the whole time I stood there. The crack of a puck was ignored when the whispery scratch of skate on ice made me relax. This was Ten, heading my way. I didn’t even have to check around Arvid ‘Arvy’ Ulfsson, the six-foot-five Swedish defenseman who was blocking my view, as we worked on game vision. The idea was that Arvy would be an effective screen, and I wouldn’t see Ten enough to get a hold of angle.

      But I heard Ten. I didn’t know how it worked, I couldn’t explain it, but I heard him.

      He was a brilliant skater and has this quiet way of using the space around him, not all flashy and showy but determined and focused. I’d watched a lot of tapes of Ten over the past few weeks, since finding out I’d be with the Railers.

      The thing about Ten was that he wasn’t predictable. He wasn’t the guy who always shot from the left. He was the one who danced and dangled and then did a one-eighty and went backhand. I'd seen him knock a puck from the air, hold off two defensemen, using his foot to corral a bouncing puck and then shoot glove side on a confident goalie and still find that small gap to get the puck into the net.

      He was variable, so there was no surefire way to counter his shots.

      I had to have patience and wait until the last minute. Listen for the whisper of his skates and take into account the way Arvy moved so I could make an educated guess on Ten’s position.

      Arvy was good, though. He didn’t move a muscle.

      For me, it was all about reaction, not only drop and stop. If I fell to my knees, blocker to the floor, stick protecting my five-hole, then I was sure to let in a goal that would clear my head.

      I had to out wait Ten.

      When he made his move, I was there, stopping the puck in my glove and curving it, so I slammed it to the ice, no chance of a rebound goal. I let out a whoop of glee.

      They may have been conditioning shots, but I had stopped a goal from Tennant Freaking Rowe.

      Shit. I stopped Ten.

      Everything stilled in the arena, or was it me? Was everyone looking my way? Warning me not to mess with their star? I glanced past Arvy at that instant to see Ten circling back.

      Fuck.

      He grinned, stick-tapped my pad, the age-old sign of recognition, and laughed. “Nice,” he said and skated back to the rest of the team.

      Arvy turned as well and winked. “Keep it up.”

      No one was pissed I’d stopped Ten, or at least they wouldn’t show it on the ice, and for a moment I allowed the elation to fill me before I settled back for the next shot, this time from the captain himself.

      Few positions on the ice can compare to the goalie. Goaltenders can be hailed as heroes or scapegoats, depending on the outcome of each game. At that moment, I felt like a hero.

      How stupid is that?

      Connor got a shot past me, as did a couple of the others, including Ten’s second shot, and his third, and fourth, but I was doing good, and Stan did nothing but grin all through practice as we swapped in and out of the goal.

      I was waiting for the other shoe to drop, but I was sure as hell going to enjoy feeling competent while it lasted.

      

      I needed to find an apartment. The Railers had put me up in a hotel until I found something, but even as I sat and made a list of what I wanted for the team realtor, I was reluctant to ask for anything fancy. I just needed a bedroom, a small kitchen, and a large living room that I could do my stretches in.

      And a TV. That would be good. I hadn’t gotten my music system out of storage since I’d left my billet home. It was still there. My Yamaha amplifier, CD player, Mission speakers, and Rega turntable had been lovingly boxed up and put away, even though my billet parents had said the system could stay in my old room. They hadn’t understood why I’d wanted them to have an empty place they could use for another junior hockey player who’d need them as much as I had.

      I’d made Daisy Jacobs cry when I’d said that.

      Daisy and George Jacobs of Erie, Pennsylvania, are my real parents. Not by blood. Emma and Tom, their children, aren’t my siblings in real terms. But they are the only people I will ever call family, and they’d saved me.

      And yeah, it sounds dramatic when I say they’d saved me, but they had. They’d offered me a home that was filled with love and laughter instead of the strict religious control of my own family and the alcoholic father who liked to use me as his punching bag. Hockey had been my way out of that life, and through that, I’d landed in the best place possible. I needed to hear Daisy’s voice.

      I thumbed through my contacts and connected to Daisy, who answered on the first ring. I imagined her standing in her office, with its views of the Jacobs’ yard, their huge Newfoundland, Beck, asleep in a loose sprawl at her feet. I could picture it so easily that it hurt.

      “Tell me everything,” she demanded by way of introduction. “Is Ten as sexy in real life as he is on TV?”

      “I’m not telling you that,” I teased back, and I could imagine her pouting. She had a healthy love for Swedish goalies who played in New York, and, it seemed, Tennant Rowe.

      “How are you, sweetheart? How did your first days go? Tom said he texted you last night, but he wasn’t sure if you got it.”

      Guilt poked at me. Daisy had this way of saying “you should have texted your kind-of-brother back” without actually saying it.

      “I didn’t see it, sorry. They’re running us ragged.” I wasn’t entirely lying. I had seen Tom’s text, but the Railers were intense about this conditioning work, and I was exhausted. Still, I’d also seen the two texts from Aarni and replied to those pretty quickly.

      Boyfriends are different.

      “I have to learn the process,” I added.

      “He understands. I just wanted to let you know we’re all so happy to hear from you.”

      She instinctively knew I needed that reassurance because that was the kind of mom she was. At the age of fifteen, I’d been playing in the Ontario Hockey League, and it was hundreds of miles from my real parents. I’d needed an American billet family in Erie, Pennsylvania, someone to live with, someone to look out for me. I’d lucked out with George and Daisy, who, after a while, I trusted enough to tell them all about my birth mother and deadbeat father. Yep, they knew all about my previous family life. If you could use the word family. Or indeed, life.

      “I need to find an apartment in Harrisburg.” I deliberately changed the direction of the conversation before she began talking about how she missed me. It had been a few years since I’d left their home. I saw them as much as I could, but I couldn’t bear to discuss how much they all loved me, or in turn, how much I missed them. Not today.

      “Don’t the Railers have someone to help?” Daisy asked.

      “They do, but I’ll need to give them a list of what I want.”

      “Somewhere to sleep, eat, and stretch, am I right?”

      This was an easy conversation, and I resolved to text Tom back as soon as I got off the phone with Daisy.

      “Mostly that,” I agreed, and then I went quiet.

      “Sweetheart, is everything okay?”

      I could’ve lied. I could’ve said that everything was fine, but it wasn’t. How was I going to cope without having Aarni close by? Who would run interference for me with everyone else? How was I going to deal when the day came for the Railers to realize I was an easy target?

      “No,” I said. I couldn’t lie about the things that mattered, not when it had been Daisy who had taken me to every single one of my appointments with the counselor when I’d first arrived in Erie. She’d held my hand when I’d let her, and hugged me if I was desperate, and she never called me on any of it. Daisy Jacobs was there for me the entire journey to the NHL draft and then to that single awful point when I had to leave them behind and become an adult.

      Thank God I found Aarni to look out for me.

      “Do you want to talk about it?” she asked in her softest voice.

      I didn’t very often want to talk about things. What was I going to say? This wasn’t the first day at a new school; this was a professional contract with a Stanley Cup winning team. This was real goddamn life, and I wasn’t some kid who needed the closest thing I had to a mom to cuddle me and talk me off the ledge.

      “I don’t know,” was about the best I could come up with.

      “Oh, honey, did you get another letter?”

      Just thinking about the essays I’d received from my birth mother, warning me about hell, and God and fuck knows what else she thought up, made my chest hurt. She wouldn’t let it go.

      Can’t let me go.

      As far as she was concerned, I was going to burn in hell for my deviancy, and she had to save my soul. They arrived regularly as clockwork, chatty missives about how well my birth dad was doing at work, how the priest asked after me and worried about my soul burning in hell. How Darren had gone to conversion therapy and had now settled with Gina, the daughter of the local car dealership owner.

      I closed my eyes as pain washed over me, and thoughts of Darren and what he’d gone through were front and center. He’d called me once, a long time after I’d left that first home, with the cruelty of my mother’s church a burden I couldn’t bear. He’d left a message on my phone, told me not to phone, told me goodbye, added that he’d found a way to be ‘normal’ and hoped I did too.

      I tried to call him, but he never answered, and a couple of days later, the number had been disconnected.

      “Bryan? Did you get another letter?” Daisy asked again, this time with rushed concern in her tone. She knew what I’d been like when they first started to arrive, had seen how they destroyed me each and every time.

      “No. No letter.” I thought on my feet. “I’m just nervous at a new team.”

      She let out a small sigh of relief. “Just remember, they’re as nervous of you as you are of them.”

      She always said that about every drama in my life. It made me feel better, reminded me of moments with hot chocolate, warm store-bought cookies, and her gentle voice.

      Aarni wasn’t impressed with me having that connection to the Jacobs family. He called it odd how close I was to people who weren’t even related to me. He’d never given me a convincing argument as to why I should stop thinking about them or treating them like my parents. So, I kept them to myself. It was the easiest way.

      I certainly never told anyone that they’d saved me.

      I told people I loved the Jacobs family as much as my own, but I was lying. I loved them more, completely, and the day I’d left their house, I cried. I’m supposed to be this strong hockey goalie, but when I was drafted by the Arizona Raptors, I sobbed in Daisy’s arms and demanded they all move to Arizona with me.

      They didn’t, of course, but they were always only a call away, and when I was working hard in the Raptors’ development team, they came to as many games as they could. I played Fortnite with Tom every chance I got, even when I was with my first professional team on tryouts in Arizona and he was at college in Seattle learning to be something very important in criminal justice. Emma used to text me at least five times a day, trying to set me up with her friends, all of whom were “super cute” and “loved” hockey. She had a boyfriend now, and I knew what that was like, so I understood why she didn’t talk to me as much. I missed her texts though.

      I glanced at the clock, knowing I had to go to my meeting with the tattoo artist, pushing down the worry and focusing on what Daisy was telling me, about Tom, Emma, George, and Beck.

      “We’re so pleased you’re back in Pennsylvania,” she said. “We’re only four hours from you, so expect lots of visits. Will we see you before the season starts?”

      “Soon,” I said, and then after an emotional exchange of love you and miss you, and a promise of sending me a gift, I finished the call with about thirty minutes left until my meeting.

      Daisy wasn't precisely the baking kind of mom, but she sent me other things on a frequent basis, like gift cards for food, and letters that told me every piece of news she could think of. Last month, she’d sent me a tin of store-bought cookies she’d put in a tin that had belonged to her mom. I hadn’t opened the tin, because the air trapped in there was from the only home I’d known, and I didn’t want to let it escape.

      That was how bad I had it. Some days I was consumed with the despair of my family being too far away.

      I’d showered at the practice arena, so I pulled on clean jeans, a mostly fresh shirt, and one of the many Railers hoodies I’d been given. I’d agreed to be number thirty-one, the numbers large on my back, and a weird part of me didn’t miss the number thirty I’d had while playing in Arizona. This was a fresh start.

      Aarni texted me a photo of his dinner, steak and fries, and a half-finished bottle of wine. It was followed by a selfie, of him with his arms around a blonde woman who had a wine glass in her hand and scarlet lipstick on her lips.

      I hated her. I hated him for sending it to me.

      No. I don’t. I love him.

      Even if he doesn’t love me quite the same.

      

      I’d forgotten where we were supposed to be meeting, and that put me on edge. Was I supposed to go straight into the tattoo place itself or meet the artist in the bar? I knew his name, it was on the card, and it wasn’t a name I’d heard before—Gatlin. That I did know, but I was on edge. There was something about the man from yesterday that unnerved me. Possibly, it was his tattoos. I'd seen sharks, turtles and other Polynesian ink that extended past his wrist onto his left hand. The ink work on his right arm was more colorful. Staring had seemed rude, so I’d only gotten peeks here and there. It could have been the quietly confident way in which he stood and talked to Stan, his light blue eyes focusing on me every so often. Or the way he’d smiled at me and waited for me to speak to him. He’d asked me questions about names I wanted on the helmet, or images, and that had unsettled me as well. Or I could’ve been feeling nervous just because I’d forgotten where we were to meet and now stood on the sidewalk outside his shop looking like an idiot.

      I decided the shop was the best bet, but before I could move, he opened the door from inside, a ready smile on his face and his hand extended.

      “Hey, Bryan.”

      I took his hand and shook it, and then he juggled a sketchpad and pencil case and closed the door behind him.

      “Hope you’ve brought your appetite. They make the best burgers here.”

      We walked to the bar, no more than thirty steps, and I must admit, from outside, it didn’t look like the best place to eat, but as soon as I set a foot inside, I felt at home. Probably due to the fact they were playing Queen, and the waitress grinned at Gatlin as if seeing him made her day. He pulled her into a quick hug, and we followed her to a table in the corner, right next to an old jukebox. I didn’t immediately sit, taking the time to glance at the playlist. From Queen to The Beatles, by way of Dire Straits and Black Sabbath, there were no bad songs that I could see.

      For all the shit I’d grown up with until I was fifteen, I’d had access to a library of vinyl records and an old HMV record player. Music had been my escape.

      The jukebox had apparently been set up with a playlist already purchased, as it slipped seamlessly from Queen to Black Sabbath, and I nodded along to the beat for a few seconds before slipping into the chair opposite Gatlin.

      “You like Sabbath?” Gatlin asked, shock in his voice. I immediately felt defensive and pushed that down when I realized I was just about to freaking apologize. “How old are you?”

      I lifted my chin. “Nearly twenty-three, but I have all the Sabbath albums on vinyl.”

      Gatlin sat forward in his chair, “Even their live recordings, like Live Evil?”

      “Yep.”

      He moved back and exhaled with a whistle. “Nice. One day I’ll have to come over and listen.”

      I swallowed. “My turntable and deck are back in Erie, and all my records.”

      Somehow, I’d shut the direction of that conversation down. I had to be careful; Aarni said I was too trusting, and I didn’t know Gatlin at all.

      “That’s where you’re from originally?” The conversation was interrupted by our waitress filling water glasses and pointing us to a board for menu choices, which seemed to be limited to four options. “My usual,” Gatlin said and stared at me expectantly.

      “Chicken,” I said, and she left us alone again.

      He opened his sketchpad, and in a few deft strokes, he had created a simple helmet shape. “So, something for the Railers?” He was leaping ahead, detailing steam and iron, then took out a blue pencil to shade, and all I could do was stare at his bent head. He had short, light brown hair, the same brown in his beard which had liberal amounts of silver in it as well. It was difficult to tell how old he was, although the gray implied he was older than I was by more than a few years. His skin seemed soft, his forehead furrowed in concentration, and I knew when he looked up I would be staring into the kindest blue eyes. He was the complete opposite of Aarni. He was slimmer; he had more tattoos, obviously, and gray in his hair.

      Aarni has kind eyes as well.

      No, he doesn’t. They are fire and passion, not kindness.

      I shook my head to clear it from thoughts of comparing Gatlin to Aarni. I was with Aarni, and I was loyal to a fault, despite the image of the blonde woman draped over him tonight. He was the kind of man who needed other men and women to love him. I just needed one man. That was how our relationship worked.

      “Family? Parents, siblings?”

      I realized that Gatlin was staring at me again. “No.” I was immediately on top of that one before I realized what it must have sounded like. “I mean I have them; I just don’t want them on…” I waved away the rest of the sentence. His expression was puzzled but only for a brief moment, and then he smiled again.

      “Hometown?”

      I thought about the place I was born, in the middle of nowhere Canada, with the woman who I’d called Mom.

      “No, I don’t want that.”

      He nodded as if he agreed, then tapped the sketchbook. “The design is entirely up to you. This is your helmet, your design, your loves and hates, the things that are special to you. What makes you tick, what is the essence of you. I want to see inside you and get a real feel for who you are.”

      I blinked at him. That was way too deep, and I felt nauseous.

      “No,” I said.

      And left.
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      What the ever-loving fuck?

      Our server arrived with our dinners. She stood there with two platters of food, looking a great deal as I did, I imagined.

      I threw her a quick glance, smiled despite the surge of anger I felt and pushed to my feet.

      “Tina, can you take those back to the kitchen and keep them warm?”

      She nodded as I went off in pursuit of the hockey player with the bad manners. I found him heading west and jogged to catch up.

      “Hey, pretty boy!” I shouted.

      He never paused. He just hurried along, his head down as if he were expecting a piano to drop on him. I ran a bit faster and caught up with him in front of a mattress store that had recently closed its doors. “Hey!”

      I grabbed his arm. He spun around, his eyes wide, his arm coming up defensively. My fingers slid from his sleeve.

      Bryan blinked at me as if he was shocked to see me glowering at him.

      “I have to go,” he said, then checked past me to find the most direct path to somewhere, his car probably. I put myself between him and his escape route. Sure, he was taller by a few inches and had about fifty pounds on me. Also, he was much younger and an athlete, so he could’ve easily tossed me aside if he’d wanted to. But something deep inside told me that he wasn’t prone to violence. He had experienced it though if that knee-jerk reaction to my touch on his arm was any indication.

      “You can go after I have my say,” I stated, folding my arms over my favorite Emerson, Lake & Palmer t-shirt. Thank goodness it was a warm fall night, as I’d left my jacket back at the bar. He closed in on himself, like a morning glory closing its petals at dusk. “That was about the most unprofessional thing I’ve ever seen. You do realize that I took an hour out of my work schedule to sit down and talk with you, right?”

      “Yes. I’m sorry.”

      I stared at him, startled a bit at how automated his words sounded.

      “Well, yeah, you should be. I could have been making money.”

      “I’ll pay you for your wasted time.” He reached back to find his wallet.

      “No, that’s not what I’m after here. You just can’t walk out on a business meeting. It’s amateurish and frankly below what I’ve come to think of as the standards of the Railers players and organization.”

      A car went by, an old Blink 182 song rolling down the street as it passed. Bryan shifted his weight from one foot to the other. I waited. He lifted his gaze from my boots to my face for a moment.

      “I’m sorry to have acted in any way that makes the Railers look bad.” His expression was sorrowful. I’d seen dogs being scolded that didn’t look that pitiful. Shit, okay, so now I felt like a dick. “I really want to go now. Can I go?”

      My mind was struggling to keep up with all the wild input Bryan was shoving into it.

      “Sure, yeah, if you want to go, then go.” What else could I say? Not as if I could drag the man back to Binky’s Pub and force him to talk helmet design with me. “You know where to reach me if you decide to try this again.”

      He nodded, his gaze flying to the empty storefront behind me. I watched him hustle off, his shoulders up by his ears as if he were cold, but the night was far from chilly. It felt as if I stood there on the sidewalk in front of Bargain Barney’s Bedding for a long time pondering what it was I’d been a part of. Somehow, my righteous indignation had sputtered out in the face of Bryan’s…what was it exactly? Fear? Anxiety? Conditioned response?

      I made my way back to the pub, thoughts churning over what had happened. Our waitress had thoughtfully put our meals into takeout containers, so I paid and tipped her and made my apologies before heading back to the shop. I had a nine o’clock appointment, but he wouldn’t be there for another thirty minutes. I walked through the front door and into the shop, then stalked up to the counter and dropped the bag of food in front of Jess. She quirked a pierced brow.

      “My dinner companion ran off,” I told her while opening the big brown bag.

      “Did you start talking about your obsession with Joe Perry again?”

      “No, I did not.” I huffed, pulled out the chicken dinner, and passed it to my niece. Judas Priest was playing, Rob’s incredible voice soothing my jagged edges a bit. “I’m not obsessed with Joe Perry. I’m obsessed with Eddie Van Halen.”

      “Eddie has aged well.” Jess sighed while taking the lid off a small cup of coleslaw.

      “That he has. Anyway, no, I did not start talking about Eddie. I merely asked the kid what he wanted on his mask. We talked for a second about his family, and then he up and ran out.”

      I walked over to the far wall and flopped onto a couch. The purple walls were covered with tattoo designs on posters and papers that fluttered when I dropped down. Jess had overseen the new paint job last year. I’d have left the damn walls black as they’d been for years, but Jess had wanted some color in the shop. We’d gone back and forth for three months, and then I’d given up and let her have her way. Which was why I now owned a plum-colored tattoo parlor with areas painted anywhere from mustard yellow to some crappy orange tone to a pink bathroom. Pink. In a tattoo shop.

      “Like he stuck you with the bill?” She cut into her chicken, the plastic knife making a pained squeak as it went into the Styrofoam.

      “Well, yeah.” I scooped up my burger and took a bite, my gaze flitting to the PS4 and TV in the corner. The game system gave folks something to do while they waited for their turn, which kept them happy.

      “What a cheap cock,” she mumbled around a mouthful of roasted chicken. “This is amazing chicken.”

      “It’s not the bill issue that got me mad. Shit, I was going to pay anyway, because he’s a potential new customer, and the fee for the original artwork would cover his twelve-dollar meal. It was…well, at first it was how he left but then…”

      I sat back, ankle on knee, and took a bite off my burger. Juicy and cooked perfectly rare. I chewed and swallowed and fell into a long think. I’d not seen that kind of a reaction from a person in a long, long time. It took me back to when I’d been stationed at Pearl Harbor-Hickam during my four years in the Navy, fresh after enlisting in high school. Trying not to think of Akumu and the wild first love that had ended so badly, I forced myself to skip by my former lover’s memories and focus on his sister. Sweet, tiny Haunani who had a husband who liked to pound on her mentally and physically. Her dark eyes had the same kind of lifelessness Bryan’s had.

      “Well, I think he sounds like a dick, even if he is hot as sin,” Jess stated, then shoved more chicken into her mouth.

      I let the subject drop because Jess hadn’t seen the young man’s expression when I’d begun telling him off. He’d bolted out of fear. He’d flung that arm up in dread. Terror of being struck or berated. I’d bet next month’s income on it. But what, or who, on earth could a big, rugged kid like Bryan Delaney be afraid of?

      

      Time passed without a peep from the hockey world. I was buried in work, which was great, and I will never complain about being busy. Well, okay, I will, but I know I shouldn’t. I had called Woody in to take a night, so I could skip out early to attend the first preseason game for the Railers. I did have season tickets so why not? Also, it would give me time to check out the new goalie as the teams switched tenders midway through most of the preseason games. When it was time to start the season properly, then Stan would play the last game or two all the way through, but for now, each goalie would get thirty minutes in net. I was keen on studying Bryan. He’d haunted my thoughts since that failed dinner. I wanted to see him again. In the net. I was not there to ogle or drool, although the young man was surely worthy of some saliva, My interest was purely as a fan of the sport. Or so I kept telling myself.

      “I wish you’d think more strongly on investing some of your money into CDs,” Garrett droned on. He was on his monthly visit to my place to try to make me invest in this or that promotion at the bank making me edgy about missing puck drop.

      “Right. Will do,” I said as I pulled my Tennant Rowe jersey on.

      “Will do, when?”

      I tugged to get the collar over my head, then gave my older brother a dark look. He pretended not to see my glare.

      “When I have time.” The search for my glasses began. I found them on the bookshelf, with no help from Garrett.

      “Which will be when?”

      Ugh. I swear he was the biggest pain in the ass. Did I look as if I might be in the mood to talk about interest rates, retirement or portfolios? No. I was ready for hockey.

      “When you let me give you that first tattoo,” I countered, shoved my phone and glasses into various pockets, checked for my wallet and my ticket, and then stared right at my sibling. He had aged nicely. You’d never know he had ten years on me.

      “Bankers don’t get tattoos.” He shut his briefcase with a snap.

      “Get one where only Marissa can see it,” I teased, knowing his wife would file for divorce if he ever came home with a tat. They were a fine, upstanding, well-to-do couple who had been somehow cursed with a daughter who seemed to be somewhat fluid in her sexual tastes and a brother-in-law who sucked dick, inked people up, and listened to GASP! Heavy metal. Which explained why I'd not laid eyes on my sister-in-law for over three years. The sight of me would’ve induced a massive migraine or some other such bullshit. She played up her distaste well. I had to give the brittle old cow that.

      “Yes, of course, I'll jot that down in my day planner. Get a fish tattoo on my balls, Tuesday at one.” Garrett sniffed.

      I chuckled. The man was wickedly funny in a sarcastic way that really flared to brilliance in my presence. We’d always been like this, even as kids. It was only Gina, our baby sister, who’d been able to buff off the sharp edges of our battles. “Feel free to fritter away your cash then.” He pulled on a coat, a rather nice one, long and woolen, and gave me his patented flat look.

      “Speaking of which, I have a hockey game to attend. Can I escort you out?” I waved elegantly at the doorway.

      “I know the way. I want to stop and pass along a message from Marissa to our daughter.”

      He never even made the snide remark about spending money on stupid things like hockey tickets or concert tickets or gay porn. What a disappointment. I’d had something all snarky lined up for his hockey jibe.

      “Right, well, it was nice to see you. Tell your wife I said hello,” I called while sneaking around him and jogging to the front desk. “He’s got a message,” I whispered to Jess. She rolled her eyes, and I left before I got dragged into some sort of familial thing. I had a game to attend.

      It took just ten minutes after hopping on the CAT bus to reach the arena. Driving the short distance was foolish, and my car was at the tire shop anyway. Turnout at preseason games was ordinarily light, so I was pretty much alone in my seat, five rows up from the home bench. I settled in, beer in one hand, a hot dog with lots of mustard and relish in the other, for a kind of pointless game between the Railers and the Devils. I sipped, and I ate, and I relaxed. There were quite a few names from the Carlisle Rush wearing the dusky blue tonight. Maybe some young nobody would make the final cut and be on the team come October. Or perhaps they'd all be sent back down.

      Stan was doing an excellent job in net. He seemed to be a little rusty, even though he and the rest of the team had worked all summer to come back to camp firm and ready to play. I looked down at my little belly and sighed. Listen to me talking about others staying in shape. Where had that rock-hard body the Navy had given me gone?

      Try a few less beers, hot dogs, and burgers with fries, Gatlin.

      “Shut the fuck up self,” I grumbled, thankful that the seats around me were empty. The first period slogged past, the veterans putting in time, working out the kinks. Now, the young bucks from the Rush, they were hitting it hard, trying to impress the coaching staff with their wicked mad skills. And then there was Tennant Rowe, my hero. I’d had the pleasure of meeting most of the team since they came to me for all their ink as well as their masks. Tennant was one hell of a good kid, smart, personable, giving and talented. He was my hero because of his strength in coming out as gay in a world that was not always welcoming to gay men. He’d braved it with his man at his side. That took guts. He was still feeling the heat as the country seemed less inclined to be accepting.

      So yeah, I admired the kid. And he was a phenom, no way around it. Even now, in the first preseason game when the others were dicking around, Tennant Rowe was determination personified. He snuck a fast shot past the Devils’ goalie quicker than I could blink. The scattered fans in attendance hooted, the red goal light flashed, and the Railers goal song played.

      That goal was about all the excitement we got until the goalie change. Then I perked up a bit, which was nothing I wanted to dwell on. Bryan and Stan bumped gloves as they passed each other. My beer was gone, and I really wanted another one, but the need to watch Bryan in net and the small voice in my head whispering about my tiny gut kept me in my seat.

      It was interesting to see Bryan working. He seemed focused, tight on the game, his moves quick and sure. He wasn’t particularly flashy, but he was sharp-eyed, and his glove hand was a thing of beauty. He robbed one of the Devils’ players with a flick of his wrist. That save, seen a moment later up on the Jumbotron, should make the highlight reels. Bryan was pure reflexes. I could tell in the way he moved as if his body were linked to the puck and how it was going to fly at him. The rest of the game rushed by. I was shocked when the rink announcer called out the final minute of play warning.

      Bryan was treated to a round of head taps and pats on the back from his new teammates after the final buzzer. He tugged off what was a damn ugly mask. His dark hair was soaked, flat to his skull, and his face was shiny with sweat. He shook his head like a dog, and then he smiled. I’d never seen a smile quite as brilliant. It ignited something inside me, a tiny little ember of undeniable want that I’d thought Rex had permanently snuffed out. I had this insane urge to make Bryan Delaney smile again somehow.
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      We’d won! I was on a high, and I couldn’t wait to tell Aarni about my success, albeit only in the final half of the game. I wrote and sent a text before I even thought to check how the Raptors had done tonight, and I knew better.

      Jesus kid. It’s preseason. Doesn’t count, idiot. LOL was Aarni’s reply. When I checked the scores on the NHL app, I saw the Raptors preseason game against the Kings had ended in a six-one loss for the Raptors.

      Shit.

      What did I say now? Should I text back and say I was sorry they’d lost? There in Harrisburg I was so far removed from what was happening with the Raptors.

      I should have checked.

      It seemed to me I’d done nothing the past few days but piss people off. What had happened with Gatlin had guilt pinching at me, and I hadn’t been able to shake it all day. The only time I could forget about my rudeness, my meltdown, was when I’d been playing tonight. When I considered how I’d pissed Aarni, and also Gatlin, I was so damn angry at myself.

      Gatlin hadn’t shouted at me, but the disappointment in his expression and the fact he’d called me on my rudeness had served to give me a very restless night and a thoughtful day.

      I typed out a sorry to Aarni, and a sad face, but didn’t send it. Was that the right thing to say? It might look like I was gloating, and Aarni was right, it was a preseason game, a way to shake out the kinks after the summer break. It wasn’t as if it was important or anything. I deleted the text.

      Maybe I could type that I’d been joking; maybe add my own LOL to take the sting out of my obvious crass celebration? I realized I was gripping the phone too tightly, and I willed each muscle to relax. If I cracked another phone screen, that would be seven phones I’d ruined.

      As Aarni said, I didn’t know my own strength.

      Someone toed my foot, and I looked up in surprise.

      “You waiting for your girlfriend to call?” Connor asked me. The captain was flushed with heat and wrapped only in a towel, he was intimidatingly gorgeous and toned, standing right in front of me.

      “Boyfriend, and no,” I said before I even had time to think about lying or bending the truth. The words hung in the air.

      Connor’s mouth fell open, and then he said in a somewhat high and squeaky voice, “boyfriend?”

      My heart sank. I thought the Railers were inclusive. What about Ten? Aarni was right. It was probably one rule for him, and another for everyone else.

      Connor shook his head as if he was clearing cobwebs. “Ten,” he called.

      “Cap?” Ten replied quickly.

      “Get over here. Adler, you as well. Stan, Erik, Dieter, fuck…all of you get the fuck over here now.”

      I couldn’t understand what was going on. Was this some kind of new-boy hazing? I was trapped in my cubicle, Connor looming over me, his hands on his hips, the towel thankfully staying put, and he’d called over players.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      Erik was the first to arrive, his blond curls wet and flattened. Stan wasn’t too far behind him, taller than Erik and peering down at me. He wrinkled his nose in thought and then nodded as if just staring was enough for him to have some sort of epiphany. Dieter sauntered toward me as if he had all the time in the world and quirked a smile when Connor scowled at him. Ten scurried over, his dark hair in soft spikes, and he searched the faces of the small group and looked at us expectantly.

      “Wassup?” He continued to button his soft, blue shirt.

      Connor appeared to be waiting for something, Adler I guess, and when Adler didn’t arrive right away, Connor sighed.

      “Ads, get your ass over here now.”

      “Don’t tell me. Someone has killed the new goalie,” Adler said from behind the group, then shoved his way to the front. “Oh,” he said when he could see me. “Nope, he’s alive. That’s cool because let’s face it, he’s better than Jezza with all that Swedish meatball and IKEA shit.”

      Erik thumped Adler’s arm and cursed at him in, what I assumed was, Swedish. It didn’t seem as if Adler cared what Erik had said, or maybe he just didn’t understand.

      I cared a lot about what everyone said. I cared that there was a whole fucking group of hockey players surrounding me, blocking me in, looming over me. My chest tightened, my palms sweaty, and I gripped the blocker in my lap, ready to use it as a weapon. Aarni would have come over, pulled them away after a while, made a stand for me, laughed off what they were doing as nothing. Anything to diffuse the situation.

      I need Aarni.

      What the hell was I doing in this organization? Who thought I was good enough to play on a championship team? I’d done okay today, maybe more than okay, I’d been on a high, and now I’d sunk so low. I waited for the words from the guys in front of me that would shake my confidence.

      Connor pointed at me. “He’s waiting for a call from his boyfriend.” Then he clapped a hand on my shoulder, and I couldn’t help it, I jumped. He settled me with a pat. “Welcome to the Railers team, the alternative Railers team, where you have to wear rainbow boxers and like show tunes.”

      “I don’t like show tunes,” Adler defended and, this time got an elbow in his side from Dieter.

      “What is boxers?” Stan asked. Erik hushed him.

      “Is your boyfriend a hockey player?” Ten asked without malice and with real interest. As if I was going to out Aarni to the one man he hated.

      I glanced up at all of them in turn and then back to Connor.

      “It’s a joke, dude,” Connor said after a moment of awkward silence. “I just…shit… Ten, I did this wrong.” Then Connor sank to a crouch before me and held out a hand to shake, which I took, still utterly convinced I was about to get harassed. “My bad. I’m so used to the same-sex thing now, but I might have channeled too much Adler and ended up sounding like an ass.”

      “Hey, I resent that,” Adler said without heat.

      Connor held my hand tightly, and I tried to suppress the instinct to yank mine away. Something was happening here, but it wasn’t cruel; it was just…weird.

      “Bryan, you know about Ten, but I promise you the Railers are inclusive. Yeah, we take some heat from fans and visiting teams. It’s worse when we play away in some of the less than stellar arenas. It’s not easy. In fact, it’s fucking hard, but we’re a great team, and we can close ranks with the best of them. I wouldn’t want anyone else playing alongside me. The Railers are my best friends, and all of us will willingly take any shit thrown at us as a team.”

      “Always team,” Stan reinforced dramatically.

      Adler made a show of playing the worlds tiniest violin, and now it was Ten’s turn to shove him and shush him. Adler really was an idiot. Cute, a brilliant player, but mostly an idiot who couldn’t keep his mouth from running off. I liked him. At least he said what was on his mind, and I could handle things I understood at face value.

      “Okay?” I said. Because Connor was waiting for me to say something. He released my hand and grinned up at me.

      “You’re one of the Railers now, and if you need anything, then you reach out to us. Any of us, rainbow boxers or not. We’re a team. Okay?”

      “Team. Best,” Stan added, and everyone nodded, including me.

      “Thank you,” I murmured and pushed back my shoulders. I’d heard lip service like this before, but it had always soured a few weeks in. Still, if these guys around me were advocates, then I could count on not being alone, at least for a while. Until I somehow fucked it all up.

      “Right. Is the weekly meeting of the Unicorn and Rainbows group over?” Adler asked and sighed noisily.

      Connor rounded on him, although he wasn't angry, he did shove at Adler. Seemed like everyone wanted to push Adler, but in a good way. If that made any sense at all.

      “Adler.” Connor sniffed the air around him dramatically. “You stink, man.”

      Adler flicked a towel at Connor and then walked into the shower, leaving a trail of uniform behind him.

      The group disbanded, all apart from Ten, who sat in the cubicle two spaces from me.

      “Adler means well,” he said and looked down to button the rest of his shirt, sighing as he saw he’d buttoned it wrong and undid what he’d done already. “What Connor said, though? You need anything, to talk, or a coffee, or ways to deal with some of the chanting we get thrown at us? You can ask me or anyone.” He held up a fist, and after a small hesitation, I made a fist of my own hand and bumped him back.

      “Thank you,” I said, and I meant it.

      I showered and lingered in front of the mirrors pretending to mess with my hair. I needed to think, and that meant not being surrounded by people who wanted to talk to me or reassure me. Not when I had Aarni’s newest text front and center in my head. I’d sent him a sad face and simple yeah, you’re right. The game had only been a preseason game. The points didn’t matter. Getting so damn excited was silly. Hell, I'd only played thirty minutes.

      He’d just sent me a later, going out, beers. Did that mean beers as a team? I doubted it. The team was fractured. It probably meant beers with the blonde in the photo.

      A hand landed on my shoulder, and I froze, meeting Alain Gagnon’s serious gaze in the mirror. The goalie coach smiled when our eyes met.

      “Good minutes in net,” he said. “Nicely done. Think we need to work on the five-hole, but hell, son, for a young goalie dragged up in a shit team like the Raptors, that was a great start.”

      I wanted to resent the term 'shit team', but I couldn't, not when it was mostly correct. The pride that washed over me at his words was overwhelming. I respected Coach Gagnon, had grown up idolizing him and the goalies of his era fifteen years earlier, wanting to be them despite what anyone else had wanted for me.

      “Thank you.” It seemed as though I was saying that a lot at the moment.

      “Keep it up, Bryan. For practice tomorrow, get here a couple of hours early, and we’ll work on some mindfulness. That is if we can pin Stan down. You ever used that?”

      I knew what it was, a kind of state where you were aware of yourself or at least something similar. I think when I was in goal I achieved a sort of mindfulness, but whether that was true or not, it didn’t matter. I wanted to learn everything.

      “Some. I’d like to know more, and I’ll be there.”

      “Good.” He left me to finish getting dressed.

      I was the last to leave the arena, the city brightly lit around me, the sound of sirens in the distance the only thing I could hear. Mine was the last car, looking all kinds of forlorn sitting in its designated space. The preseason game had been early, a matinee game, and it was only eight twenty-nine. I was sure the tattoo place was open until nine on Sundays, but could I remember how to get there?

      I searched on Google and found the place, a logo of a skull two arrows and the name Hard Score Ink. The name alone intrigued me. Was it a play on Hard Core Kink? Or was it referring to the score in a hockey game? Who knew?

      You should ask him. What’s the worst he can do if someone asks him a question?

      I parked outside the shop, a lot closer than I had managed the day before and saw I had only five minutes until the shop closed. The inside was brightly lit, the logo and designs in the window a haphazard display of both color and black-and-gray art.

      Channeling the positivity from Coach Gagnon’s praise and the offers of friendship from several members of the team, I got out of the car. The walk to the shop was no more than twenty paces, and when I pushed the door open, a chime sounded to indicate a customer. The scrape of metal on the floor was followed by the appearance of someone skidding from behind one of the screens, which hid the workspaces. My breath caught. Gatlin. He blinked at me as if he couldn’t believe I was here.

      “Can I help you?” he asked with curiosity in his voice.

      “I can wait.”

      Gatlin opened his mouth, probably to remind me of the closing time, but then he offered a small smile and a nod instead.

      “Take a seat I’m just finishing up.”

      I chose the seat nearest to the window from which I was able to watch the road outside and the comings and goings at the bar in front. The sign outside advertised a Railers burger, whatever the hell that was, but I imagined it was something I might like. I should have one.

      My stomach rumbled, and I pressed a hand there, lost in thought and only shaken out of it when the chime sounded, and I realized the client that Gatlin had been dealing with had left the shop. Gatlin vanished behind the screen again, and I wasn’t sure what I should do at that point. Stay and wait or see what he was doing? I decided to cut to the chase and walked around to find him. He was cleaning instruments, putting them into containers filled with blue liquid. When he moved to cap inks, I had to speak.

      “I apologize,” I blurted out. “For what happened. It was a bad day.”

      He threw me a look that spoke volumes and then smiled again. “No worries,” he said. “You here to talk about your design?”

      I backed away. That wasn’t what I’d come for, no. It was just to apologize. That’s all.

      “No, we can make an appointment. Sorry to bother you—”

      “You hungry right now?”

      No was on the tip of my tongue, but I was hungry, and it was stupid to say otherwise.

      “Yes.”

      “Let’s lock up and get a burger. They have the Railers special on tonight; it’s always available on game day.” He cradled my elbow and squeezed, and there was so much sincerity in his gaze. “Congrats on the win. As a fan, I want to say how cool it is to have a viable backup for Stan. Some people say preseason is a waste, but to see the team come together and try out the rookies, it’s a good solid win to have.”

      I must have flushed scarlet because he chuckled and squeezed my elbow again. He checked the shop, turned off most of the lights except the spotlights that showcased designs in the window and then pulled down the shutters. We left the shop by the back door and walked the small alley to the road, then straight over into Binky’s Pub.

      The same waitress as before, Tina, showed us to a seat and filled water glasses.

      “Two Railers specials?” she asked with a wink.

      I nodded as enthusiastically as a man could when not knowing what was in a Railers special.

      Only when she left did I lean over to Gatlin. “What is a Railers special?”

      “It’s a normal burger, all the trimmings, but with special Railers sauce.”

      I considered my next question so as not to appear too stupid. “And the sauce is?”

      Gatlin shrugged, then smiled at me. “Who the hell knows, but it’s good.”

      I took a sip of the water and set down the glass, picking up the fork at my table setting and twirling it in my hands.

      “So, I assume you want to talk design?” Gatlin asked and pulled out the notebook from the backpack I’d seen him collect as we left the shop. He pulled his glasses out of the worn blue bag, put them on, and turned to another clean page and sketched the simple helmet shape again, then stared at me expectantly. “Where do you want to start?”

      “I don’t know.” At least I was honest.

      He tapped his pencil on the pad, and he had this weird expression, almost as if he could see right through me. I was lost in his gaze, in the way he smiled and it reached his eyes. I knew he was older than me. By but by how much? The gray in his neat beard could’ve indicated any age, and the dexterous way he tapped the pencil like a drumstick made me focus on his hands and the short nails, along with the tail of a design peeking under his red t-shirt. The same shirt that molded to the lean, spare shape of him and made me want to reach over and—

      “Tell me why you wanted to be a goalie.” He interrupted my thought process, and I mentally shook my head to clear my thoughts.

      At this point could I be honest? The real reason why I was a goalie, right back from the start? I’d been frantic to get on the local team way before I came out to my birth parents. Team positions meant practices and games where you needed to travel on a bus to get to them. Being on the local team, even though I was only seven, gave me a reason not to be at home, and I needed that more desperately than I needed air. None of the local players wanted to be the goalie, and at the age of eight, that is what I’d decided I would be. It meant I had a place on the team, and go figure, I was actually pretty damn good. I was also a competent skater even then, and that would hold me in good stead.

      I wasn’t completely honest with Gatlin though, and instead, I focused on the technical side of standing in goal.

      “I think I may have…or at least, it feels like…” I cleared my throat; thankful Gatlin didn’t hurry me. “I think I have an uncanny ability to feel the puck coming right at me.”

      “Like a singular vision?” Gatlin asked and doodled a shape in the corner of the page. To me, it was a bird of prey. He was so talented.

      “An owl,” I corrected. “Almost as if I can see even with my eyes shut, in the dark I mean, like an owl, or at least hear.” I dipped my gaze at the verbal diarrhea I was generating. “None of this sounds remotely rational, does it?”

      “I love it, and your story is one you own,” Gatlin murmured, and this time the doodle was even more like an owl. He transferred his attention to the mask and sketched in an eye, pulling out an amber pencil and filling in the space. I’d had a day full of emotion, of offered friendship, and then gentle smiles, and I was lost.

      No, actually I was spellbound. Witnessing the image being created, hearing the scratch of the pencil on paper, but most of all, studying the arch of his brow, the softness of his skin, and the pink of his lips, that I really wanted to taste. I never wanted to stop watching him.

      What?
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      Birds of prey were one of my favorite things to draw. Not sure why. Perhaps it was the beauty of their feathers or the gleam in those hunter’s eyes. Owls were especially interesting, and this one I envisaged as being a bit steampunk, perhaps. Maybe I could jibe the beauty of the nocturnal hunter with the power and steel of the Railers.

      “Food’s here.”

      I glanced up from my sketchpad. Bryan nodded at Tina, who held our platters.

      “Sorry,” I gave them both a sheepish smile and shoved my sketchpad back into my old backpack. Tina placed our burgers in front of us and refilled our water. I pushed my glasses onto the top of my head. “I kind of get into the zone when I’m creating. Must be like that for you when you’re on the ice and your raptor vision kicks in.”

      His dark eyes widened a bit. “Raptor vision. That’s pretty cool.”

      “There’s a video game called Assassin’s Creed where the main characters have this special skill where they have the sight of an eagle, sort of.” I took the top bun off my burger and salted the hell out of the cheese-covered patty. The Railers sauce dripped off the bun, and my stomach rumbled. “The character’s sight sharpens when you’re in this mode, I guess you’d call it. The player’s enemies are easier to pick out. Is your puck sense like that?”

      He picked up a lone French fry and dabbed it into the sauce oozing from his burger. “I guess, not really but sort of.”

      “That certainly clears it up,” I joked as I replaced the top bun.

      “Sorry, I should speak more concisely.”

      I looked up from my fries, which I was also salting. Salt is good despite what my doctor says about it and my creepy blood pressure.

      “Bryan, you don’t have to apologize. I was kidding. Sometimes, we just don’t have a straightforward way to describe something spiritual.”

      He nodded, ate his fry, and then began to retreat into that odd shell he seemed to spend so much time in. I did not want that to happen again. I’d felt him starting to loosen up a bit, and I liked him relaxed. His eyes weren’t so sad, his expression not as guarded.

      “So, what do you think about a radical steampunk owl on your helmet?” I picked up my burger with both hands and took a huge bite, ensuring he had time to plot out his reply.

      “Like, she would be kind of robotic?” He took a bite of his burger as well, and his face softened as ones does when one’s mouth is filled with glory.

      “Good, huh?” I asked around my mouthful of perfectly flame-broiled beef.

      “Super good,” he mumbled, then smiled weakly at me.

      Oh yeah, there it was. There was that smile. Kind of puny, but it was there. Now if I could somehow get another one, a less fragile one. One like I’d seen on the ice when he’d been surrounded by his new team.

      “Well, a bit yeah. Steampunk is generally steam-powered machinery. I think we could really have fun with this design if you’re willing to give it a go?”

      He took another bite and chewed lazily. His jaw was strong and covered with a new beard. Lord, but he was a pretty man. So young, so timid, so appealing in so many ways.

      He’s also as old as your niece or damn close. Which means he could be the same age as your own child if you had one.

      No. No. Garrett is ten years older than me. Age is just a number. Fucking hell. In the gay community, it’s common for younger and older men to date. So stuff it, inner voice. And we’re not dating. We’re not even flirting. We’re just doing a business dinner. Fuck you.

      Right. So you weren't just admiring his jaw and that smooth, supple skin covering his neck? You do that with all your customers? Chickenhawk.

      “Are you okay?”

      I blinked back into the here and now. “Sorry, I was thinking about your helmet.”

      He seemed to buy that lie. “Oh, okay. I think I’d like to see what you can come up with for a steampunk owl design.”

      I smiled widely at him and got a grin in return. Oh hell. My God, he was gorgeous when the shadows left his eyes. What a stunning man. My stomach knotted as I stared at him, willing him to keep smiling. Of course, he couldn’t sit there grinning like a fool all night.

      We did manage to talk, though, of things other than hockey that made him less rigid in his chair. By the time we’d polished off our food and were contemplating dessert—fine I was the one contemplating—Bryan was close to downright relaxed. His gaze lingered on me as we talked, mostly about my past, since he seemed unwilling to talk about much unless it was music or hockey.

      “You sure you don’t want some ice cream or something?” I asked while trying to decide on what decadence to indulge in.

      “No, thanks. The burger and fries were heavy enough. I’m going to have to put extra time in on the treadmill tomorrow to burn off all those empty calories.”

      “Yeah me too.” I furtively checked out my stomach, then tossed the dessert menu to the table. “Tina? Check, please.”

      We ambled out into the night, Bryan chattering away about an old KISS album he used to own. I turned to catch his eye.

      “You’re talking about KISS Alive. I have it, on vinyl, signed by Gene Simmons.” I looked left and right and then leaned in close enough to be able to pick up the woody scent of his soap. “I might have been a member of the KISS army since…” I coughed into my hand.

      He laughed softly, the sound as beautiful as his smile had been visually stunning. “That long huh?”

      “Yep. We can go to my place and give it a listen.”

      And there it was, the first move from me to turn this business meal into something entirely unprofessional. Maybe I should’ve retracted that invitation. I mean, I never invited Stan up to my place above Hard Score to listen to my scratchy old records. Yeah, this was probably not a good—

      His phone rang. “I have to take this. Hold on.” He held up a finger, then turned from me, his phone to his left ear. I nodded and waited, grateful for the call because I’d been about to cross a line that I shouldn’t. Probably. Should I? No. Why not?

      Bryan spun to look at me, his face now tight and dark. “I think we should go to your place and listen to KISS.”

      “Oh okay, fine.” I motioned him to cross the street. I walked at his side. All the softness and good humor that I’d been seeing had gone. His jaw was set again, his gaze on the ground, and his shoulders were up by his ears. “We just have to go around back.”

      I led him to the stairs at the back of Hard Score. I went up first, not saying a word, Bryan’s heavy footfalls following mine as they bounced down the alley. The door opened with a soft purr of rusty hinges, and I reached around to flick on the light. It was a small place, homey enough, thanks to Jess and her affinity for painting everything she could slap a brush over. The walls were honey yellow, the large round area rug bright red, and the furniture shades of blue and green.

      “This is colorful,” Bryan said as he stood in the doorway.

      “Jess, my niece, likes to throw color onto everything. Come on in.” I tugged off my backpack and jacket, tossed them to the table behind the sofa, and walked to the shelving unit that held a ton of books and my stereo system.

      He slowly entered my apartment, closing the door softly as if he feared waking someone. There was nothing below us but an empty tattoo shop. His edginess worried me. I wished he would open up a bit; maybe talk about the issues that had made him so wary, but I doubted he would. Not tonight anyway. But perhaps someday down the road a bit…

      “So, take off your coat and join me,” I called, pulling out a long drawer on the bottom of the custom-made bookshelf, a trade from a skilled carpenter for a full-sleeve tattoo, then waving at the massive record collection.

      Bryan did as asked and then knelt down beside me to flip through the classic rock albums. He had long fingers. They flicked each album gently. He paused at the KISS albums and tenderly lifted my copy of the live double album released way back in nineteen seventy-five.

      “How did you get Gene Simmons to sign this?” he asked in a hushed sort of reverent tone that I loved. You could tell the kid was awed by the autograph of a heavy metal demon god of thunder.

      “That’s a long story. Want a beer?”

      He nodded, so I stood, lifted the album from his hands, and pulled one big disc out. Within a moment we were up to our metal-loving ears in Deuce recorded live. I ambled off to find a couple of beers in the fridge. When I returned to the living room, Bryan was standing by the record player, eyes closed, lost in the utter bliss of Ace Frehley’s guitar riffs.

      “They’re amazing,” Bryan said when I tapped his elbow with a cold bottle of Miller.

      “They’re damn good. Want to sit down?” I waved my beer at the sofa. He inclined his head, the stress lines around his mouth a little less pronounced. He didn’t move though, stood there, cold beer in hand, staring at me as if I had a starfish dancing the Macarena on top of my head. “We can sit down,” I offered once more.

      He said nothing, only leaned in and pressed his mouth to mine.

      To say I was shocked would have been the understatement of the year. I blinked and let him do what he wished to do because I wasn’t that shocked that I was going to push him away. His eyes shut. He applied more pressure, his breath warm as it fluttered over my cheek. The drums and bass guitars folded into white noise as the kiss lingered, his lips soft against mine. Then I opened my mouth wide enough to flick at his bottom lip with my tongue. A low growl in his throat told me that he was into this, so I did it again. Maybe, in retrospect, I should have pulled back and asked why he was kissing me. Maybe, be a good man about this instead of a horndog.

      But no, I let my stiff dick lead the show. I lapped at his lips wantonly and touched him on the side. Just a touch. Not a lecherous grab, a mere fluttery pass of my fingertips over his ribs. He jerked back violently, his beer sliding out of his fingers and falling to the floor.

      “I can’t…” He pushed by me and left in such a rush he was out the door before I could think right.

      Again, I pounded after him, but this time, he was gone. I sat on the bottom step leading up to my place and stared at the empty alley. A cat crossed a few minutes later, his dark coat sleek and sexy in the flickering light of a streetlamp.

      “What the fucking hell?” I asked the stray cat. He leaped onto the lid of a trash can that belonged to the occult bookshop next door and stared at me with golden eyes. “If you’re a familiar or something, can you give me some help? Maybe some magical powers that will ensure that my cock does not lead my actions?”

      The cat started licking his balls. Nice.

      There’s your sign, stupid.

      “If I could do that, I wouldn’t need a man in my bed.” I sighed, pushed to my feet, and climbed back to my apartment to mop up beer and ponder on what it was I was getting myself into and why. The why was obvious. Bryan had begun to worm his way into my flesh and, to an extent, into my heart. He was wounded, that was obvious, and I wanted to be the one to heal him if I could. That smile of his should’ve been seen hourly by the world at large. The what, though? There, I was stepping into was a cloudy mass of uncertainty. While I had a few ideas, I had nothing concrete and so would have to wait until the beautiful yet jumpy goalie came back for his coat. Or I could take it to him tomorrow?

      “Or you could go take a cold shower and let the man be.”

      Right. Yeah, that made sense because if I went after him too soon, he’d just balk again. So, I turned off Paul, Gene, Ace, and Peter and got into the shower. I nearly leaped out of my skin when the rushing cold water hit my balls, but it served its purpose. Climbing into my big king-sized bed alone sucked. I threw the spare pillow around, punched it and then tucked it into my belly and spooned it. As I used to spoon Rex. Before I became the equivalent of a Schnauzer in his eyes. The fucker.

      Tossing and turning, I played out this Bryan thing. I resolved to never see the kid again. Then I vowed I would try my best to help him out of the dangerous situation I feared he was in. Then I called myself an ass-carrot and rolled to my belly. And then, around two-thirty, I slid out of my tangled bed, pulled on some sleep pants and an old t-shirt, and went out to sip on a beer and listen to Yes. Their Fragile album seemed to fit my restless mood as well as it fit the tender young man I was slowly finding myself falling for. My eyes got heavy as I let the music seep into me.

      Sleep finally took me around three, and thankfully I got to sleep until eleven or so since my shop opened later in the day. Even with the sleep, I was haggard. I mean, I was no spring chicken, but I looked even older than usual, and I felt it. My heart was heavy with worry about a man who did nothing but run away from me whenever we got close. Why did everyone in my life run? I tugged open my door, and there sat the black cat. He hissed and spat, then dashed down the stairs and out of sight.

      “Typical,” I mumbled, grabbed Bryan’s coat from the sofa, and carted myself and the thick parka down to the shop to face the day. I was in no way prepared to face my older brother waiting for me on the run-down sofa in his tight collar and dustless suit. I knew I should never have given him a key to the shop. Did I need this today? “If you’re here about banking or retirement, you can shove it all up your prissy ass.”

      “Thinking about what you plan to do when this shop closes is hardly something I’d call prissy,” Garrett mumbled loudly enough to be sure I heard him.

      Ugh. I so wanted to throw a tattoo gun at his head just to ruffle his neatly combed hair. Had I even combed mine? Shit. I didn’t think I had.

      “You look like someone ran over your dog.”

      “Rough night.”

      I pushed the privacy screen to the side and walked into my little area of solitude. Oops, not today, because Garrett came in not a second later.

      “Is this foul mood over a man?”

      I threw a dark look in his general direction, then spun in a circle, wondering where my glasses were. Fuck sake, how did I lose them all the damn time?

      “It’s not a man,” I lied, then paused to squint at Garrett standing by my desk. “Remember when you used to say I had to rescue everything and everyone. Do you still think that’s true?”

      “Truest words ever spoken by anyone on Earth.” I rolled my eyes. “Do you want me to list all the animals you brought home during our childhood or the men that you had to save from themselves or the big cruel world around them? Dare I mention Rex, the not quite fully recovered abuser of alcohol whom you swore you'd save on sheer determination, love, and willpower?”

      “Okay, bringing Rex up was totally unnecessary.”

      “I rest my case, but if you need proof, I do have a list of all the animals.” He gave me a quirk of an eyebrow. Chucking that tattoo gun at him sounded better and better with every passing second. “I’m sure we can gather the data for the ruined men list as well given a day or two to remember them all.”

      “Fuck. You.” I reached up to run my fingers through my hair in exasperation and found my glasses. I yanked them off my head and shoved them onto my face. “Okay, so it is a man. A young man, and my God, Garrett, but he is a haunted human being. I can sense something dark hovering around him, but he’s just so skittish.”

      “Gatlin, you really need to get over not being able to save Gina.” He laid his hand on my desk; his gaze was pained. “You cannot possibly rescue every human in dire straits.”

      “This man has nothing to do with Gina!”

      “Everything you do has to do with Gina,” my brother said with a sigh, gave me a clap on the shoulder, and left before we got into another knock-down fight.

      The bell over the front door chimed as he left the shop. It filled me with happiness to know he was gone, mostly because the bastard was right about that one point, anyway. Everything I did went back to my baby sister and how it was my fault she died.
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      The tap on my helmet snapped me back to reality so fast I yelped and stumbled backward, shoving at whoever was in my space, then grabbing a jersey and pulling them with me.

      “Shit!” the skater shouted.

      “Fuck!” I added to the mix and released my hold, skating back a little, then placing my gloved hand over my heart.

      Ten was bent at the waist, his stick across his knees, breathing heavily, and I realized I must have lashed out with my blocker and caught him on the chest. Fuck. Shit. Not Ten.

      I immediately approached him, my hand on his shoulder, and realized we’d attracted a small crowd of guys in the white practice shirts.

      “You okay, Hotshot?” Connor asked Ten, stick tapping his ass.

      I should’ve asked Ten that, but I was struck dumb by the sheer stupidity of what I had done.

      I’d been so lost in thoughts about the crap fest that my last week had been that I’d drifted into a daydream.

      Getting a call from Aarni, just before I’d gone up to listen to music with Gatlin had been what I needed. I felt attracted to Gatlin and hearing Aarni's voice would have stopped me acting on it. But it wasn't Aarni, it was some guy, taking the phone from Aarni and slurring as he told me he was balls deep and did I want pictures? Of course, Aarni had taken the phone back quickly, but he was out of breath and laughing and acting as if it was fucking nothing.

      He was wrong. It was something.

      Anger drove me to kiss Gatlin. Temper mixed with pain and disappointment welled up in me and spilled over, making the worst mistake of my life. Then Gatlin had deepened the kiss and touched me, and Aarni was in my head, saying I was a cocktease, demanding that I leave.

      Hell, I’d left so fast there was no way Gatlin could have caught up, even if he’d tried, which he probably hadn’t. I was lucky that Aarni saw past the mess of social awkwardness that was me and to the man underneath. I’d scared off every other man from sex or friendship.

      But I’d left my damn jacket at Gatlin’s. Which meant getting it back. And what about the helmet design? I’d have to meet him again and see the disappointment in Gatlin’s eyes that he even had to waste time with an idiot like me.

      Cocktease.

      “Earth to Bryan. You okay there?” Connor was talking to me, and I snapped back to the here and now.

      Adler was chirping Ten, “Jeez superstar, if you can’t take a blocker to the face, then how you gonna take a full check to the boards?”

      “Fuck you, Lockjaw,” Ten said and straightened. I expected him to lose his temper right then, to tell me what a fucking idiot I was, but all he did was grin and pat his chest. “That’s some right hook you got going there, Bry.”

      I peered down at my blocker hand and held it up.

      “Left hook actually,” I managed to say, and everyone laughed. Not at me, but with me. “Sorry, Ten.”

      He clapped me on the shoulder. “My bad for creeping up on you.”

      “You didn’t creep. I mean, I was thinking, is all.”

      “Well, whatever you were thinking about, it was dead serious.” The others had skated away, leaving Ten and me alone, and my usual clumsy social skills came to the fore.

      “I left my coat at Gatlin’s place,” I blurted out.

      He gave me a look I was familiar with. One of not quite understanding what I meant but being too polite to actually call me on it.

      “Okaaaay,” he drawled and skated back to the group. “Anyway, you're up.”

      I hurried over to the net and turned my back on everyone, placing both hands on the net and bowing my head. Thank goodness they would likely put my idiocy down to some weird goalie thing. After all, they were used to Stan. What I needed though, was just a few moments to still my heart’s frantic beating and to forget the fact I’d zoned out completely, thinking about things I shouldn’t have been thinking about.

      I couldn’t get the kiss out of my head. Seven days, and I was lusting for another taste of Gatlin or at least another meal at the bar where we could talk music. He’d actually listened to my opinions and seemed to find me interesting until I’d fucked up the whole thing.

      Aarni had called me to explain who the stranger was with his phone. A friend over to visit. That was all. The reason was real, and I accepted his regret, all the while consumed with guilt.

      Maybe I should just stay away from Gatlin. I had enough money to buy a new coat, and I could find another artist for the helmet.

      But I want to see Gatlin.

      I owed the man one hell of an apology for forcing myself on him, and my lame explanation text the next morning had gone unanswered. I was still kicking myself over what had happened.

      One stupid phone call from Aarni and I’d lost control. Spiraling to become a desperate man who used his height and weight to force a kiss on a man who might not even like men.

      You’ve seen the way he looks at you. You’ve seen the rainbow tattoo on his wrist. You’ve felt him touch you in a familiar way.

      Tension shot through me, and I felt ill, nausea climbing inside me, and God help me, I thought I was going to be sick.

      Someone moved up on my side, and I knew it would be Stan. He’d hovered over me the last few days. We’d played another preseason game against Boston, and I’d blown it so badly I was surprised I still had a contract. Ten minutes on the ice, five shots on the Railers’ goal, and every single fucker had gone past me. I was like a sieve out there, and Coach called me off the ice, sending Stan back in.

      Mental strength was vital for a goalie, and my raptor-sense had failed spectacularly.

      Stan tapped the pipes. “Good pipes, like talk.”

      I peered into the warm eyes, saw the mask resting on his head, the Railers’ logo right there, in gorgeous swirling smoke, Gatlin’s work, and something gripped me hard in my chest.

      “Touch,” Stan ordered and poked at the net, and instinctively I did as I was told, patting as Stan did and pasting a smile on my face. “Is good in head,” he added and then skated back to the opposite end of the rink right up to Coach Gagnon. What was he saying to the goalie coach? Was he explaining that I was fucking up?

      I pulled down my face mask and turned to face the team with determination, all of them lined up waiting and chatting and absolutely not staring at their sorry excuse for a backup goalie.

      I settled my breathing, leaned over and cleared my thoughts, then bounced in place, bent my knees, and finally, I was ready.

      I nodded, and Ten’s line was up first, a give and go, passing crisply, and when my hand was there, the glove catching the puck, it was as if I had steel in my spine. Fuck everything else, this is what I loved, and I was good at it. The rest of it was just noise.

      The practice ended with me sweating, tired and happy, and we made it back to the dressing rooms, Adler shooting his mouth off about strawberry shampoo and figure skaters or some such nonsense, and Dieter shoving him every so often.

      “A word when you’re done here,” Coach Gagnon said in passing. There was no accusation in his tone. He didn’t seem angry, but the feeling of dread that had marked this morning was back with a vengeance.

      Showered and dressed, I made my way to the Coach’s room, standing aside to let Jared Madsen out, and not quite being able to look him in the eye after what I’d managed to do to Ten. He didn’t seem like he wanted to kill me, so that was a good thing.

      Maybe he hasn’t heard yet.

      I rapped on the door frame, and Coach Gagnon, talking and smiling on the phone, gestured me in.

      “Shut the door, son,” he said. The dread intensified, so it was a dead weight on my chest. “Have a seat.”

      I took the worn seat and shuffled back from the table so I could fit in the small space left for visitors.

      “I can do better,” I said quickly. “Sorry about Ten.”

      He ignored what I said, rested his elbows on the table, steepled his fingers, and regarded me thoughtfully, “How are you, Bryan?”

      “Good,” I lied. He made a soft noise, a disbelieving hmmm, and that wasn’t a good sound, particularly when he frowned as well.

      “How are you finding the mindfulness sessions?”

      I opened my mouth to lie, but he was staring right at me, and I thought he could even see through me. I actually found them impossible because I had to sit in silence and listen to my body, and it wasn’t natural. I think I did it already, but not in such a purposeful way.

      “Difficult, Coach.”

      He nodded and smiled softly, and I was relieved that I’d said something right. He paused for a moment, and I wondered if he wanted me to say anything else.

      “Okay, here’s the thing. I know how hard it is to come from another team, and I’d like you to get some help with settling yourself here. I made an appointment with Mitchell Grafton. He’s on-call for the Railers as our therapist for today. He’s an ex-skater, a good man, and I’d like you to see him for a chat.”

      A therapist? Jesus, I’d spent most of my life avoiding that shit, and I scrambled for a reason why I didn’t need to talk out my feelings.

      “I already apologized for hitting Ten. It was an accident. Wrong place wrong time,” I defended.

      “Ten has had worse than a blocker to the chest.”

      “It was an accident. He talked to me, took me by surprise. I was in the zone.”

      The lie tasted horrible on my tongue, but Alain Gagnon was a former goalie and would know what it was like to be in the zone.

      It worked. He chuckled, then coughed to clear his throat. “Okay, so we’re looking at an appointment beginning in ten minutes. Make your way up to concourse level, and it’s room C twenty-three.”

      “What? Now?”

      “Now.”

      “But, Coach, I have time booked for strength and conditioning.”

      “You can make it up.”

      He looked at me steadily, and I knew I had to say something to make this all go away, but I wasn’t about to argue with the man who held my future in his hands. All he had to do was tell our GM or head coach I wasn’t mentally fit for this and I was gone from the Railers.

      “Bryan?”

      I snapped back to Coach’s voice. “Sorry?”

      “This isn’t up for negotiation.”

      Aarni’s chuckle filled my head, “I knew you wouldn’t last a month there.”

      “Yes, Coach.”

      

      Which is how I found myself standing outside room C twenty-three, hand in a fist, ready to knock, and feeling like a fifteen-year-old kid meeting my billet family for the first time. I knew back then my new family would have so many questions, and it was a familiar dread that gripped me. I stepped back from the door and leaned against the wall, thankful that this room was in a curved corridor with a dead end past it. No reason for anyone to walk past and see how fucked up Bryan Delaney was.

      Then, before I could second-guess myself anymore, I rapped on the door and entered at the muffled “Come in”.

      I expected a couch and a man with gray hair who would stare at me as I cried my way through life.

      Instead, there were sofas with cushions and jerseys in glass frames around the room. The pen holder on the desk was a miniature replica of the Stanley Cup, and the man I was there to see was on his hands and knees on the floor, picking up what looked like an entire lifetime’s worth of paper clips.

      “Shit,” he said. “Sorry, I’ll be with you in a minute. I didn’t have the appointment until half an hour ago, and I was unpacking.” He returned to the job in hand and scooped clips into a pile. “Pass me that would you?” He gestured to a cardboard container which had rolled toward the door. I picked it up and passed it to him. He scooped each paperclip in there and finally stood, brushing off his pants, and then extending a hand to me.

      “Mitchel Grafton, call me Mitch, and you’re Bryan Delaney, the backup goalie. I saw you play against the Jets back in fifteen. Nice saves in the shootout, good hands.”

      I wasn't expecting a guy who didn't stop talking, but seriously he was all smiles and happy and confident. I hated him and really wanted out of the room.

      “Thanks,” I said instead.

      “Sit, sit.” He chose one sofa, so I took the other, easing back into the comfort of dark leather and waiting for the questions to start. “Tell me the truth,” Mitch began and leaned forward, all earnest and focused.

      Here we go.

      “I’ll try,” I said.

      “I read you sometimes close your eyes in practice. Is that for real?”

      Wait. Where was the searching question about my parents or my sex life or my opinions on images I could see in ink blots?

      “Yes.” I cleared my throat. “I know it’s strange, but I connect with the ice.”

      Mitch grinned at me. “That is the coolest thing I’ve ever heard. I played hockey at college level, not a goalie but as part of the leakiest defense in the NCAA. Maybe we should have all closed our eyes and felt a connection with the ice.”

      Is he teasing me? Is he laughing at my weirdness?

      He didn’t seem to be. I couldn’t see that he was anything but genuine.

      “Maybe,” I said.

      “Anyway, where do we start? Coach Gagnon wanted me to talk to you about mindfulness, but before we do that, I’d like to get a feel for the real Bryan Delaney. Where were you born?”

      I gestured at his lap. “Don’t you need a notebook or a file?”

      He shook his head, “I don’t take notes. I’m not that kind of therapist. I just want to talk, man-to-man, see how we can work together to make your thoughts a little calmer in the net.”

      “What if I don’t need that?”

      “We’ll work out if you do or not and take it from there.”

      Resigned and not able to run for the door, I laced my fingers together in my lap, my palms sweaty, my chest tight, and steeled myself for all kinds of searching questions. Starting with where I was born, which would lead to my parents.

      “I was born in Canada,” I said before he could ask me again. I had this story carefully plotted, and it was all in my bio if you looked hard enough. “My dad was a mechanic; my mom was a secretary for the local Catholic church. I went to school in the town I was born in, played my first hockey game at four with my best friend, Darren, and moved to a billet family in Erie when I was fifteen.”

      Mitch watched me carefully. “Let’s start at the beginning.”

      Please, let’s not.

      “Why?”

      “I just want to get a better picture.”

      Irritation spiked. What the hell gave the Railers the right to know anything past my basic information? I was theirs now, but all that stuff from my childhood wasn’t important. I even had the words on the tip of my tongue to say just that, but Mitch beat me to it.

      “So, your dad was a mechanic; your mom a secretary. Did either of them play hockey?”

      I couldn’t help the snorted laugh, imagining my sour-faced mother on skates or my dad drunk off his head trying to stand up on dry land, let alone ice. Of course, that was the wrong thing to do as I caught a glint of interest in Mitch’s steady gaze.

      “How did you get into hockey?”

      “My best friend’s uncle was a coach and our local priest. He would take us both.”

      “Priest? Are you a practicing Catholic?”

      “No.”

      That was a can of worms I was not opening, and I guess my tone was enough for him to back off. The irritation inside me was acid under my skin, and I had to try damn hard to sit still in the chair.

      “You left home at fifteen.”

      Not a day too soon.

      “A lot of hockey kids get selected to play and live with new families.”

      “I know. Tell me about the family you ended up with.”

      “Daisy, my billet mom, is married to George, and they have two children of their own, Emma and Tom. I loved my time with them until I moved to Arizona after the draft took me to the Raptors.”

      “But you weren’t happy at home in Canada?”

      “I never said that.”

      Mitch frowned and shook his head. “The Raptors are a hard team.” He didn’t elaborate, and I wasn’t going to give anything away. “Are you still close to your billet family?”

      By the time the session had finished, Mitch knew very little about the real me, and I certainly hadn’t told him about the first fifteen years of my life or getting caught kissing the priest’s nephew or why I wasn’t a Catholic anymore. Hell, I hadn’t even told him about Aarni being my boyfriend, although I did tell him I was gay. He didn't bat an eyelid at anything I actually deigned to say to him. I was congratulating myself on my success and actually felt calmer, so maybe there was something with this talking business.

      “Thank you for coming to see me,” Mitch concluded and shook my hand. I’d made it all the way into the hall, heading in the direction of the stairs when he called after me. “Same time Friday?”

      I sketched a wave back at him, didn’t actually say I’d be there. That was all I could manage right now. I was exhausted from skirting the truth and avoiding the past, and my head hurt.

      It didn’t help when Ten cornered me by the lockers as I pulled out the thick fleece that had replaced my coat.

      “Check your phone. There’s an invite on there for a preseason party at our place. Beer, talking, and I think Jared’s doing barbecue.”

      “I’m not sure I can make it,” I blurted and realized what I’d done. He hadn’t even mentioned a date, and I had just fucked myself over. The last thing I wanted to do was be social with the team. When the Raptors got together outside hockey, it was an excuse to get drunk and pick on anyone who showed vulnerability. The quiet goalie was at the top of everyone’s lists. But don’t think for one minute I can’t think on my feet. “I’m washing my hair,” I quipped and turned the whole thing into a joke.

      Ten went from confused to happy in a millisecond, and he fist-bumped me.

      “Sunday, starts at four, details on the phone.”

      He left then, in his cool Railers’ jacket, and I looked at my stupid ass Raptors fleece and threw it back into the locker.

      I might not be with the Railers very long, but I could get one of the jackets and eBay it later when they dumped my ass.

      I had two preseason games to prove I wasn’t a fuckup and solidify my place as a legitimate backup to Stan, and one team party to get through without seeming like an idiot.

      But all I could think about was Aarni and the blonde or the unidentified man on the phone or Gatlin and his soft voice and kind eyes.

      And I was tired of it all.
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      “You come.”

      I glanced up at the Russian sitting in my chair, getting some color added to a new tattoo. Stan stared back at me.

      “You come.”

      “Stan, I appreciate the offer, but it’s kind of last-minute notice. I might have something planned for that night.”

      “What plan? You got better plan to party with us?” He stared right into me. I returned my attention to the soft blue going into the small baby bunny on his wrist. A little blue bunny. All fuzzy and adorable with the name of his son inked in among the flowers Noah the bunny was cavorting in. Well, I guess Noah was Erik’s son, but try telling Stan that. Or Stan’s mother. That boy was theirs as much as he was Erik’s.

      “I didn’t say I had plans. I said I might. You okay?” I glanced up again, pulling the needle from his skin after he had moved his hand. “Getting too intense on the pulse point? Lots of people complain about that. We can take a break.”

      “No, it good fine for pulse points. I need you tell me you come. Big party. We bring Mama and Noah. Many wife and children. One beer only why hard training for new season. Make good times. You come.”

      I sighed. “Stan…” It wasn’t that I didn’t want to go. I did. I loved the guys on the team and was kind of flattered to be thought of as one of their inner circle. But where the Railers were, Bryan was sure to be, and that whole festering mess had yet to be resolved. Why? Oh, because the big bad tattoo artist didn’t have the balls to call the man, or vice versa it seemed. That kiss had elevated things from mere attraction to fuck-me-now, and I wasn’t sure Bryan was on board with—

      “You look goofy-faced.”

      “I was born looking like this,” I quipped to cover my lapse.

      Stan chuckled, then flexed his hand to work out the tingling in his fingers, I wagered.

      “You sexy old man.”

      “Thanks.” I sniggered, sitting straight to work out the kinks being bent over his arm had brought.

      “I no mean old man. Old man like young man but not so old dick no work good no more. See? I make clear sunny day as shine on face!”

      I had no idea what he had just said. “Yep, clear as a sunny day on shine face.”

      “Ah, we speak good talk. You smart man. Smart come with old. So, you come.”

      I folded my arms over my chest, tattoo gun in my right latex-covered hand. “Are you going to keep pestering me until I give in?”

      He nodded strongly. “I pester big much. You come. See friends. Eat good foods. Bounce baby Noah on knee. You come.”

      “Okay, I give up.” I held up my hands. “I’ll go. Text me the directions to Tennant and Jared’s place.”

      His grin was wide and sincere. “Is good you come! You see. Big good times for all.”

      I doubted Sunday night would be filled with big good times, but at least it beat sitting around, staring at Bryan’s jacket while I played with myself.

      “Now do work on new Noah inks.”

      “It was you who kept distracting me,” I pointed out with a soft laugh.

      Stan’s smile grew wider. “Yes, but you come now. Distracting make work mighty fine.”

      

      Sunday night arrived, and I was pretty sure not much was going to be mighty fine or even a little fine. I felt stupid, underdressed, too damn old, and was about to knock on Jared Madsen’s door with Bryan’s coat over my arm. Shit. Maybe I should’ve gone back and thrown it into my car. Yeah, good call. I dashed to my car, chucked the coat in, and then jogged back to Jared’s and then rang the bell. I could hear the party from out here. When the door was yanked open, the sounds of laughter, both adult and children’s, leached into the early October evening.

      “Gatlin, dude, so glad you made it!” Tennant grabbed my hand, shook it, and then pulled me into his home. “Yo! Our ink man has arrived.”

      Everyone in the tastefully decorated apartment greeted me. I lifted a hand, and my sight flew to Bryan standing by an old upright piano. Seeing him sucked the air from my lungs. How was it possible that he’d gotten even better looking since I’d last seen him? That shaky kiss flashed through my mind as we stood drinking each other in while I made small talk with Ten and Jared. They shoved a soda into my hand. Two young boys ran past, one bouncing into and then off Tennant’s leg.

      “So yeah, I’m working my best charm to get Bryan to join our Pokémon group, but he’s holding out hard. Think you could maybe discuss how painless it is to get new ink?”

      I gave Tennant a lifted eyebrow. The kid had the grace to look a little shamed.

      “Okay, so they do kind of hurt, but he’s just balking because…well, I don’t know why. I know he wants in because, yeah, it’s Pokémon, but every time we mention the tattoo part, he gets all ashen and shit.”

      “Maybe he just doesn’t want a tattoo. Not all of us do, Tennant,” Jared interjected, his hand lying on the back of Ten’s thick neck, right over Rowe’s own tattoo.

      “Maybe, but I think if he just talked to a professional about it…”

      “Okay, I’ll go talk to him about tattoos.”

      “You rock.” Ten and I rapped knuckles, and then I meandered toward Bryan. Each step I got delayed by hockey players or their wives, many who had also come to me for ink, until about fifteen minutes later, I finally stepped in front of the man who had been haunting my dreams for days.

      “You’re popular,” Bryan said, holding a can of pineapple soda.

      I’d never seen pineapple soda before. “Is that some sort of Canadian thing?” I asked, waving my good old can of Coke at the yellow can in his hand.

      “Oh, not that I’m aware of. Stan said it was an American classic.”

      “Stan’s probably not the one to talk to about Americana.”

      “Probably not.” He lifted his gaze from the soda in his hand. Our gazes met and locked. “I guess you’re wondering why I left the other night.”

      “Nope, I have a pretty good idea why you ran. I scare you.”

      His pretty eyes flared for a second, Then he exhaled, the sound desperately sad. “Sort of, yeah.”

      “You kind of scare me too.”

      His gaze warmed just a bit. The impulse to lean into him and put my mouth on his was huge, and I would have and damn the consequences, were it not for the kids running around with inflatable hockey sticks bearing the Railers steam engine logo.

      “I have your coat.”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      This was going smoothly. If racing a car off a cliff was smooth.

      “Bet you’re cold without it.”

      He shrugged.

      I was now torn between wanting to suck on his tongue or shake him like a maraca. Both had merit.

      “Gatlin.”

      “Bryan.”

      We both blinked at each other after speaking at the same time. I pushed my way into the awkward silence that followed.

      “Bryan, how about we finish our drinks and go somewhere to talk. I think we really need to do that.”

      He nodded slowly but with conviction. I will not say how happy that bob of the head made me. A baby started crying behind me. I glanced over my shoulder to see Stan’s Erik trying to soothe their fussy son. Stan rubbed the boy’s belly gently, but the tyke was falling into a true screaming fit by the sounds of his increased volume.

      “I am think he has sidesaddle fart,” Stan announced to the room. Several people, probably parents, giggled, and the rest of us just chortled at Stan. “Or is mad over ugly music on radio. Tennant, find us good baby song.”

      “Uh, well, I can’t just pull kids’ music out of the air,” Tennant said.

      “Play something for the boy. That might soothe his jagged temper,” Jared interjected as Noah grew louder. “Ryker always loved people singing to him.”

      “Right, okay, I can play something. Bring him over here.” Tennant wiggled past me. I stepped into a small space on Bryan’s left. Our arms rubbed with warm familiarity, and I was thrilled that he didn’t jerk away from the friction.

      Ten sat on the piano bench, Jared resting his hands on Tennant's broad shoulders. Stan settled on the side of the sofa beside Tennant, Erik lingering behind the big Russian. People began to crowd in. I’d not had a clue that Tennant Rowe knew how to play the piano, although he may have mentioned sheet music for a Panic! At the Disco song during one of his ink sessions.

      “I think I have an old book full of Disney songs,” Ten was saying as he shuffled through a couple of thick stacks of sheet music.

      “It’s behind the Bach,” Jared pointed out. Ten gave him a flashing smile, then tugged the book out from behind loose sheaves of paper filled with lines and musical notes. It was all Greek to me. I love the hell out of music but can’t read a note of it.

      “Right, here we go.” Ten tapped a key, and Noah sniffled a bit, his screaming coming to a fast halt. Stan dabbed at the lad’s round, wet cheeks with a tissue. “Does he like Winnie the Pooh?”

      “Yes, he is big liking Pooh and Piglet. Tigger too!” Stan replied, bouncing the boy on his knee.

      Several of the older kids wiggled through the adults. Ten smiled at them all and then played. Noah’s eyes grew as round as dinner plates, his lower lip stopped trembling. Tennant, with a voice so lovely that it shocked me into stupidity, began singing about going up and down and touching the ground. When another verse started, every parent in that spacious apartment sang along, as were a bunch of kids. Noah was now drooling in glee, his eyes sparkling.

      Bryan’s knuckles brushed the back of my hand. I glanced to the side and wasn't sure what I saw in his gaze. Surprise maybe, mixed with some other strong emotions. Did he want me to take his hand right here? No, surely not. I replied by tickling his knuckles with my index finger. His lips twitched a bit. I felt a little giddy. Imagine a man of my age and horrific track record with romance feeling giddy over something as simple as a mere brush of flesh against flesh. It was insane. I was insane.

      When the song concluded, Noah squealed in delight, the partygoers clapped, and Ten let his head drop back to rest on Jared’s stomach. Our defensive coach leaned down and kissed his boyfriend so sweetly that I ached inside. Talk about envious.

      “Want to go talk now?” Bryan whispered beside my ear.

      “Sure.”

      We kind of faded back through the group of men, women, and kids and slipped outside to make our escape. I took his coat out of the back of my car and handed it to him. He slid his long arms into it, a wobbly smile on his lips.

      “Thanks.”

      “So where do we want to go to talk?”

      “I’m sorry about the last time we were together.”

      Okay. Guess we were talking here. In the parking lot of Jared's somewhat upscale apartment building.

      “Me too,” I replied. “Bryan, we should maybe take this somewhere less drafty than this parking lot.”

      He glanced around as if he had forgotten that we were standing outside. “Right, yeah, uhm, your place?”

      “Sure.” I slid into my car after giving him a self-conscious smile. He followed at a sedate rate. We parked in front of the shop and walked around back, him at my heels, and up the creaky metal stairs. Curled up on the welcome mat was that black cat. He seemed disinclined to move, so I stepped over him after the door was unlocked.

      “Should I leave the door open for your cat?” Bryan asked as he sidestepped the cat snoozing on the mat.

      “He’s not my cat.” I shucked off my coat and flung it to my favorite old recliner. I took a deep breath and turned. Bryan was closing the door gently, as if scared he would pinch the slumbering cat. It was quite the endearing sight. And there it was—that stupid, giddy feeling. For fuck’s sake. This was moronic. You’d think I’d never been kissed before.

      “You want something to drink?”

      “No, I don’t want to have a sloppy head, and we’re going to be opening the season soon.” He took his coat off and laid it right where it had lain before. I couldn’t help but check him out. His black jeans fit him well, as did the long-sleeved shirt he’d pulled over a soft gray vest. “Are you mad at me?”

      “No, not at all. I'm feeling a little ratty, to be honest,” I joked, tugging at my favorite sweater, an old rust-toned one that Rex, the prick, had given me. “This is pretty much dressing up for me.” An old sweater and worn Levi Strauss. Typical Gatlin.

      “You look good. I mean…” He slapped a hand to the back of his neck. “Good, like dressed well for a party. Casual. I always feel like I need to be…uhm, do more.”

      Shit, this was uncomfortable. Erotic pulses danced between us, but I had no idea how to move on them.

      “Let’s sit down.” There, that was good. Sitting was better than standing. Christ on a cracker I was an idiot.

      But we sat after we managed to pick out some music without really looking at each other. We agreed on some Rush before we sat down facing one another.

      “You ever see them live?” Bryan asked, settling into the conversation about music smoothly. Chatting about rock bands wasn’t exactly what I was hoping to do, but if it put him at ease, I’d talk Rush all night.

      “Once, back in the late eighties. I was eight or nine at the time. Garrett, my older brother, was nineteen and took me along. I threw myself all over the place until he agreed to take me. My little sister, Gina, she was just two. She wanted to go as well, but Garrett was not taking a toddler to a Rush show. That was my first rock concert. They were phenomenal.”

      “Did your sister ever get to see them play again? They were touring just a few years ago,” he said, impressing me with his knowledge of the rock world.

      “No, she uh, she never got to see them.”

      This time it was me making a move. It was a fumbling, stupid move, filled with a dopey lunge that ended up with us bumping noses. Yes, I was going in for a kiss to divert him from asking why Gina never got to see Rush.

      Because I let her die, that’s why. Now fucking shut up and kiss me and ease this pain.

      He tipped his head, his eyes simmering and hot, then opened for me when I moved in to try again. I crawled up over him, his tongue roaming around inside my mouth, his hands sliding under my sweater. I rocked into him a bit, my cock gouging him in the belly. He was a lanky man, powerful legs tangling with mine as we ‘talked about things’. His kisses made me hot and hard, slewing my thought processes until all I could think of was his skin next to mine from head to toe.

      “You’re delicious.” I panted as we wrestled to get my sweater off and then worked on his vest and shirt. When we were bare from the waist up, he grabbed my head, hands big as dinner plates locking to either side of my skull and leading my mouth back to his. We came up for air a few minutes later. “I mean, like possibly the most entrancing taste to have ever touched my taste buds.”

      He smiled. Holy hell, that smile lit up the room. No, it probably lit up the whole freaking block.

      “I like kissing you.” Then he sighed, tugging on my neck until our mouths were fused yet again. I licked deeply, rolling my cock into him, getting a long growl that nearly had me coming in my shorts. That was just not going to happen. Not to a man who could see forty clearly on the horizon.

      “We should…shit,” I gasped, trying to leave his lips and finding it impossible.

      I nuzzled his neck. His fingers worked the flesh on my back, fingertips digging in deep, as I suckled hungrily. A familiar tingle in my balls made me pull back a bit. I sat back on my couch, my lungs working overtime to pull in oxygen. He lay there, back flat to the couch, legs akimbo, lips puffy, and chest working as hard as mine. I placed my hand to his chest, right on his sternum. There was a fine line of dark hair there. It crinkled and tickled my palm. “Now that we got that out of our systems, we really should talk.”

      Bryan licked those swollen lips, then inclined his head.

      Good. Okay. I’d taken control of things before I embarrassed myself.

      “I need a beer.”

      “Go for it. Got any spring water?”

      “Uhm, maybe?” I got up, pushed at the impressive erection trying to bust my zipper, and walked in some discomfort to the kitchen. I had to rummage around to find a bottle of water, but I did and, with something for both of us, went back to sit down beside him.

      “It’s kiwi-flavored. Jess must have left it here for me. She’s big on trying to make me take better care of myself.” I handed him the water and twisted the cap on my beer. Bryan was resting comfortably, his back pressed deeply into the cushions.

      “Not sure I’ve ever had a kiwi,” he mumbled as I leaned up to rest my elbows on my knees, my beer dangling from my fingers. I needed to think of a way to get him to open up a little.

      “No, me either. When did you know you were into classic rock and metal?”

      He sipped his water, made a terrible face which made me snicker, and then handed the kiwi water back to me.

      “Sorry, but that is rank, and I’ve had some awful protein drinks before.”

      “It’s fine. I won’t tell her. So, metal. Tell me how you found yourself wrapped in its seductive arms.”

      I leaned back into the couch cushion. Bryan stared at me oddly. “I like how you phrase things. Like calling rock a seductress. It kind of is though, right? I mean, the lyrics are so pure, so brutally true, that you have to give yourself up to them.”

      “Exactly. Take Rush for example. If you really listen and absorb the words to Free Will, for instance, you’ve got to be—what?”

      His mouth was on mine before I could finish my statement about Rush. Kind of a shame because I had an excellent point to make, but for the life of me when his tongue tangled with mine, I could not recall what that good point had been.

      This time, he pressed his weight into me, pushing me back into and over the arm of the couch, his leg easing between mine. The man was one hell of a kisser. Hungry. Ravenous even. The ridge of his cock rocked into my hip. Both of us sucked in a sharp breath through our noses because we didn’t dare break apart long enough to breathe properly. I wanted him in ways that I’d not wanted a man in…maybe ever. I rubbed my hands over his arms, loving the ebb and flow of his biceps as he thrust that long, hard dick of his against me. My own cock was rigid as well. This petting and humping was fun, but after a few long strokes of my tongue over his, we needed to step this up or call it a night.

      I made a move and shoved my hand between us, searching for his fly, the pressure of his erection against my palm making me groan into his mouth. With a flick of his hips, I found the zipper and tugged it down. The impatient thing that I am, I crammed my hand into his pants, finding the band of his briefs, then slipping under the material. I brushed the head of his cock. A slick trail of pre-cum dampened my knuckles as I searched for the base of his prick. No sooner had I wrapped my fingers around him than he tensed.

      Cursing inwardly, I released him, and he rolled off me to one knee, and then awkwardly he pushed to his feet. Lying there hard as a new two-by-six, short of breath, my balls heavy with want, I looked at him standing by the end of the sofa and wondered if he were getting ready to run yet again. I held his gaze, then slowly got to my feet and walked to him, reaching for him, my fingers running up his neck and then around to cup his skull. I was not going to let him make a dash without trying one last time to tempt him to stay with me. He leaned in for the kiss, and I made damn sure it was one of my best kisses ever.
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      When we parted, it wasn’t only me who’d been affected by the kisses. Gatlin was flushed, and he smiled at me, and then he leaned in for more.

      And all I could think was what the hell had I done. I was in a relationship, and I’d kissed another man. Jeez, my head is fucked up.

      I was mortified that I’d melted into Gatlin’s arms, and remorse at leading him on warred with arousal. This kissing and then running was getting tiresome, and I had to explain. I quickly shook off Gatlin’s hold and stepped back until my ass hit the table.

      “I’m sorry,” I didn’t have the words to excuse what I was about to say.

      Gatlin stepped closer, a smile curving his lips, his gaze soft and his tattoos clear in the light spilling from the kitchen.

      I wonder what they all mean? There are so many of them.

      I wanted to ask, but that was a level of intimacy I couldn’t go into right now. Not until I cleared the air between us. What I felt with Gatlin was explosive, so much more than the hidden sex I’d had with Aarni. Aarni didn’t kiss or hug or spend ten minutes tracing the shape of my body. Sex with Aarni was rough and fast, and hurtful and angry, Aarni stamping his authority on me as if that was what sex was about.

      And I took it because that was what I thought a relationship was. Aarni was my only frame of reference for what was expected from another man.

      Tonight, I hadn’t even made it to bed with Gatlin, but I swear I’d felt more in that short time than I had after three years of being with Aarni.

      “I have a boyfriend,” I said and waited for the explosion of anger.

      Gatlin stopped prowling toward me. Stopped dead no more than two feet away, his expression morphing from aroused affection to awful understanding.

      I closed my eyes, knowing I deserved whatever Gatlin threw at me. Any and all hate and anger from Gatlin was okay with me as long as he felt better about what I’d done.

      “Jesus. Okay. Look, these things happen. It’s okay,” he said.

      “No, it’s not. I shouldn’t have let things get this far.” Aarni was right. I was nothing more than a cocktease. I opened my eyes to see that Gatlin hadn’t moved an inch. He still looked shocked, but there was no anger there. Instead, there was caution in his gaze, and he was calm, his thumbs hooked into his belt loops.

      I hoisted up my open pants, buttoned them, hot tears pricking my eyes. Craving Gatlin’s temper was one thing, but all I was seeing was understanding or maybe indifference as if nothing of what we’d done actually mattered enough to waste emotions on.

      “I said, it’s okay,” Gatlin murmured.

      “That’s what I do, you know. I have this man back in Arizona, but I still came up here with you, leading you on. Fuck.” I dragged a hand through my hair and gripped hard. “You have every right to be angry with me.”

      “I’m not angry,” Gatlin said.

      I stiffened at the bewilderment in his tone. “You should be.” I tilted my chin up and pushed my shoulders back. “You can be angry with me, say whatever you want. I led you on. I can take it.”

      Gatlin’s gaze narrowed. “I don’t know what you’re asking for.” He remained confused. “Did you kiss me just to try and make me angry when you told me about a boyfriend?”

      “No! Yes… Fuck, I don’t know.”

      “I’m not going to lie. I’m thirty-eight years old, and I never thought I’d ever have an attraction to someone as instant as what I feel for you. I’m sad, but this isn’t on you. I misread the situation, but I’m a grown man. It’s fine.” He turned from me and picked up his shirt, slipping it over his head to cover the beautiful angel on his back. “Come on, let’s just listen to music and you can tell me about tomorrow night’s game. It’s the first of the season, and I can’t wait to see how the Railers do this year.”

      I listened to the words, the lack of heightened emotion, the acceptance, and something inside me snapped, my heart aching with the pain of it.

      “I can’t,” I said. “I have to go.”

      Gatlin reached for me, but I avoided the hold, scrambled to put on my shirt and jacket, and with those damn tears threatening to fall, I went to the door. Gatlin didn’t try to stop me, only stood there watching, his expression thoughtful.

      “You don’t have to go.” Gatlin wriggled his hands. “I can keep these to myself.” He was apparently trying to ease the tension, but it was all wrong. I needed more; passion and fire and temper.

      I’m so fucked up.

      “I need an early night.” I kept my tone even. “Thank you.”

      I could feel the weight of Gatlin’s gaze from the apartment window as I walked away from the shop.

      So, I left crying until I was safe inside my car.

      Back in my apartment, I felt torn apart and exposed, and my head spun. I owed it to Aarni to tell him what had happened tonight. How I’d let myself feel something for another man, so I pulled my cell out of my pocket, then stared at it for the longest time.

      Finally, I scrolled my contacts and connected to Aarni, who answered on the third ring, just as I’d expected it to go to voicemail.

      “Bryan,” Aarni shouted over the noise that was behind him. It sounded like a party, probably some kind of preseason thing like they had every year. Only the Raptors let loose in the wildest way, it wasn’t like the Railers’ party with family and babies and playing the piano. They would have a DJ, and even this close to playing, there would be some players who drank heavily, Aarni included.

      “What am I to you?” I shouted so Aarni could hear me over the volume of the party.

      “What?” Aarni shouted back.

      “What. Am. I. To. You?” I repeated, speaking as loudly and clearly as I could.

      Silence from Aarni as a cheer from the people in the room filled my ears. Then the chaos muffled, and I realized Aarni had taken the call somewhere a bit quieter. Knowing Aarni, it was a bathroom. He was proud that he did a lot of his best fucking in the bathroom. I’d lost count of the times that he’d had taken me in a stall at the arena.

      “What the hell, Bryan? Why are you calling?”

      I didn’t hang around rethinking my question. “What am I to you? Partner, lover, boyfriend?”

      Aarni let out a bark of a laugh, and it was hateful and dark. “You’re a good fuck, kid. You know that is what you are to me.”

      “But—?”

      “What the hell do you want me to say? I’m at a party for god’s sake.” Aarni sounded pissed.

      I hung up. Guilt gripped me, along with anger and self-recrimination.

      

      The season started with a bang, with me in my backup role riding the pine. Four games and the Railers took three of them as victories. I hadn’t heard from Aarni since that night nor from Gatlin. That was okay though. I’d come to terms with messing things up with Gatlin. Aarni, on the other hand, was a raw despair I carried with me and examined at moments when my brain wasn’t filled with hockey. It didn’t help that we were starting our season with a West Coast stand, with the Raptors our first stop. Given that the two teams were in different conferences, the Railers only met the Raptors twice this season, once now, the other before Christmas. I dreaded the two games as equally as I needed to face them. Maybe Aarni would want me tonight if the Raptors won on their home ice?

      Because today was the day that the Raptors met the Railers.

      I wanted a chance to talk to Aarni, face-to-face, to apologize or shout or who the hell knew what. I missed Aarni so much. I missed the team.

      And I feared what my place was on the Railers.

      Was Aarni right when he’d warned me in the summer? Was I only there as a placeholder until they found a real backup? Was Ten a bad person, a spoiled, temperamental celebrity who got his own way? Were the Railers a team who’d somehow cheated their way to winning the Stanley Cup? Or was it Aarni who was wrong?

      Confusion and self-doubt were my friends in the dark nights, and I hated them with a passion.

      Somehow, I managed to keep my head in the game during practice on the Raptors’ ice. Standing here, looking up at the familiar rafters, walking past the home locker room to get to ours, I was quiet, but no one called me on it. Not even Ten who had taken to hovering around the net at practice today, half-working on tip-ins and half staring at me.

      The Raptors were here, in this building. They’d had an hour out on the ice this morning, but there’d been no text from Aarni, nothing to even say hello. No one had reached out to me.

      Coach called Stan and me in for a pregame meeting, Coach Gagnon there as well. The goalie coach was all kinds of serious.

      “Bryan, I’m putting you in net,” Coach Benning said and sat back in his chair expectantly.

      What did he want me to do? Let out a yelp of excitement at getting my first Railers start on Raptor ice? Tears that I wasn't ready? Fear of facing my old team? I felt nothing. No fear or enthusiasm or sorrow.

      “I’m excited about the opportunity,” I murmured, the perfect soundbite that I’d give the waiting journalists when they asked me later.

      After I fucked up and lost the game for the Railers.

      “You know team,” Stan said enthusiastically and clapped my shoulder.

      “I do.” I forced eagerness into my voice.

      “Watch video,” Stan announced, and Coach Gagnon opened the laptop. We sat for a while, watching highlights of the shooting from the Raptors in their first few season games. They’d lost two for two so far, and I knew what that meant. They would be messy and frantic for a win.

      I wanted to warn Stan about some of the shit they pulled; how much they hated the Railers. Or at least, how much Aarni hated them. I did mention it to Connor, and the captain listened to my concerns, and I caught him glancing at Ten.

      Ten was always the target for other teams, the one that they wanted to take out to level the playing field. But the Railers didn’t only have Ten. We were a team, and I was backstopping that team in less than two hours.

      Restless, I left the visitors’ dressing rooms and turned left, away from the main entrance to the ice and up the stairs to the roof. This had always been my favorite place at the Raptors’ arena, with views over Tucson and beyond. I snapped a couple of photos on my phone, something to remember this place by. I could show Gatlin,

      Just as a friend.

      “Thought I’d find you here.”

      I spun on my heels. Aarni was by the door, leaning on the jamb, smirking. I immediately had an image of Gatlin front and center, and I shook my head to clear it. Gatlin was slimmer, not so bulked up, his skin marked with colors, his expression happy. This man was Aarni, taller and bigger than me, and he wasn’t happy. If anything, he looked pissed, and for a moment I felt as if I deserved his irritation. I needed to get off the roof and back down to the dressing room, suit up, and get in the zone, so I walked to the door, expecting Aarni to move to one side.

      He didn’t. He gripped my arm and held me still. “Meet me after the game,” he said, not leaving any room for me to disagree. “It’ll be good to catch up.”

      “You mean fuck,” I said softly and winced when his hold tightened. I attempted to slip away, but I wasn’t ready to push him too far. He pressed me to the wall and pinned me there, with a hand on my chest and the other one twisted in my hair. He tugged to expose my throat, and I waited. He wasn’t going to kiss me. He just liked it when I couldn’t move.

      “We could fuck now,” Aarni suggested.

      I shoved at him, testing his hold, but he slid his arm up, so it rested on my throat. The last time he'd fucked me, he’d held me there, so hard I’d seen spots in my vision, unable to think. The remembered fear took my breath, and I stiffened in his hold.

      “Let me go,” I said. Pleaded.

      “You remember who looked after you,” he growled and yanked my hair a little more, biting at my throat.

      I needed to get away, wanted to tell him that I didn’t need looking after, that no one needed to look after me at the Railers. But he wasn’t listening, even as I attempted to string the sentences together. He spun me, and my face scraped the wall. He still had hold of my throat, and he pressed his erection against my ass.

      “What the hell?” someone shouted, and with coursing fear, I recognized Ten’s voice. “Let him go.”

      Aarni chuckled darkly. “If it isn’t the boy wonder,” he said to Ten. “You need to move on.”

      I moved the best I could against the brick, met Ten’s gaze, and watched his concern morph into anger.

      “We’re going,” he snapped.

      “Fuck you,” Aarni responded with heat.

      Ten pushed a hand between us and then somehow was in the space, separating Aarni and me.

      “We’re going,” he repeated, soft but firm.

      I wriggled out from the Ten/Aarni weight and gripped Ten’s arm. I had images of Aarni hitting Ten or pushing him down the stairs. “Come on Ten,” I pleaded as Ten and Aarni faced off against each other.

      I heard Aarni’s dark chuckle. “See you on the ice, boys.”

      I led Ten down the steps, and wordlessly, he followed me until we were at the locker room door. Then he stopped me with a gentle hand on my arm.

      “You want to report this? I can get Jared.”

      I huffed a laugh. Ten didn’t understand a thing. That up there was my fault, and I’d very nearly gotten Ten involved in a situation he should be anywhere near. Then a thought hit me.

      “What were you doing on the roof?”

      “I followed you, wanted to talk to you, saw Aarni go up there, thought about how you’ve been, and decided to investigate,” he explained as if it was every day that a teammate checked on my welfare.

      “How I’ve been? What do you mean?”

      “Quiet, thoughtful, not yourself since you left with Gatlin after the party. Did Gatlin do something to upset you? Should I talk to Stan about it? Or is this an Aarni thing? Is he your boyfriend?”

      So many questions, and my head spun as I met Ten’s earnest expression.

      “It’s nothing you need to worry about. I’m good.” I pushed open the door. I had to get ready, focus, and Ten was up in my space, getting wrapped up in the mess. I didn’t need that.

      

      Out on the ice for warmups, I stayed well and truly in my net and refused to check out the Raptors on their side of the ice. Teams had half the ice to skate on and test shots, and Stan and I took it in turns to stand in net. Ten skated over to me, stick-tapped my leg, and smiled at me. I grinned back at him and hoped to hell I faked it enough to reassure him. Up on that roof, I’d been frozen in indecision, and then Ten was there, warning Aarni away.

      Wanting to know what was going on.

      We headed back to the locker room, and I went into my bag, sent a quick text to Gatlin. A simple message that needed saying.

      I want to see you. Kiss you. I need to talk.

      Then, with confusion and pride and fear and hope all pushing for the room in my head, I skated out for the game and took up my position on the ice. The crowd booed as our team came out, wanting their displeasure to be heard, the loudest for Ten, who I’m sure was getting used to this by now. There was a video compilation of my pitiful showings for the Raptors, but the booing was all I could hear, and I wanted it over and done with.

      The first shot on goal got past me, Aarni skating close after and smirking at me, winking.

      Ten and Adler both came over to the net, nodded to me, reassured me. I looked over at the bench and to Stan.

      Maybe it should be Stan out here. I’m going to choke again. The Raptors won the next face-off at center ice, and it was on, Ten taking the possession, a crisp pass to Lee, who sent it off the boards and onto Ten's waiting stick. All that tap-in practice paid off, the puck heading direct center, their goalie caught off to one side, and it was saved, but it was precisely what the Railers needed. A shot on goal at least and only one minute played.

      They put Aarni out every shift against Ten, but Arvy protected him, worrying away at Aarni until it wasn’t just me who could see the moment that Aarni let anger get the better of him. He tripped Arvy and was sent off for a two-minute penalty, which left the Railers on the power play with only a few seconds left in the first period.

      Dieter ran with the opportunity, found the back of the opposition’s net on his first power play shift, and like that we’d equaled the game.

      The second period was frantic, and not one shot got past the Raptors' goalie or me. We were brick walls, and I don't know what it was about tonight, but the ice spoke to me, and I knew every move they were going to make. They were all over me in the net, Aarni deliberately barreling into me at least twice, neither of which he was called for. The cursing was loud enough for me to hear, the words designed to hurt.

      I ignored it all.

      It was Ten’s game in the third period, his line scoring twice, taking it to three-one, and even though they tried hard to remove each member of our first line, somehow Ten, Troy and Lee made it out alive. The expression on Aarni's face was evident. He was furious. Slamming his stick and snapping it in two pieces on the bench was what I expected. When he caught me watching, he gestured to his eyes.

      I’m watching you.

      A three-one win, on the road, against the Raptors, and the flight back was jubilant, which carried me along. We were going back home, and I had only one thing on my mind. I didn't overanalyze my feelings, didn't give any thought to the anxiety that still churned inside me, but when I finally pulled out my cell, I saw I had a message from Gatlin.

      I miss you. And then, more importantly, he said what I wanted to hear. I want to kiss you again.

      I was so up for that.
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      I had a checklist. Me. A checklist. If Garrett knew this, the shit talk would never end. But I wanted to make sure everything was right. Things were checked on the list. Everything was checked on the list.

      Food. Homemade spaghetti with meatballs and a tossed salad. Check.

      Wine. A cheeky little zinfandel. Check.

      Music. Priest, AC/DC, Sabbath, and some Emerson, Lake & Palmer if things took a passionate turn. Check.

      Atmosphere. Lights low and candles on the kitchen table. Check.

      Showered, neatly trimmed and dapper host nicely decked out in black jeans, a white shirt, and black leather vest as well. Check.

      Condoms. Just in case. Check.

      Lube. Also, just in case. Check.

      

      Now we needed the other half of the equation. I checked my phone for the eight hundredth time in an hour. Why I was so edgy was a mystery. I had the night well in hand and had planned for any contingency that might come up. Wow, that was laced with innuendo. Or was it only my dirty mind?

      A sharp rap on the door yanked me out of my fog. I ran my hands over my hair, blew out a breath, and went to open it. Bryan stood on my tiny little porch, his smile tentative. The black stray cat rubbed around his legs.

      “He’s looking for dinner. Come in.” I waved him in. He looked so damn good, so tall and so wide across the shoulders. “Just let me feed him, and then I’ll toss the pasta into the pot. Take off your coat.”

      “Is he coming inside then?” I heard him ask as I grabbed the bag of tuna and egg-flavored dry cat food.

      “Nah, he’s still not mine, but we talked one night and bonded. Or something.” I gave Bryan a weak smile and went outside to dump some food into the cat’s little dish. It was a cute thing with fish and tiny paw prints on it. I’d seen it at the grocery store when I went to pick up our dinner fixings. The stray purred loudly and dove into his dinner. I ran a hand down his back, once, because anything more made him edgy and he ran away. Not unlike the striking man waiting inside for me.

      “There. All fed. He’ll curl up in that old box with the blanket after he eats.”

      “Have you given him a name?”

      “No, he’s not mine.”

      “I love this album,” Bryan changed the subject, referring to Master of Reality thumping out of the speakers. “I think Ozzy is one of my top five favorite singers.”

      “Oh yeah, Oz is a beast.”

      He followed me into the kitchen.

      I tossed the cat food back into the cupboard and washed my hands. “You can get the wine out and pour it if you’re in the mood for it. If not, there’s beer and soda in there.”

      “Wine is fine.” He busied himself with uncorking the bottle and pouring us both a decent amount in the wine glasses I’d borrowed from Jess. Our fingers brushed when he handed me my glass. “I’m feeling awkward tonight.”

      “Maybe this will help.” I stole a soft kiss.

      His lips pulled up into a small smile that made the candlelight glow a bit brighter.

      “Can we talk before we put the pasta in?”

      “Sure.” I motioned toward my living room with my wine glass. We settled onto the couch, and I turned the volume down on Oz a few notches.

      “Right, so, there’s a lot of things that I want to say to you.” Children of the Grave began playing as he fidgeted with his glass, his gaze on the wine inside that glass.

      “Take your time.” I ran my free hand down his arm and took a sip of the cheeky zinfandel. It was quite good. “We have all night.”

      His lips twisted into a kind of smile. “My boyfriend, his name was Aarni.”

      Ah okay. I caught that was right off, so yay for past tense. And Aarni? Did he mean Aarni from the Raptors? A hockey player? I didn’t ask him to confirm that, just listened to him talk.

      “He was a toxic, controlling jerk who meant nothing. I thought he did…or I guess I thought I meant something to him… but I didn’t. He just got off on abusing me and hurting me.”

      “I’m sorry. I know how much losing someone you care about hurts.” Oh boy, did I. I had a hole the size of the Railers’ Zamboni smack dab in the middle of my heart.

      “Well, he’s not worth my pain, but it…. yeah…it hurts.” His dark eyes lifted from his wine, and I kind of fumbled around in them for a minute or two.

      How had a man of my experience fallen so damn hard so damn fast?

      “That part of my life is done. Arizona and Aarni are in my past. This town and this team are what’s important to me now. I want to stay with the Railers. They’re a great team. I mean, they care, truly care about each other. I want to fight for my place on the team. I need to build a good thing for myself, and that’s not just for work. Mitch said I have to find what makes me happy and fulfilled and fight for the things that do. You and the Railers make me feel good, as if I can be a whole man again.”

      I sat there like a drunken frog on a log, staring, my ears hearing the words but my brain unable to get them lined up so that they made sense. I wasn’t sure who this Mitch was, but he seemed to be talking some good talk to Bryan.

      “Are you saying that you want to try to make a thing here with me?”

      He nodded and bit down on his lower lip. “If you want to try to make a thing with me, yeah. I mean, I totally get that you’d be sick of my shit. How I keep bolting when we get close. If you don’t want me, then I—”

      “Bryan, maybe we should put our wine down.” His expressive brows dropped in confusion. “I’d really like to take you into my bedroom and show you just how much I want you, but I’d hate to spill the wine. It’s too tasty to end up on the floor.”

      A slow, brilliant smile was his reply. He put his wine glass on the coffee table. I did the same. Then I stood and offered him my hand. When he stood, he slid his fingers between mine. He ducked his head down to taste my mouth. I lapped at his lips, eager to spread the taste of that tart zinfandel all over his tongue.

      Our progress to the bedroom was slow. We had to stop and kiss, touch, peel off clothing, and locate ELP’s masterpiece, Brain Salad Surgery, before we could fall into my freshly made bed. Which was another thing on the list. Make that two things.

      

      Clean sheets. Check.

      One of the hottest men ever to grace my life lying naked on those clean sheets. Big check.

      

      When I say hot, I mean a masculine, incendiary beauty that made me slack-witted. He was the athletic form. Like a sculpture of an ancient Grecian gladiator, his body was long and firm, muscled and ripped, hair the color of mahogany ran from his chest to his cock, surrounding it with a bush of curls. His balls hung between his legs, fine dark hair covering them, begging me to cup and cradle them. The man was a sensual masterpiece who had somehow ended up in my bed. I should pay homage to his perfection.

      I slithered up over Bryan, eager to get to it, yet sensing he needed a slow hand. Toxic and abusive. That was what he’d said his last lover had been. Then he would need tender touches, soft thrusts and lots of endearments. Those I could supply. Kissing him started timidly. He was hard, yes. Apparently, his body was there and into things, but I wanted all of him there, not just a stiff prick.

      Taking my time, I tasted him and eased him as best I could. Tasting his mouth and elbows, his knees and, yes, those beautiful balls of his, and then taking his cock into my mouth. It was heavenly, his taste, salty pre-cum resting on my tongue before I sucked him deep into my throat. He gyrated under me, hips punching upward. I wanted more. Needed to taste every inch of him this night because God knew I would somehow fuck this up, and he would be gone. Like Rex, like Gina, probably like that damn cat sleeping outside my back door.

      “Mm, yeah,” he moaned as I licked a wet trail from his cock to his chest, flicking his nipple until he arched up into me, his hands wound in the crisp, clean sheets. I took him in hand and stroked. The man was well-hung, long and thick. When he arched, he really arched. His heels dug into the mattress, and his back bowed a foot off the bed. Flexibility, thy name is Bryan Delaney.

      I slipped off him, laughing. He covered me then, those powerful skater’s legs tangling with mine, his mouth hot and greedy. I let him lead. His teeth scored my throat. His tongue followed a line of ink across my shoulder and down my arm. Cocks bumped, fingers clutched, and groans filled the room.

      “Fuck me.” I panted as I grabbed his ass. Firm muscle filled my palms. I squeezed hard, getting a grunt from the man gyrating away on top of me.

      His head came up from my neck, where he’d been sucking a mark that I’d probably carry for two weeks. Not that I minded a love mark from my glorious young lover, but I suspected my employees and brother would have comments.

      “What? No. You don’t really…” I saw the confusion in his dark eyes. His cock rested beside mine, both flattened between us. “I never did that for….you sure?”

      “I am positive. I’m versatile. Fuck me, Bryan, and then next time, if you want, I’ll get inside of you.”

      He lowered his head to capture my mouth, his body throwing off some incredible heat. I wrapped myself around his long, strong form, eager to feel him moving inside me. When the kiss broke, we worked on getting him ready. Condom and lube, both of us fumbling and chuckling at our ineptitude.

      “Watch me,” I said. He positioned my foot on his shoulder, his gaze jumping from my face to my ass as I worked two fingers into myself. “Shit.” Oh hell, that was nice. And hot. Him kneeling between my thighs, his cock just a few inches from my hole…

      “Shit, that’s…yeah, you need to get in me.” That sounded bossy. “Sorry, no, do what you want.” I slid my fingers out of my ass, and he moved to replace them instantly, the fat head of his cock slipping inside. I said words. I mean, I think they were words. Inch by inch, he filled me, his brown gaze moving over us, from where we were joined, to my face, then over my chest and back to his dick deep inside of me.

      “I want to love you,” he whispered, his long fingers wrapped around my ankle. “I’ve never been allowed to love another man like this.”

      “Then love me, Bryan.”

      He fell over me, catching his weight on his hands, and moved his hips. He watched, intently, as I writhed and whimpered in pleasure. I wondered if he was lost in that vision of his. I grabbed the back of his neck with both hands, rolled my hips, and held on tight.

      “Do not hold back,” I huffed.

      He didn’t.

      Bryan fucked into me so hard I yelped, and he paused, worry deep on his face.

      “No! Oh, shit, no, do not stop. Love me, Bryan.” I clenched around him, and his eyes rolled back. Then, he gave himself over to the pleasure of my body gripping his. He moved with grace and power, slamming into me over and over, his grunts and hisses spurring me along until I shot all over my chest. Bryan went deep twice more and then blew apart. I tried to hold onto him, but our skin was too sweaty to get a good grip. When the tremors rumbling through him subsided, he fell on me. I kissed his face, getting my lips to his cheek before he shimmied off me, mumbling something that got buried in the rumpled bedding.

      “Holy fuck knuckles,” I gasped, my breathing far from normal. I let my eyes drift shut as he lay beside me, tacky skin clinging to tacky skin.

      Bryan managed to roll to his side, his hand coming to my chest. He rubbed at a few droplets of semen with a finger. I opened my eyes and turned my head in his direction.

      “I love loving you,” he whispered, grabbing a sultry kiss before he had to leave the bed to attend to the condom. While he was down the hall in the bathroom, I sat up gingerly, feeling a slight twinge here and there. I stared down at my toes, letting my body cool a bit while giving the man some privacy. I heard the gentle slap of bare feet come into the bedroom, the floorboard by the door creaking. Then the bed sagged. He sat behind me and passed a damp cloth around to me. Thanking him, I wiped myself clean, then threw the washcloth at the hamper in the corner.

      “This on your back… this ink. It’s amazing.” His fingers danced up my spine, making me shudder. “This angel is stunning. What does this mean?”

      This was not supposed to be the topic of discussion. We were supposed to talk about, romantic things now. Not this. He traced a long white wing with one rough fingertip. Starting from the middle of my back out over my right shoulder, his touch went, making it harder and harder for me to sit there quietly.

      “It’s my sister,” I said, praying Emerson, Lake & Palmer would drown my words. He sat up, his palm resting on my lower back, right where the gossamer edges of Gina’s robes would be. “She died when she was ten.”

      “I’m so sorry.” He moved around me and leaned into my side, his shoulder behind mine, and pressed a kiss to my throat. “Was she sick?”

      “No.” I wasn’t sure I should go on. I mean, who was this man, really? We’d fucked once. That gave him no right to see my sickly innards.

      “If you don’t want to talk about it…”

      I lifted my chin and turned to find his beautifully sad gaze on me. “If I tell you, will you promise not to leave me tonight? I won’t ask more of you than that, just this one night.”

      I wished he would have spoken, but he gave me a bob of his head, so I took that as his vow that he would stay the night. It was all I could ask of him.

      “My parents had gone to Virginia for a weekend when Gina was ten. They left her home with me. Garrett had long since moved out, and I was in my senior year, getting ready to graduate and join the Navy.”

      “Is that why you have Polynesian stuff on your arm and all that sea stuff here?” He patted my chest.

      “Yeah, got my first tat when I was eighteen from a shop two blocks from the base. I was hooked. They’re kind of addictive.” Sitting there with him, in my home, in my bed, listening to one of the greatest bands ever, made me feel as if I could maybe tell this story without losing my shit. “Vowed I would learn the trade as soon as I was discharged, which I did.”

      He never prodded when I fell into silence or paused to gather my strength.

      “Right. So Gina. I was watching her. It was the weekend and early. She woke me up to have breakfast with her. We had cereal. Cocoa Rice. It made the milk all chocolatey, and she loved that.” I smiled at the memory of that last smile of Gina’s. “She wanted to go outside and play with her friends, but none of them were up yet. I told her to play in the backyard while I took care of the dishes. She went outside, calling to me that I had better not be too long or she’d turn the hose on me. She liked to do that. Surprise you with a hose blast.” I smiled over the flare of pain.

      And this was where it got bad. The crushing weight of it all began pressing down on me, making breathing and talking hard. Bryan rubbed that angel on my back, the one with the bright blue eyes and flowing hair. The one that was my baby sister as I wanted to remember her.

      “I loaded the dishwasher and started a load of washing. Mom hated coming home to piles of dirty laundry or dishes. Then I made a fast pass through the living room to tidy up where we’d watched movies the previous night. All totaled maybe fifteen minutes…”

      Bryan said nothing, just moved his hand in a tight circle. I sucked it up and forged on. In for a miserable penny as they say…

      “When I— When I stepped out into the backyard, I saw her lying on the grass. Nothing new, right, because she would do that on occasion. Lie on her belly to study a caterpillar or a dandelion or stretch out on her back to study clouds. Gina was a dreamer.” Another pause to gather my strength. “It was when I walked up to her and asked her what she was looking at this time that I saw something was wrong. She uh…she wasn’t moving or breathing. I knelt beside her and saw that she had vomit on her lips and chin.”

      And yet another pause, this time to push back at the memories. They rushed over me anyway, every damn second of that morning, like a tsunami.

      “I had no idea what to do. I tried to do CPR, but it was too late. She’d been dead for too long when I finally got to her. They said she had a seizure. What they used to call a grand mal, but they now call them SUDEP. Sudden unexpected death in epilepsy. It was the first seizure she had ever had, and when she went down, she fell on her back and choked to death on her own vomit.”

      I wiped at my mouth with the back of my hand unconsciously, to clear away the memory of that day when I’d put my lips to Gina’s and tried to blow life back into her.

      The shaky breath I sucked in failed to stem the short, violent sob that got out. They always did, those fucking sobs. They broke free whenever I talked about Gina’s death. Which is why I didn’t talk about it much.

      Bryan slid his arm around me and held me close.

      “My family kind of fell apart after I let that happen. The Navy was the only thing that kept me from drinking myself to death. My parents won’t talk to me, and my brother really kind of hates me. Shit. Sorry, this is hard. It was my fault that she died. If I would have just gone out with her when she….when she asked the first time.”

      I coughed and sputtered, dragged my hand over my face. The heaves set in. Then the shakes. And then, the silent tears. And through it all Bryan sat beside me, embracing me, whispering that it was not my fault, that sometimes good people die young, and that I was not to blame for God’s plans.

      When the worst of the ugly was over, I was curled into his side, my cheek on his chest, his fingers back to tracing Gina’s wings.

      “So, wow, we’re having us some fun times tonight,” I choked out, hoping to get us out of this shitty pit of despair we were in. “Want to play some Uno or something?”

      “We could eat but maybe later. Right now, though, let’s just hold each other. I need it.”

      “Yeah, so do I.” I cupped his beautiful face in my hands and kissed him with everything that was left inside of me, which probably wasn’t much, but what there was I gave to him. “Thank you for not sprinting for the door.”

      He pulled me closer, his arm over my back, and we lay back down and pulled the covers up over us.

      “You listened to my bad stuff and didn’t throw me out,” he said, his voice soft and low, his fingers moving through my hair. My cheek was on the beefy part of his arm. His chest rose and fell sharply. “You have no idea the things that I allowed him to do to me. The things that I helped him do to other people. I hurt people too, Gat.”

      I rolled into him a bit, enough to press a kiss to his chest.

      Maybe, just maybe, the two of us could help the other learn how to move past the horrible mistakes that plagued us? Could the healing start tonight, with this embrace?
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      “Where did you get this scar?”

      Gatlin had woken me up with coffee and pressing kisses to the top of my spine. Gentle kisses and whispered words of good morning, and I’d been lulled into the peace of it all. I’d drunk my coffee, relaxed too much, and he’d found the scar.

      It curved from behind my hip bone and ended close to my spine, a pale pucker of flesh that was a reminder of a fight I wished I could forget, particularly with everything that had happened since. It wasn't obvious in the half dark, but in daylight, it was plain to see.

      I rolled onto my back quickly, and pulled Gatlin close, distracting him from his question, knowing I wasn’t ready to explain.

      “Kiss me,” I ordered him.

      He pulled back a little and smiled down at me.

      “Stop changing the subject.”

      “I wasn’t,” I denied and kissed him again. This time the desperation to stop him talking was real. We’d done enough talking last night, and I didn’t think it was all we’d be doing.

      What about sex? Why weren’t we having more sex?

      I slid my hands down his back, imagining the angel, tracing his muscles, until I could grip his ass and grind up against him. That stopped him wanting to talk. He groaned into the kiss, and then somehow, he got free from my hold, sitting up and on his knees and staring down at me. He was hard. This wasn’t about not being turned on. So why was he stopping?

      “Bryan, where did the scar come from?”

      “Why is it important?”

      “It wasn’t,” Gatlin began with measured patience, “but you didn’t want to talk about it, so I figure it means something to you.”

      “It’s nothing.”

      “Was it a skating incident?”

      Gatlin waited for me to answer, and at that moment, I could’ve said yes, and it would’ve been gone and done with, he would’ve believed me and moved on. His beautiful eyes were filled with so much compassion, and after what he’d shared with me last night, was this one thing I could share with him?

      “Kind of,” I hedged and then sighed noisily when the lie tasted bitter on my tongue. “No.” I didn’t know what else to say. I had imagined telling someone someday about what happened, but in my head, it had been Aarni who listened to me and understood my story. Aarni who was my knight in shining armor.

      “Wait there,” Gatlin instructed and padded, gloriously nude, over to a cabinet in the corner of the room. I hadn’t really looked at it before, but notebooks were strewn on it, along with a pot of pencils. He chose the top book, and I recognized his sketchpad, which he brought back to the bed. Taking up his position sitting cross-legged opposite me, he then opened the pad and placed it in front of me.

      “Look,” he said, and I was relieved he’d stopped the line of questioning.

      I examined the drawing, my chest tight at the art. It was stunning, the sweeps of blue and the edgy touch of a steampunk owl against the steam of an old-style locomotive, iron engine. He’d sketched a couple more views of the same design. In the center was a compass, with the compass points fading into the blur.

      “What does the compass mean?”

      “I feel like hockey is your home, and that your life expands away from it.”

      I listened to what he said and felt unaccountably sad at the words. I did have a family. Daisy, George, Emma, and Tom might have been a temporary billet family, but I had grown up with them in the three years I’d lived in Erie. I needed to tell Gatlin that, but I didn’t have the words in my head.

      “That’s perfect,” I murmured.

      “Hey, you know who Matt Groening is?” he asked.

      I looked up at him. “He’s the dude who draws the Simpsons.”

      “Yeah, and did you know that when he originally drew Homer, he deliberately put his initials into the shapes of Homer’s hairline and ear? I mean, he changed his mind about the G in the ear, but the M of Homer’s hair is still there.”

      I wasn’t sure where this was going, but it almost sounded like Gatlin was leading up to something. Knowing Gatlin, it would be artistically profound; I loved that passion in him.

      “I didn’t know that.”

      He dipped his gaze momentarily as if he were embarrassed, then pointed to one of the detailed feathers vanishing into a stylized clock piece. “I do a similar thing in my helmet designs.” He traced what I could see was actually a G.

      “Wow, so there’s a G on Stan’s as well?”

      “Look at the Noah-bunny, and you’ll see it in the curve of the furry ears.”

      “I will. Actually, I had a thought that maybe we should wait on my helmet.”

      “You don’t have to say you like the design if you don’t,” Gatlin murmured.

      I looked at him, horrified that he even thought I would do that. He was different. I felt like I could be totally honest with him, and how the hell had that happened? I’d only known him a short while, but somehow, he was the first person I’d ever wanted to confide in outside of Daisy.

      Don’t trust him. He’ll just end up laughing at you.

      I pushed the little voice in my head that sounded so much like Aarni, to one side.

      “I love it. I just don’t want you to get this done only for me to get moved down to the minors or traded to another team.”

      I shrugged as I said it as if it didn’t matter to me whether or not I stayed.

      He laced his fingers with mine. “They’d be idiots to let you go. You’re exactly what the Railers’ need, someone effective as a backup to Stan, one day to be the starting goalie.”

      “From your mouth…” I muttered.

      “Have they said something to you?”

      I blinked at him, analyzing the things that I had been told. There were key words that kept appearing in pep talks from the coaches. Promise. Stability. Trust. Along with the long-term plan for my role that Alain Gagnon had handed me where I was training with Stan, supporting him, working hard for the team.

      The team that appeared to like me. Hope poked at my heart, and at the same moment, I realized I was staring at Gatlin.

      “No, they want to work with me; they traded for me. I have to believe that I will be there a while if I work hard.”

      “I’ll start the helmet design soon then?”

      This was a question, not a statement, and I didn’t have to weigh up the options for an answer. Even if I did get traded to the opposite end of the country, I would at least have some of Gatlin’s art to take with me and a reminder of the Railers who seemed nothing but kind to me.

      “Yeah. I guess so.”

      “How did you get the scar, Bryan?” he asked, so softly I almost missed it. Peace evaporated from my mind, and I was thrust back to the last few days at my childhood home.

      “I got into a fight. Not a hockey fight.” I stopped and considered the best way to approach this. I didn’t want or need pity, so a clinical recital was best. I took a deep breath and spoke,. “I had this good friend, Darren. We were super close, ended up falling into kissing. His uncle, a pastor, caught us and lectured us on evil, and my friend toed the line, ended up getting married. I wasn’t going to change myself because of religion. Only my mom was devastated at my mortal sin, and my dad, who liked his drink, decided to use his fists on me. I was fifteen, and I fought back. I fell through the patio window and was cut. I was lucky it didn’t sever an artery or anything. It’s an ugly scar, but that was a violent time.”

      It was a relief to get everything out, but I burned with shame and was scared that he would look at me differently.

      Silence. I waited for Gatlin to say something, anything, or smile or frown, but all I could see was that he swallowed, and his eyes were bright with emotion.

      “Okay,” he began and squeezed my hand. “Then how about we take that scar you think is ugly and make it into something beautiful?”

      One-handed, he sketched my owl and the compass and threw in the hint of a puck in 3D denting my skin. It shouldn’t have worked, but it did.

      “Just black and gray for most of it, or maybe shades of brown and copper, but a hint of color in the bird’s eyes.”

      I watched him draw, marveling at the magic he created, but I didn’t understand at first. Then he pushed the pad toward me and turned it around.

      “Tattoos to cover scars can look really good. The skin is sensitive, but you can make it work. Then there wouldn’t be a scar. There would be the midnight hunter, with your crazy vision, and the anchor of hockey in the compass and the puck.”

      I looked from the drawing to his face and back again.

      “You amaze me,” I whispered.

      “I could do something else. It’s up to you.” He wrinkled his nose as he spoke, all kinds of modest.

      “No! I want this.”

      He chuckled and leaned in for a kiss.

      “How about you tell me when you’re ready for me to start. I could take it slowly, do it when the shop isn’t open, make it really personal.” He waggled his eyebrows, teasing me with the thought of how much fun really personal could be.

      Abruptly, I wanted him under me or over me or in me. As long as we were doing something that involved a lot of close and personal contact, I didn’t care.

      I loved the designs. The fact that the compassion he showed to me wasn’t pitying. As he kissed me deeply, all I could think was that it would be effortless to fall in love with Gatlin.

      If I let myself.

      

      Aarni hadn’t called for so long I’d almost forgotten he’d ever been part of my life. I received what sounded like a pocket dial from a bar. There was no message but receiving that meant my name must have been on a list to be dialed in the first place. He had to have my number still.

      How did that make me feel? Confused as to why he hadn’t phoned to apologize for what happened. Or maybe puzzled about why he hadn’t called to lecture me.

      Not one part of it made me feel as if I’d drawn a line under Aarni, but at practice, I’d worked so hard as I considered the issue that Stan took a seat and decided to watch me as the team fired pucks on net. Of course, he didn’t sit for long, but it was enough for the whole team to comment on me sucking up to the coaches.

      Said with affection.

      Adler seemed intent on working up his best chirps. The amount of time he spent getting up in my personal space was comical, and he gave up trying to rile me as Ten took a shot, then spent a long time attempting to get a goal past my blocker. It wasn’t happening, and in the end, it was me chirping him.

      “I thought you were good at this?” I said as he skated backward.

      He gave me the finger, but he was grinning ear to ear. Like he loved shooting on me, as if he maybe liked me.

      Practice done, and with no thoughts of Aarni in my head, the buzz of hockey and life flowing through my veins, I made my way to my stall. In the practice facility, I was on the end, but that didn’t make me feel isolated. If anything, it gave me a little space from the teasing and laughing and pranks, so I could get into my headspace if I needed to. Although no one had pranked me yet, but that was okay. I know that no one fucked with Stan because he was unpredictably Russian and likely to sit on the perpetrator. So maybe goalies were off-limits?

      I never even thought about why there was only one bottle of shampoo on the side, when there was usually a selection that was permanently on offer to the players, or why I was the only guy in the showers or hell, why any of this mattered. I just knew that it was hot water, and I closed my eyes and tilted my head forward so the water could ease the tension in my shoulders. The shampoo smelled of rose or something else weird. I dried myself off and crossed to the mirrors.

      I was blue. In streaks down my face and body.

      I grinned at my reflection.

      Damn it, I was Railers’ blue. I was a goalie smurf, and I loved it.

      No one claimed responsibility, but Adler whistled way more than average, and I saw him high-fiving Lester and Connor.

      This was so on.

      When I arrived at the tattoo shop, my overnight bag in hand, Gatlin stared at the blue streaks with wide eyes as I explained that this would only last a day or so. He snorted a laugh and kissed me. Then, when the shop was shut, he proceeded to kiss all the blue parts he could find. He apparently had a kink for color, and I resolved right there to be the most colorful person I could be. For him.

      If we played at home, I stayed over at the shop. When we were away, Gatlin and I FaceTimed. I had to have my daily fix of him, and he made me smile so wide that sometimes, one of the team would poke me and ask me what the joke was.

      Stan kind of summed it all up. “You smile big as biggest big thing.” Or at least I think he meant that because some of it was in Russian.

      Coming into November, I felt like one of the team, someone whose opinion mattered, and the Railers were holding their position at third in the conference. I’d had seven starts so far, won four, lost two, and taken one game to overtime, which Ten had won for us with one of the best goals of the season so far.

      We rocked this hockey thing, and I was happy in the small apartment over the tattoo shop, and the tattoo on my hip was starting to take shape. Gatlin was focused when he worked on my skin. I stared at him, teased him, tried to make him laugh. It was as if the real me was coming out from his shell, the one who’d deliberately held back after what had happened at fifteen with my birth parents.

      Tonight, Daisy and George were in the arena to watch us play Columbus, fighting for the points to get us to second on the table. Gatlin was at a training event and wouldn’t be back until later, but he would get to meet them. I wasn’t in goal.

      That was planned for the weekend matchup against one of our Pennsylvania rivals, which they were staying for. That meant I had time to focus on them. After the game, I brought both in to meet everyone on the team. Daisy had that thing for Ten, and Ten was happy to get a long hug and promised to give her a signed puck.

      “How about a jersey as well?” Ten asked and reached into his bag to pull out a spare. Damned wonder boy had spare jerseys on him at all times, for his fans. I’d noticed some Delaney jerseys in the crowds that attended the games, and I made a note to have a few spare to give out when I met anyone who knew me.

      “She’s my mom, and she’ll want one of mine,” I interjected, pouting at Ten and pasting a suitably hurt expression on my face. Daisy stopped in her gentle flirting with Ten and the team and rounded on me, her eyes wide.

      “Bryan?”

      “What?”

      “You called me ‘Mom,’” she said and pulled me in for a hug. I don’t know why it was a shock; she’d been my real mom since I was fifteen. “You’ve never actually called me that.”

      Oh.

      I didn’t realize I’d held that back. We hugged, and she pulled me down to whisper in my ear.

      “I’m still taking Ten’s jersey,” she teased. “But I do love you, sweetheart.”

      “Love you, Mom.” Then I turned to George, who was discussing with Connor some move Gretzky had pulled in the seventies that Dad had witnessed. “I love you too,” I said to him and poked him in the arm. “Dad.”

      He looked at me and then at Mom, puzzled, and then he hugged me. “Love you too, son.”

      Everything was perfect. Tonight, I might tell Gatlin how I was feeling.

      When we all ended back at Stan and Erik’s place, Mom and Dad were welcomed in, and I was so proud of them. When Gatlin arrived a little later, I introduced them as my mom and dad, which of course made my mom go all gooey and huggy.

      Gatlin talked to Dad for the longest time, both seeming so serious, but I let it run its course.

      “Your young man is lovely,” Mom said, catching me coming from the kitchen with a plate of nachos. She stole a handful and then pressed a kiss to my cheek. “I can tell your dad likes him as well.”

      “I love him,” I blurted and could have bitten my tongue. I didn't want my pronouncement of love to be heard by some random Railers member stealing their own supply of chips and dips from Stan's massive kitchen.

      She just patted me on the chest. “I know you do.”

      Gatlin and I dropped them back to their hotel, and I was quiet in the car on the way back to his apartment, the darkness inviting all kinds of secrets.

      “I love you,” I said as dramatically as I had announced it to my mom. We were halfway home and just about to turn at a light.

      Gatlin side-eyed me, took the turn, then indicated and pulled over at the next clear spot. He kissed me then, deep and never-ending, and it was a mark on me I would never want to erase.

      “I love you too,” he murmured against my lips and then continued the drive home.

      Yeah. Life is good.
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      His back to my chest, the heavy breathing of a man close to the edge, filling my room and my soul, my hand tightly fisted around his cock. This was how every morning should start. Bryan pumped into my fingers, his skin flushed and sticky-damp with sweat that I lapped up greedily. My cock rested between his tight ass cheeks, spent, my spunk on his lower back after he had begged me to pull out, toss the condom, and come on him.

      “Love you,” I murmured into his shoulder. His cock kicked, covering my fingers and the sheets. Bryan gasped and fucked my hand, his firm hold gripping my wrist.

      “Oh fuck.” He panted as his body drew up tight, right down to his toes digging into the dirty sheets. “Love you…too.”

      I rained a storm of small kisses along his neck and ear, milking him until the tremors subsided and he melted into my arms.

      “Better now?”

      He nodded, his chest rising and falling at a somewhat reasonable pace.

      The man had been beyond tense since November had edged its way toward December. Tomorrow was Thanksgiving, a meal that he and I would create and share here. A week after that, on December first, the Raptors arrived in Harrisburg. With each passing day, I felt his anxiety rise a little more and a little more.

      Words were not really working to lessen his worry. The sex did the job quite well, and I was thrilled to rid him of that stress as often as he needed. Rutting like wild stags would only work for so long, and then he’d be back to the man I’d first met. Jumpy, scared, living in a state of perpetual anxiety. All because of Aarni, that motherfucking abusive cockmonkey. If I’d have had access to a city trash truck, I’d have driven to Arizona, found that sleazy, pig-faced bastard, and run him over. Then backed up and run him over again. I might have continued doing that until Aarni Lankinen was nothing more than a red grease spot on the street.

      “Good. We have a lot of prep work to do for tomorrow. Your mother’s stuffing recipe calls for oysters.” I nuzzled the base of his neck, nipping a little as he turned to pudding in my arms. “I’ll run to the store and grab some. I love your mother.”

      “Mm, yeah? Why? Because she shared her stuffing recipe with you?”

      “Because she calls me a young man.”

      He laughed sleepily and drifted off, sated and secure and safe. And that was how he would stay. I would protect him with my life if need be. I held him for a long time, marveling at how fucking lucky I was to have this man. Then, sadly, the demand to pee grew too strong to ignore. I pressed a kiss to his back, right where all that new color and design now rested. Then I covered him up and started the day. Piss, shower, screw the shaving, since Bryan said he liked the silver whiskers.

      After the coffee had brewed, I filled up a mug and went downstairs to find the newspaper and check for sales on oysters. If there was such a thing as a sale on oysters. Garrett was turning the key in the lock when I yanked the door open, startling him so badly he dropped his satchel.

      “Dammit,” he snarled over my sniggers. After he composed himself, I shut and locked the door behind him. I had two whole days off, and I did not want some walk-in sneaking in when I wasn’t aware. Two days with Bryan. Talk about the perfect way to celebrate a holiday all about thanks. Well, Bryan and the guests we were having over for dinner. “You’re chipper. Must be that young pup warming your bed?”

      “Must be,” I threw him a grin and a salacious wink.

      A small smile pulled at his thin lips. “I’m happy for you then.”

      “Yeah?” I paused by the cash register where Jess usually crammed the mail.

      “You sound surprised.” He lifted my mug of coffee from my hand, took a sip, grimaced, and then handed it back.

      “Well, I kind of am, to be honest. I thought you and the folks only wanted to see me suffer.”

      “Oh, for fuck sake, Gatlin!” Garrett shouted, slamming his leather bag filled with important banking type papers onto the glass counter. That brought my head up from the grocery store advertisement search. “I wish I knew where the hell you ever got the idea that I wanted you to suffer!”

      “I let her die.”

      He gawked at me for several long seconds. I bent back down to poke around under the register. When I straightened, empty-handed, his expression had shifted from anger to one of mild aggravation. He sighed, fixed his tie that had blown free of his vest when he’d whacked the counter with his satchel, and pinned me down with a look.

      “Gatlin, you did not let her die.”

      “But—”

      He threw up a hand to slice off my words like a hatchet. “No, for once, just for one damn time, would you listen to me? I have never held you accountable for Gina’s death. That seizure could have come on her at any time. Sadly, it hit when she was alone. No, do not speak, just listen to me just for once! You were a fine older brother; we both were. We adored her. We spoiled her. We doted on her. But no person can be with another person every minute of every day. You’ve carried this burden for twenty years, and it’s an unneeded yoke.”

      I studied him intently, a mug of coffee resting in my shaky hand. “Mom and Dad hold me responsible.”

      “Which is why I’ve not spoken to them since the day of Gina’s funeral.”

      Wow. That was news to me. I'd known they'd been estranged for some time but never really understood why. Garrett wasn’t one to talk. Guess that was a brotherly trait.

      “I just wish I knew how to talk to you.” He added.

      He stared at me, and I stared at him.

      “Okay, well, thanks for not hating me. I thought you did.”

      His nose twitched a bit. A sign that he was still mildly upset.

      “You would have known if you ever talked to me and not assumed the worst.”

      Right. Well, that kind of thing went two ways, but meh, I was tired and smitten and did not want to nitpick with him. I made a move to give an awkward hug over the counter, but he drew back slightly.

      “No need to pretend that we’re suddenly this incredibly demonstrative family,” he mumbled under his breath, but he did offer me his hand. I took it, and we shook. Jess must’ve gotten her hug-it-out attitude from some potential emotional gene from a bygone ancestor because she sure as hell did not get it from either side of her parental tree.

      Someone cleared their throat, and both Garrett and I glanced to the right. There stood Bryan, in soft fleece pants, ratty sneakers, a tank top that showed those magnificent shoulders and arms to the world, a wickedly dark love mark on his neck, and some incredible bedhead. So yes, the most beautiful man in the world was giving me a raised eyebrow.

      “Oh, sorry. Bryan Delaney, this is my older brother, Garrett.” I motioned to Garrett, who then walked to Bryan and offered him his hand. “Garrett, my boyfriend, Bryan.”

      Bryan threw me a shy smile. We’d not really used such a formal label before now. It felt right.

      “Nice to meet you. Gatlin talks about you all the time. Are you coming for Thanksgiving dinner tomorrow? My parents are flying in for a couple of days.”

      My brother checked back with me, his hand still in my lover’s. I nodded. Garrett gave me a soft inclination of his head.

      “I’ll be coming alone. My wife is in Nantucket with her grandparents. Oh. I should pass along the invitation to Jess.” Garrett released Bryan’s hand. I glanced up at the ceiling and rubbed at my chin whiskers and heard Garrett’s long-suffering sigh. “She’s been invited already, hasn’t she?”

      I started to say something. Bryan did as well. Garrett shook his head and chuckled. I gave him a shit-eating grin.

      “Bring some of that expensive cold duck that you horde like Scrooge does halfpennies,” I said.

      Garrett rolled his eyes, and I knew then that things were okay between us. We might not be the sibling ideal, but at least I knew he cared, in his cold-fish sort of way. Some famous Greek, Prometheus maybe, said that big things have small beginnings. Perhaps my brother and I were destined for big things.

      

      The Raptors had flown into town.

      Since Stan had been in net the previous night against New Jersey, and because Bryan knew the team so well, my man was between the pipes. He’d fallen into this kind of eerie calm before leaving for the game. Unable to describe it any other way, I felt he had gotten into the place that goalies go before a game where it is mental preparation. Sitting in a lovely spacious seat called the “Steamers Section,” I had some corporate types on either side of me, which was fine. Me in my Delaney jersey, tattered jeans, and beat-to-hell shitkickers didn't stand out at all among the expensive suits. Nope. Not at all. Garrett would have felt right at home.

      As soon as the puck drop at center ice started the game, things got intense. Both teams had that edge, and every chance to finish a check was taken. Usually, this kind of aggressive play was reserved for those interstate rivalries or playoff games. Big men were slammed into the boards by other big men steadily. Small scuffles broke out here and there, shoving around the nets or discussions that lasted after lines changed.

      The fans loved it. Hell, I loved it. If my man had been out there taking a beating, I might not have, but he was safely in the net. Although he too was a little more prone to shoving and using his stick to slap at Raptor players than usual. The first period was tight, not too many shots on goal but lots of end-to-end action with physicality galore. A fight was in the air. You could smell the simmering aggression as easily as you could smell popcorn popping, malty beer, and hamburgers frying.

      So, when the fracas broke out along the boards to the left of Bryan, no one was surprised. We all might have leaped to our feet and cheered when big Adler Lockhart took a swing at equally big Petrov Egorov, a Raptor defenseman, after Egorov had gotten away with an uncalled slash on Lockhart. Bodies converged, and the fans went wild.

      Of course, Tennant Rowe leaped into the melee in an attempt to pull one of the Raptors off one of his fellow Railers. What happened next occurred in a split second, but it was one of those sights that everyone who witnessed it would carry with them forever. Someone grabbed at Rowe’s head in the mash of men and sticks and striped shirts. Later, on a thousand replays, we would see that the tug on Tennant’s helmet was accidental. A Raptor just pawing at the horde and accidentally getting Ten’s helmet. Off popped Rowe’s skid lid, and into the mob flew Aarni Lankinen. Maybe I focused in on that fuckwit because of my in-depth knowledge of his abusive ways and his sick hatred of Tennant Rowe. Bryan had whispered things to me in the night. Things that made me start searching the For Sale ads in the papers for a trash truck. I yelled at Tennant to watch out. As if he could hear me over the other eighteen thousand rabid fans screaming for blood.

      There’s a saying about being careful what you wish for. When Lankinen reached Rowe, he slapped a hand to his shoulder and yanked him back over his extended leg. Rowe fell into the shuffling, punchy horde of skates, his head hitting the ice soundly, and he lay there. Unmoving, his head resting in an ever-increasing pool of blood, as skates danced around him.

      The arena fell into silence. The Railers trainer flew over the boards and shoved his way through the men, who were only now seeing Rowe lying unconscious on the ice. I stood there high above the ice, paralyzed with fear. There was so much blood. And Rowe was not even twitching a finger. Bryan, bless his sweet and tender heart, raced out of the net and threw himself on Aarni’s back, slamming his ex’s face into the glass and pounding on his head.

      No one cheered. Not one single person in that packed rink said a thing. I pushed through the worried fans, my heart in my throat, and barreled up the stairs. I had to get to the players’ area and to Bryan. Of course, I wouldn’t be allowed to sashay into the dressing room. Fuck. I spun and stared at the scene playing out on that massive screen. Players now back to their benches, a stretcher being taken out for Rowe, who was unmoving. And Aarni being escorted off the ice. Then the refs and linesmen stood in a small group by the timekeeper’s table, discussing how many penalties would be handed out. Time in the sin bin was unimportant though.

      Our star player was seriously injured. It seemed to take forever for them to get Tennant secured with a neck brace and gingerly lifted onto the stretcher. I had tried to see Jared from where I was seated, but he hadn’t been on the bench. When the paramedics wheeled Ten through the Zamboni doors was when I saw Madsen, waiting for his man and taking his hand as they rushed the youngest Rowe boy out of the arena. I’d never seen a coach leave the game before, but then again Tennant and Jared weren’t engaged in your typical coach/player relationship. God, Jared must have been a wreck.

      Perhaps fifteen minutes had passed in deathly silence. The rest of the game was a blur with a sickly loss for the Railers that no one would blame them for. How could a team return to playing full-bore when one of their most beloved friends was seriously injured?

      It was a long, tense wait for Bryan. He and Stan exited together, heads close, and waved off the fans looking for an autograph. Erik followed Stan, his head down, and the rest of the team trickled out, none stopping for the fans this night.

      “Hey,” I said when Bryan broke away from Stan. The big Russian gave me a quick hug and then hustled to his car with his lover. “Any news?”

      “They’re saying it’s bad.”

      “Fuck.” I wanted to hug him but wasn’t sure if we were doing that out and proud stuff. When he grabbed me and held me tightly to his chest, I embraced him back. No one would think anything of it tonight. Every player exiting that arena was hollow-eyed with grief and worry.

      “He did that to Tennant because of me,” Bryan gasped, his face buried in my neck.

      “No, babe, no. He did that because he’s a miserable excuse for a human being and a dirty weasel of a hockey player.” My hands roamed over his back, patting and rubbing as he battled with tears. “You want to go to the hospital?”

      “Yeah, please. If that’s okay with you?”

      Why was he asking that? “Of course you need to go.”

      “Sorry, yeah I want to go. You don’t have to come. You can go home, and I’ll call when we hear anything.” He pulled back. “I just need to be with my team now.”

      I could see him beginning to shut down. Was it shock? Or was this more personal? He’d stepped away and wouldn’t look me in the eyes. He was apologizing for not being with me, and I could see the fear in his expression.

      “I’ll come with you,” I said with focused determination.

      “I won’t be long,” he said, and again he wouldn’t meet my gaze.

      What the hell? “Just thought you might like some company. I could fetch coffees and stuff.” I ran out of words to explain how I really wanted to be with him and the team, and how I could be useful. Maybe it was my tone or the words themselves, but something must have reached him.

      “Really?” he asked and finally looked at me.

      Dieter brushed by. “I’ve got the room for two in the back,” he announced, and I realized we weren't standing alone. We were in the middle of a scrum of players who all wanted to know about Ten, who all wanted to be at the hospital. Suddenly I was unsure. Maybe it wasn’t my place to be there.

      “But I can stay here if you think I’ll be in the way.”

      Then the man I loved pushed back his shoulders, reacting to the uncertainty in my tone and becoming the confident person I know he could be.

      “I want you there.”

      “Let’s go.”

      He pressed a kiss to my cold cheek, and then we followed the procession of players and staff cars to Harrisburg University Hospital, which was not the official hospital of the Harrisburg Railers. We were headed to HUH because they had a state-of-the-art traumatic head injury unit.

      I drove while Bryan whispered soft little prayers.
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      Something had happened back at the arena. Familiar guilt had consumed me, and I didn’t want to put Gatlin out, didn’t want him to get angry with me, and I’d felt vulnerable and raw. Expressing his own concern, that he’d be in the way, was enough to pull me back, and god, I needed that. He wasn’t Aarni. He was a man with a big heart who could see I was in distress.

      I knew I was in shock. When I’d seen Aarni going after Ten, I couldn’t move fast enough. I’d tried to get to Ten, wanted to help him.

      I tried so hard.

      But it was too late. Ten was lying still, with blood pooling under his head. I threw myself at Aarni, punched and kicked him, pulled his body out of the melee and onto the open ice.

      I saw something in his eyes as my bare hands shoved at his helmet, delight at first and then fear as I hurt him. He’d tried to shove me off, calling me a bastard, telling me I was worthless, but fuck, I made that man bleed. I didn’t know who pulled me away at first. I tried to fight them as well, but Stan’s voice finally made me stop. He gripped my hands and turned me away from Aarni and Ten.

      “Dostatochno,” he repeated over and over, staring right at me, his eyes bright with emotion, holding me until I finally relaxed into his hold. “My ub'yem yego pozzhe,” he added.

      I don’t know what he was saying, but I believed that whatever it was would mean Aarni would pay for what he’d done.

      And now I was in this car, praying that Ten would be okay, unable to comprehend how something so stupid could have ended up with him in the hospital. Hockey was a dangerous sport, and there were often fights and scuffles. Guys coming away with split lips or bruised knuckles and grins.

      Why had it all gone wrong for Ten?

      The hospital came into view, and I immediately tensed at the sight of the press gathered around the gates. This was big news in our town; our superstar player bleeding out on the stark ice, playing on every phone and television, I’m sure.

      A man I didn’t recognize, wearing a Railers’ hoodie, gestured for us to go to the left of the building, and I spotted Adler’s sleek car ahead. We were being herded into a separate, private, parking lot, along with several other Railers’ cars.

      “Here,” Layton Foxx said as soon as we stepped out. “You’ll need these. Stay where you’re put. No talking to the press, no social media, please. Wear the passes at all times, and if you have any questions…” His voice broke, and I could see the bright emotion in his eyes. He was a man who was supposed to guide this situation somehow, but above all that, he was Ten’s friend. We all were. I wanted to say something to Layton to make it better, didn’t want him to look so broken and fearful. I couldn’t find a single thing that would work, not when I felt the same terrors I knew he had.

      “It’s okay,” Gatlin offered, took the two passes, and put one around my neck. “I’ve got this.”

      Layton nodded his thanks, his knuckles white where he gripped the remaining passes.

      “I don’t know…” he began and then shook his head. “Shit.”

      Gatlin side-hugged him. “What can I do to help? Let me do this.” He took the passes gently and then pushed both myself and Layton a little toward the door from the parking lot. “I’ve got this.”

      “Only team,” Layton said, obviously torn with what he should be doing. His responsibility was to the team, but this was Ten hurt in there. “Loved ones,” he added.

      “Okay yeah, I assume someone called his family? His brothers?”

      “Brady is on his way. Jamie is stuck in Florida but will be here in a few hours.”

      “And his parents?”

      “On their way as well. We have a driver picking them up from the airport. Anyone who wants in that you don’t know, call me, okay?”

      “Will do.”

      Fear curled inside me at this question and answer conversation. Gatlin was so calm, but parents and siblings, that made everything so real. Layton looked from Gatlin to me and then strode into the hospital and vanished from view.

      “I’m staying out here, Bryan, okay?”

      “Huh?” I closed my eyes briefly and cursed my vision and the things I'd seen tonight. This could be it for Ten. Over. He had such a brilliant future ahead of him, and because of me, he’d been hurt. I’m so cold. Why am I so cold?

      Gatlin cradled my face. “I’m staying here as point man,” he said and moved his thumbs across my cheekbone briefly until I was aware and focused. “Is that okay with you?”

      “What?”

      “This is how I can help.”

      “Thank you. I think Layton needed to be in there. His team is…” Fucked? Destroyed? Ten is the heart of this team. We’re finished. Ten’s finished—

      “Stop it, Bryan,” Gatlin was firm. “That is your team as well. So whatever you’re thinking. Stop it. You need to go in there and share this with your hockey family, and as soon as I can, I’ll come in.”

      That fear inside became something else, a panic that I couldn’t stop.

      “I can’t.”

      “Breath,” Gatlin instructed. “In. Out.”

      I focused on his voice, and somehow, miraculously, the panic subsided. I reached up and gripped his hands.

      “I love you,” I said because it needed to be said at that moment.

      “I love you, too,” he replied, smiled at me and then gave me a gentle shove toward the door. There was a car at the barrier being let through. “This is me getting to work,” he explained, and then, with a wink, he walked over to issue security passes.

      When I got inside, an administrator showed me to a private room. The label on the door said incident room. I guess this was a place they used in emergencies, the only place for a large team of hockey players to sit and wait things out in private. I thanked him, entered and stood uncertainly, not knowing where to sit or wait. Should I go to Stan, as my fellow goalie? Was I good enough to stand with the forwards? Did I have friends here who needed me?

      Then I saw the very thing I’d missed. There were no groups here. No one had their backs to me or to anyone else. There was a loose circle of men chatting softly. No one was angry; no one shouted. The circle widened a little, and Dieter gestured me in, so I stepped forward, and a couple of the guys nodded at me.

      They wouldn’t show any kind of compassion if they knew this was my fault. I should have told Ten that he was on Aarni’s shit list. I should have said something to Jared…

      “Way to go whaling on that asshole,” Erik said and clapped me on the shoulder. “Stan said you were stuck to him like superglue, making that fucker bleed.”

      I smiled at Erik, as if that would stop him and anyone else talking, but no, I was coming off as the hero of the fucking hour, just for wanting to kill the man who’d made me so freaking fragile and needy.

      When the fifth person told me the same thing, I snapped, and it wasn’t pretty.

      “It’s my fault he went for Ten. He threatened him when Ten pulled him off me, and now Ten could be dying, so stop congratulating me for fucking everything up!” My words were staccato sharp and painful to say, and for a second everyone stared at me, a couple with their mouths open.

      “What?” someone finally asked. I didn’t know who, I couldn’t tell, and I steeled myself for the anger.

      Connor moved first, closing the door to the room and leaning on it. “Start from the beginning, Bryan.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest and tipped my chin to at least look like I had a backbone.

      “It’s my fault,” I began again, but Connor held up a hand.

      “Ten had to pull him off you?” He prompted, and I was lost for words.

      “I let myself get into a stupid situation,” I said, admitting to my part in it. “If I hadn’t gone up on the roof, then Aarni wouldn’t have had a chance to get in my face and try to… y’know.”

      “Wait, Aarni wanted to hurt you?” Connor asked as if I hadn’t already explained everything once.

      “That’s irrelevant. It’s my fault—”

      “Enough,” Connor snapped.

      I winced and waited for a punch.

      Stan pushed past the others and stood in front of me, blocking my view of Connor. “Not shouting at little B,” he said, his stance wide. He was protecting me.

      Me?

      “I wasn’t shouting at Bryan,” Connor said, and he sounded a lot closer than the door, like he was actually right up in front of Stan. “Big Russian idiot, get out of my way,” Connor added and then huffed as he pushed Stan to one side. Stan moved a little, but not all the way, and he looked fierce when I caught his expression. A warmth bloomed inside but vanished when I saw how close Connor was. Abruptly face-to-face with the captain of the Railers, I didn’t know what the hell to say. Seemed I didn’t need to say anything and that Connor had all the words.

      “You don't deserve any kind of evil shit that Aarni had going on. Anyone of us walking in on Aarni causing trouble would have defended you or stood by your side if you needed us. This has nothing to do with you, and everything to do with Ten. What I see here is premeditation from Aarni to hurt Ten, a threat he carried out, so I need to know exactly what he said. To you and to Ten.”

      “Here?” I asked, glancing around at the Railers, who all looked as pissed as Connor did.

      Connor was suddenly embarrassed. “Shit, no, of course not. We can go somewhere quiet.”

      This was the moment. I could go two ways from here, not tell my story, and no one would ever know anything, or I could just get everything off my chest.

      I don’t know how I actually managed to stop talking once I started. I had so much to say, and it poured out until there was nothing left. When I finished, I heard a noise at the door. Gatlin was standing there with an understanding expression. We stared at each other for a long moment, and then Gatlin cleared his throat, causing everyone to look at him.

      “Sorry to interrupt, guys, but Brady is ten minutes away.”

      Boston had been playing Pittsburgh, less than four hours by car, but it hadn’t been that long, had it? Maybe they’d let him use the jet. I mean, how bad was this injury?

      Abruptly the room fell quiet and respectful. Brady would be walking into this group of men who hadn’t managed to stop his little brother being hurt. He’d be devastated and furious.

      We drifted back to the chairs in small clusters around the room, and I ended up sitting with Stan and Erik.

      “What did you say to me on the ice,” I asked after a moment’s silent contemplation of everything. Stan looked up at me with a blank expression. “When I was hitting Aarni,” I explained.

      Stan stiffened at the name, and Erik placed a hand on his knee. I’m not sure that was enough for the big Russian to back down though because there was a flash of anger in his eyes.

      “We make kill later,” he said and then laced his fingers with Erik’s. “Aarni, we make dead him, after this day.”

      I’m sure that Stan was talking rhetorically, but who knew with the big, bad Russian.

      “Stan tried to get into the Raptors’ locker room,” Adler said from behind me.

      “I’m kill,” Stan said, and there was no way he was being dissuaded.

      Was it wrong to admit that the words Stan spoke, low, gruff, and utterly certain, made me think that Aarni would somehow pay for what he’d done to Ten? We hadn’t heard a thing about what had happened to Aarni, not after he’d been removed from the ice.

      “Connor got in his way, a human-captain barrier against Stan’s temper.” Adler knocked elbows with me. “He’s a brave man. I wouldn’t get in between Stan and someone who had hurt a loved one.”

      The door opened, and Coach Benning stepped into our private area. Everyone stood, and he raised a hand to quiet any questions.

      “He’s comfortable,” was all he said.

      Every one of us had to have the same question. What kind of bullshit summary was that? Was Ten badly hurt? Was he dying? Would he play hockey again?

      We didn’t have a chance to say a thing or ask any questions when Gatlin arrived back at the door, along with Brady Rowe. The oldest Rowe brother was the captain of Boston, had seen so much in his time, the same as other players in their thirties. He was calm, but the pain and fear in his eyes made my heart hurt.

      They ushered him through, and we all sat again. Jamie would arrive in a few hours, and then their parents. We would be sitting here waiting and praying. We had a game in two days, at home, Buffalo in town, but all I could think was that Ten’s blood was mixed into the ice in a way that no skater ever wanted to see again.

      

      We sat there for most of the night. Jamie arrived and hurried past, and a little later, Ten’s parents were there, his mom red-eyed but stoic, his dad pale. Only when they went in did Jared come out.

      We hadn’t seen him in all the hours we’d been at the hospital, and I imagined he’d been by Ten’s side for as long as he could be. Stan and Connor walked up to him immediately, screening him from the rest of us. Then they stepped back. Jared took a long drink from a water bottle, and after a few moments, he began to haltingly explain everything.

      “He’s awake some of the time; that’s a good sign. He has a skull fracture from falling at an angle. He uhmmm…” Jared swallowed and then cleared his throat. “He can’t talk and can’t move his left arm, has a contusion…” Jared tapped at his head, “… blood on the brain, and a skate caught him here.” This time he drew a finger from ear to throat. “That accounts for the blood they think…it was very close…” His voice broke, and for a second, he bent over with his hands on his knees, his breathing ragged.

      “You want to sit down?” Connor asked and pressed a hand to his shoulder.

      “No… I need to get back in. I just wanted… It was important to tell you all.” He took a moment to corral his wild breathing. “It missed his external carotid artery by a millimeter. Just one small breath difference. There’s nothing anyone can do but wait. You can all go home. I promise I’ll call someone to pass on messages.”

      None of us wanted to leave. Stan sat stubbornly on the seat, and he was the only one who wouldn’t do what the coaches and Connor wanted. They said we should go. Stan wasn’t budging, although Erik had to leave for Noah. So I sat with Stan, and no amount of cajoling or ordering was moving the two weird goalies.

      No sir, no way. I was Stan’s backup, and this was where I belonged.

      If that meant that Buffalo scored on us a hundred times in the next game because we were exhausted, then so be it.

      Of course, everyone in management, trying to be responsible, was pissed at us. But, we were there when his parents came out with Jamie and Brady, and we got them coffee and sat with them until they went back in. We were useful.

      Jared didn’t come out once.

      “I hate this,” Brady muttered on his last walk out of the room. He kicked at the nearest table and then the door, and finally, he picked up a chair and threw it at the wall. Only when he'd thrown his third chair did Stan intervene, gripping his arms and letting the oldest Rowe brother cry.

      When they separated, not one of us said a thing. We would take this single moment to the grave with us. Hockey players don’t cry. They get hurt, they stand right back up, there’s blood on the ice, you scrape it away, and you carry the fuck on.

      So we would never tell anyone that Brady Rowe, captain of a hockey team, cried in Stan’s arms or that Stan joined in with the grief for his best friend.

      Nor that I watched them and cried with them.

      

      We saw Ten at a little after nine a.m. Jared needed to talk to management, and he wanted Stan to get a chance to see Ten. That was all. I never expected to be able to go in as well, but Stan tugged at my arm and wouldn’t leave me alone. He was talking to me in Russian and refused to release me.

      Stepping inside Ten’s room, I didn’t know what to expect. Wires, tubes, his mouth covered with a guard possibly, at least a combination of all the horrors I’d seen on television. But he was actually peaceful and seemed to be merely sleeping.

      Stan hip-checked me closer to the bed, and we were finally next to Ten, and as if he knew we were there, he opened his eyes, and there was recognition in their green depths. There were bandages on his throat, and they’d shaved some of his hair, and fuck, he was white, but the essence of Ten was still there and still focused.

      Stan patted Ten’s chest. “Is much okay, am kill Lankinen.”

      Ten’s eyes widened, and I shoved at Stan. “We’re not killing anyone.”

      When Stan subsided into silence, I didn’t know what to say next, and a small awkward part of me wanted to fill the quiet. “I’m sorry that he hurt you. It was all my fault.”

      At first, Ten appeared frustrated with his inability to talk. Then he raised his hand and gripped mine, and he held it so tight and frowned up at me. He shook his head a little and winced, and I squeezed his hand and then extricated myself from his firm hockey grip. His other arm lay useless on the bed, and I remembered Jared said that Ten couldn’t move it.

      Jared came back into the room, and we quietly left, but as I glanced back at Jared pressing a soft kiss on Ten’s forehead, that familiar terror hit me. What if this was Ten done? What if the man they dubbed a future Hall of Famer, a champion, was done? How could he live the rest of his life without hockey?

      Life was so damn short, so why was I wasting it being so fucking scared of myself and the world around me. I’m a freaking tough hockey player, and my life so far had been a mess of insecurity and stupid situations.

      I am going to channel the fuck out of my inner hero, and I am going to be the best man I can be.

      First of all, though, I really need to find Gatlin. Because I really wanted to be with him when it was my turn to cry.
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      So many tears…

      The past couple of days had been like walking through a Silent Hill game. Our lives had become gray and foggy, filled with demons that lurked out of sight, dragging massive swords on metal floors, the sound coming closer and closer, death right around every murky corner. I’d come awake from that particular nightmare a few times, usually at Fuck-Me-o’clock, to find Bryan either tossing and turning or gone from my bed. This time, the horrors woke me at five a.m., and my man was at my side, sleeping peacefully.

      I rolled over and touched him, his face, his ear, his eyebrow. Wound in slumber, Bryan wrinkled his nose, so I stopped and just let my hand drift over his chest and stomach. Palm over his navel, the scent of him all over me and the bed, I studied his chest rising and falling.

      “We have a game tonight,” Bryan murmured groggily, pulling my gaze from his chest to his face. His eyelids were heavy and his hair flat to one side of his head. “I can’t even think about hockey right now.”

      I leaned down to drop a kiss to his shoulder, right beside a small birthmark. He moved a bit, a slow ripple of muscle that reminded me of a snake, the movement starting at his neck and rolling downward, moving his body in a sinuous, undulating way.

      “Bryan…” I said, the sensation of him moving against me stirring up desires that had no place in a mood such as the one we’d been trapped in.

      “Nothing is right,” he said, wrapping his fingers around my wrist and leading my hand to his cock, the sheets smooth and cool brushing the back of my hand. “Nothing is good right now. The team is lost, Jared is on an extended leave, the league is investigating Aarni, and that will lead them to me. I’ll have to talk to the league about us…tell them how I let him…” He drew in a shaky breath, his hand wrapping mine around his dick. My cock began to fatten up despite my mind chiding it to stop. “Ten is so bad, and nothing is right. But this? You and me? This is the only right and good thing I have right now. Can you love me just a little? Show me there’s light and good?”

      “Of course,” I whispered, covering his mouth with mine as we stroked him slowly. His hand fell to the bed. I pulled the covers off to expose his body. Then, I touched and kissed, sucking when he asked and stopping when it was too much. His hips punched upward with each brush of my fingers. I worked my way down until I had his erection in my mouth. Bryan groaned, his fingers ripping the bottom sheet off the mattress so quickly the elastic snapped. Pleasuring him, I kind of found myself stepping out of the terrors of the injury to our friend. With his balls on my tongue and my hand working him, we left the darkness behind, if just for a short while. I sucked on his nuts, eyes closed in bliss, then licked a sloppy path back to his cock. He lifted his ass from the bed.

      “Gatlin…suck hard. Get me off. Get me off.”

      That breathy plea nearly ended me. I released my hand from his dick, then sucked him down my throat, my free hand cupping his wet balls, tugging and rolling as he writhed and shouted. He came with a hard thrust that made my eyes water. Hot spunk coated my throat. Swallowing rapidly, moving my hand to my own cock, I sucked him even harder and faster, getting a yelp of pure bliss out of the man that kicked off my own orgasm. I shot all over his thigh, his cock sliding from between my lips, leaving a thin slick of cum over my lower lip. Bucking like a bronco, I fisted myself even harder, each shudder intense.

      “Ah, shit,” I coughed, my palm gliding over the head of my cock, making the tremors start again.

      “Thank you,” I heard him say before he tugged on my head, his grip firm on my jaw, and led me to his mouth. He heaved me onto my back, long legs knotting up with mine, his hip flush to mine, his tongue probing deep. When the kiss ended, he hoisted himself up, both arms locked, his hands on either side of my head. “Thank you for that little bit of right.”

      “No need to thank me.” I reached up to cup his face. “I want to give you all the right a man can give another man. Whenever you need it.”

      “I love you.”

      “And I love you. Now go shower and do hockey. Tennant would not want his team to give up simply because he’s been sidelined for a bit.”

      We all knew that Ten was not out for a bit. We all knew that Tennant Rowe had a long and arduous journey ahead. We also knew that Tennant Rowe was a fighter.

      Bryan blinked a few times, stole another kiss, and then left our bed, his body flushed with sex. As he padded off to shower and get ready for the morning skate, my gaze latched onto the tattoo on his lower back. There was no ugly there now, only art, beauty, color, and light. I sprang from the bed, as well as a man my age could spring, and grabbed my sketchpad and my colored pencils from the dresser. Then I called a few people until I was put into contact with Brady Rowe.

      

      After Bryan took off, I did as well. My first appointment wasn’t until two, perks of owning your own shop, so I drove to the hospital, backpack filled with pencils, pens, and a new sketchpad filled with new ideas. I had no clue if I could even get in to see Tennant, but I had to try. If his family let me in and if he couldn’t talk yet, I’d even brought the bell from the counter. He could ding once for yes and twice for no. If that didn’t work, I’d just write the letters down on paper and recite the alphabet, and he could ding on the right letter until we spelled something out. Hey, it worked on Breaking Bad so it would work for us.

      My plans hit a small snag when I ran into a security guard sitting outside Tennant’s room. This was new. Probably some asshole sports blogger or fan had tried to sneak in to see or talk or take a picture of Ten in his hospital bed. Nothing would surprise me. When I approached the man in the dark suit and even darker shades, I paused a foot away in case he had a taser. I wasn’t exactly the most reputable-looking person with my scruffy face, ripped jeans, shitkickers, and Sons of Anarchy – Redwood Original T-shirt under a hand-painted Led Zeppelin denim jacket. The inkwork sneaking out of my sleeves and the collar of my shirt probably added to my classy look.

      He rose from his folding chair and stared down at me. Then he spoke. Whatever he was saying, it was not in English. I suspected it was Russian. The man was the size of a bull elephant, and his bald head gleamed under the fluorescent lights. I’d heard Stan mention that he “knew people” but never suspected that he really “knew people” who would sooner carve out your spleen with a rusty butter knife than look at you.

      “Blah-blah-blah-blah-blah. Go away now.”

      I hefted my backpack a little higher on my shoulder, ready to engage in verbal war when someone called my name from behind me. I glanced back and saw Ryker, Jared’s son, walking toward us with a tray filled with large coffee cups.

      “He’s cool. We know him,” Ryker, who apparently had been run over a few times by Mr. Angry Pachyderm here, told the security person/bodyguard/terrifying human being.

      “Da.” The man sat back down and returned to staring holes into the wall.

      “He’s someone Stan knows. We gave up asking how,” Ryker informed me, using his hip to nudge at the door.

      I hustled around him and pushed the door into the private room open. “Thanks.” Yeah, the kid was exhausted. You could tell by his weary tone and the bags under his eyes.

      “Dad, Ten, look who Igor was intimidating.”

      I slipped in on Ryker’s heels, feeling terribly out of place. Jared was seated beside Tennant in an ugly orange chair, his face thick with whiskers, his eyes as tired as Ryker’s were. Ten was still a mass of tubes and wires, but his eyes, those bright green eyes, were alert.

      “Yo,” Tennant croaked after a full moment had passed. Jared’s smile was brilliant.

      “Hey, you’re talking. That’s awesome. I probably shouldn’t have come, but I kind of had this idea…”

      “Don’t be silly. Sit down here.” Jared stood slowly, groaning as his back popped several times. “I need to walk a bit.” Jared brushed a tender kiss to Tennant’s brow. Then Ryker handed his father a cup of coffee before he left. I stood at the end of the bed; the white walls and bedding glaringly bright.

      “Only two people allowed in here at a time,” Ryker informed me, then flopped into another, equally ugly, chair in the corner. The window was open, the blinds casting strips of bright sunlight on the man lying amid all that technology and white bedding.

      “Shit, I didn’t realize. I should go and let Jared be here.”

      “No, really, it’s cool. He needs to get up and move.” Ryker said, then yawned into his coffee.

      “Cool,” Tennant added to the conversation. I looked from Ryker to Ten. “Happy…see…you.”

      “I’m happy to see you too. Look, I uh, I won’t take up much time. I’m sure your parents and brothers are going to be here soon.”

      Tennant nodded and then grimaced. Ryker sat up sharply when Ten winced, then relaxed back into his seat when the pain eased off Ten’s young face.

      “Mom…cookies.”

      That made me smile. I recalled my mother’s cookies and how when I’d been a child, and in need of comfort, they always made me feel better. Sometimes I missed my parents terribly.

      “Then I’ll be quick.” I shrugged off my backpack and dug into it, extracting my sketchpad, then walked closer to Ten. The machines he was attached to beeped steadily. “Not sure if you know this, but Bryan has a nasty scar on his back from a fall through some glass.”

      “Inked…it.”

      I nodded at Ten. “Yeah, we did ink it. And we made something he felt was ugly into something beautiful. When you’re better, I think we can do something for your neck.” I glanced at the thick white gauze wrapped around his throat. My mind dredged up Jared’s words the night of the injury as I stared at those sterile bandages and tape. One millimeter to the side and Ten might have bled out. Time was so short with those we loved. Life was just a fucking crapshoot, so play the game all out, right? “I spoke with your brother Brady, who’s quite the family historian. He informed me that your family dates back to the days of the Norman conquest of England. According to Brady, the early Rowe’s held a family seat in Norfolk, which was a gift from a duke for their allegiance in the Battle of Hastings.” I paused to see if Ten was growing tired yet, but he seemed alert, so I carried on.

      “Brady sent me an image of a coat of arms for the Rowe family. The central animal of the Rowe coat of arms is a lion, which is a symbol of courage, bravery, strength, valor, stateliness, and nobility. All attributes that you have and will show to the world as you battle back from this injury. So, if you’re into all of this so far, I thought we could ink a golden lion over that scar. This one…” I flipped the page to show him the sketch of a lion from the Middle Ages, “is a close interpretation of the one on your family coat of arms. I've just drawn him standing on his rear legs brandishing a sword because, let's face it, a lion wearing a crown and swinging a big ass sword in the air is just fucking cool.”

      Both young men grunted in agreement.

      “With him upright, he’ll cover the scar completely. What do you think?”

      Tennant’s emerald eyes flared.

      “Dude,” he groaned, and I wasn’t sure if that meant he was happy or in pain or what.

      “Do you need the nurse?”

      He shook his head gingerly and smiled. Ryker sat up, coffee in hand, and echoed Ten’s “dude” comment.

      “I can do something else…” I tried to flip the sketchpad shut, but Tennant grunted at me.

      “Give it…here,” he said, his words still slow and slurred.

      Ryker took the page after I tore it from the pad. “We will totally be in to get inked as soon as he’s able. Yeah, Ten?”

      The reply was slow to come, but the “Totes” from Tennant was worth the wait.

      

      I passed Mr. and Mrs. Rowe on the way out of Tennant’s room. True to her word, Tennant’s mother had a tin in her hands. Igor never stopped me as I left, which was beyond unsettling. Hoisting my backpack higher on my shoulder after a fast trip to the bathroom, I came upon Jared and Ryker huddled together in an alcove by a soda machine, their conversation floating down the still corridor. They must’ve vacated so Ten’s folks could be with him for a bit.

      “…isn’t happening. I can’t get my head around this.” Ryker coughed. The kid had looked more than a little shell-shocked. “Dad, what the fuck will Ten do without hockey?”

      “Okay, no one has said anything about him not being able to play again, and we’re not going to allow that kind of thinking to enter our minds.” Jared cupped the back of his son’s head lovingly but firmly.

      “Yeah, right, okay. I know, sorry. I just…this is freaking me out. I sit there and look at him…I have to go play for that team when I graduate. Dad, I hate the thought of being a future Raptor. Why was it that fucking team that drafted me? I just…this whole thing is fucked. I was so excited to be picked up and now…”

      “I know. We’ll worry about later. Right now, we focus on Ten, right?”

      I lowered my head and lifted a shoulder to make myself invisible. Not that I had to worry about being seen. Jared and Ryker were hugging each other and oblivious to one inked-up dude passing by.

      

      I drove home, eager to grab a bite to eat and then get to work.

      My brother and Jess were sitting on the couch when I ambled into the shop, having what seemed like a tea party. I quirked an eyebrow at them and the teapot on the floor as I made my way to the fridge under the counter to see if there was anything not moldering inside that I could eat.

      “I ate the chicken that was in there,” Jess called out. I closed the door, straightened, and gave her a dirty look which she smirked at me. “It was dry. I did you a favor.”

      “Right. So, who is who?” I asked, leaning on the glass counter as I eyed my relatives. “Obviously Jess is the Mad Hatter.” She tapped the pink top hat on her head. It matched her pink skirt and black shirt well. Garrett checked his watch. “And you’re the White Rabbit.”

      “Said the March Hare,” my brother replied, then took a sip of tea.

      “Ha.” I left them to their tea and chitchat and went into my workspace, stomach rumbling, and sat at my desk. A craving for sugar cookies with frosting overwhelmed me. My gaze moved over the stuff on my desk, the bills and the books, the sketches and ideas, an empty coffee mug and a spattering of pencils, old and new. My glasses lay beside my laptop, which solved one question. And back in the corner, shoved behind several issues of a monthly magazine for tattoo artists and a box of tissues, was a picture of my family.

      I nudged the tissues aside, pulled the picture over the magazines and studied it. Mom, Dad, Garret, who was a teenager, me and Gina. Gina was just a toddler. She was seated on Mom’s lap, and us boys were on either side of my mother, with Dad directly behind her.

      Things had been good then. Before Gina had died. Back when they’d still loved their middle child. If I was sick like Tennant, would they come to see me? Would she bake those cookies with the sugary frosting? Would they sit by my side? Would they forgive me? If I asked, would they forgive me for letting my sister die alone?

      My phone was in my hand. I don’t recall dialing, but I must have because it was ringing, and then…then my mother was asking who was calling.

      “Mom.” The word was gritty and thick. I sounded like Tennant, forcing each thought into a word that I hoped I could pronounce properly. “It’s me…Gatlin.”

      “Gatlin.” I waited for something, not sure what. “It’s been so long. Why did you stop calling? We’ve been worried. Is your brother okay?”

      “Yeah, uh, yeah, Mom. We’re both fine.” I spun around in my chair, and there he stood, in the doorway, his face set, so no emotion was showing. Typical Garrett. “We're fine. Is Dad okay?”

      “Yes, he’s fine. He’s outside puttering.”

      That made me smile and tear up, but mostly smile. Puttering. A word only a mother would use.

      “Mom, if I were sick in the hospital, would you bring me sugar cookies?”

      Garrett’s brow furrowed like a newly worked field.

      “The ones with the frosting?”

      “Yeah, those.”

      “Of course. Are you sick?”

      “No, I’m not sick just…I’m sorry about Gina, Mom.” It sort of tumbled out of me, as toast crumbs that flitter from your lips to your shirt. “I know you and Dad blame me.”

      A long silence on the other end. I blinked at the tears. Garrett’s eyebrows were set into a deep ”V.”

      “No, Gatlin, we were wrong to take it out on you. We know it wasn’t your fault.” And then she began to cry. “We miss you boys, more than you will ever know. I’m sorry for making you…”

      And then she kind of broke down, and I had nothing to say because I’d never planned for this. Calling her had been a wild spur of the moment sort of lunacy, brought on by the Rowe’s and their adoration for their youngest son.

      “She misses us.” I coughed as my mother worked out her stuff on the other end of the line. “And she’s sorry.”

      Garrett’s face went blank. That was exactly how I felt. “Well, that’s a start.”

      Yes, yes it was.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Fifteen

          

          

      

    

    







            Bryan

          

        

      

    

    
      The game was a mess. We’d started out with the best of intentions, but we learned the hardest lesson of our careers that night. We relied too much on Ten, and with him not there, we were an unfocused mess. The team was too emotionally vulnerable and losing Ten was losing the heart of us.

      With absolute focus, Stan had led us out, cries of ”For Ten” echoing in the locker room as we left. If the words were forced, if the intention was muddied by our worries, then we ignored it all.

      We could do this, we could go out as a team, and we could take a win tonight without Ten. Our focus was filling that gap, closing ranks, holding a steady course.

      But Stan wasn’t in the right headspace. He cracked his stick over the net halfway through the second period, after letting in four goals. I hoped to God Coach didn’t put me in, and after a heated debate with a determined Stan and with the score at four-nothing, I think Coach thought it didn’t matter. Or maybe that it mattered to Stan too much, and he didn’t call for me to replace him. I think he saw that Stan needed to work out his aggression, and the rest of the team pulled together a little more to have the game finally and painfully ending at the same score, four to nothing.

      We only had two more days to get our heads around what had happened, and to play hockey the right way, but how we would get there, I didn’t know.

      The crowd was subdued as well, a lot of signs with Ten’s name on them, some tearful interviews on social media, and of course the big one, Jared missing from the bench.

      Then there was that demonstration outside, the one that had started way before we’d arrived for the game. Some church using what had happened to Ten as proof that God hated gays. That’s exactly what the signs said. I wanted to go over there and tear them out of their hands. Ten wasn’t just a hockey player. He wasn’t just gay. Those things didn’t define him. He was a human, and they were stripping that humanity from him. Stan actually walked their way, but Pete, our security guy, was a brick wall, and he used his words to get Stan to listen to him.

      They weren’t there when the game ended because there’d been trouble, loyal Railers’ fans, and even fans of the opposing team, causing a scuffle which ended up with the police dispersing the crowd. Of course, that didn’t stop the waiting TV crews capturing it all, which meant the headlines changed from 'injured hockey player' to 'injured openly gay hockey player' in an instant.

      “You can talk to me if you want,” Gatlin murmured. He was the big spoon to my little spoon, curving around me, his hand over my waist, his breath tickling my neck with every exhale. We’d been lying like this since I’d come home to his place. He’d taken one look at me and encouraged me into bed, and he hadn’t asked me one question or demanded I explain why I was so quiet.

      “I wouldn’t know what to say,” I replied from the heart.

      He pressed a kiss to my neck and snuggled closer, drawing the blanket right up around my throat.

      “I’ll be here when you do,” he murmured.

      I was happy here, far away from the hateful mobs who wanted me and others like me to burn in hell, safe from having to consider that the Railers were broken right now. My eyes burned, and my chest ached, and I didn’t know if I wanted to cry or scream or rail at the unfairness of what had happened. The outlook wasn’t good. There wasn’t only a skull fracture which had caused internal bleeding, but there was swelling pressing on his spine. He’d lost the feeling in his legs, and no one could say when he would be out of the hospital.

      “Can we go and see Ten?” I asked, twisting in his hold until I faced him.

      “Always.” He sounded confused, maybe thinking why I would be asking something like that.

      “Now. I mean, like, right now. I know Jared isn’t sleeping, and he’s there, and I’d like to take him something, coffee, food, anything.” I realized I sounded on edge and more than a little desperate but watching the Railers fall apart tonight and still feeling as if this was all my fault, I needed to be doing something to scratch away the terrors in my mind.

      To his credit, Gatlin never blinked. He kissed my nose, a small kiss, nothing but a reminder of what I was to him, and then he slid out from under the blanket. Only when he had his jeans on did he turn to face me, realizing I was still in bed.

      “Now is fine, Bryan,” he said.

      Had I been waiting for him to say that? Did I need his permission? Jesus, how fucked up was I? Dressed, he headed to find jackets and keys, and all too soon we were at McDonald’s drive-through, picking up food and coffees. Because of media attention and the increased risk, this morning they’d moved Ten to a private space with security. I didn’t know the two guards, but they recognized me.

      Even so, they couldn’t let me in. They said I was on the approved list, but at midnight, it was protocol not to let anyone in.

      “It’s okay,” I said, “I just wanted to—”

      “Bryan, Gatlin,” Jared said from behind us, coming out of the hospital, rubbing at his eyes. “What’s wrong?”

      “We should be asking you that,” I blurted out and thrust the bag of burgers at him. He took the bag, and I handed him the coffee, so he was juggling everything. “Sorry,” I apologized and went to take it back, and the coffee slipped from our joint hold. Only Gatlin scrambling for it saved the situation from being an unmitigated disaster. I’m so fucking clumsy.

      I was shaking inside, and Jared stared at me as if I was an idiot, or was he confused?

      “Come and join me? Everyone else has gone home, although Ten’s mom only just left. The doc was here earlier, and I think I’m processing what they told me, but I feel shaky, although I’m not sure I’ve eaten; maybe not at all today. I needed some air, but I would really like it if someone would sit and talk to me and tell me…” He stopped and shook his head. “Sorry, I’m rambling.”

      He couldn’t recall eating? Also, I wondered how much sleep he’d had since the accident. He was gaunt and hunched in on himself, not the strong man who could make a line of defensemen quake in their skates. Then it hit me. He needed someone else to be strong for him right at this moment. Not a neurotic guilt-ridden kid, but a man, and with Gatlin at my side, I could be that person. I felt it deeply, and it was like a fire in my veins.

      “We’d love to join you,” I said, and Gatlin nudged my arm. I like to think he was proud of me. Hell, I was proud of myself.

      We followed him past the guards, who issued us badges and ushered us into a small anteroom with a table and some chairs. The walls were a soft cream, with paintings on each of them and windows that faced a private garden area. It was illuminated from the light in the room facing it, which was a small kitchen of sorts. Jared slid into the nearest sofa that faced the door, and I watched as he relaxed inch by inch into the soft cushions. He placed the bag of food next to him and fell on the coffee as if he needed caffeine more than air.

      “I think he should eat,” I said to Gatlin, who nodded. In a smooth move worthy of Ten himself, I managed to wrangle the coffee from Jared and rummaged inside the McDonald’s bag for a cheeseburger. “Eat,” I demanded.

      For a moment I thought Jared was going to argue with me, but then he took the wrapped food and peeled back the paper. He bit into it as if he was worried it was poisoned, but after chewing for a second, he carried on, swallowed, and proceeded to eat that burger and the other we’d added just in case. Then the nuggets, then the fries. Until the bag was empty. He interspersed the whole burger-fest with slurps of coffee, and finally, he sat back on the sofa and closed his eyes.

      “So they released the pressure on the bleed, and the feeling is coming back in Ten’s legs,” Jared said after a moment of peace.

      Hope flared inside me. “That’s a good thing, right?” I sat next to Jared on the sofa, “Right?”

      Jared opened his eyes, and they were bright with emotion. “Yes. Rehab, therapy, fuck knows what, but he’ll get up out of that bed under his own steam.”

      I don’t think I’d ever felt lighter. Ten was coming back. “He'll be on skates in no time.” I was sure of it.

      Jared nodded slowly, but there was no answering smile. “He still can’t talk properly, and sometimes when he’s trying to say simple things, he falters. The damage might be too severe to skate again. No one knows.”

      I reached out to Jared then, placed a hand on his knee briefly. “Ten is young; he’s a fighter.” I glanced at Gatlin, who smiled encouragingly. “I’m convinced he’ll be back soon.”

      Jared also smiled, although it didn’t quite reach his eyes. “The cops were here today,” he said, so softly I had to strain to hear.

      They’d taken a statement from me, about what happened on the roof, about the kind of man I thought Aarni Lankinen was, but who knew what would happen next.

      “About what happened on the ice?”

      “The VT is ambiguous, doesn’t show if Aarni hurt Ten worse, doesn’t matter if he’d threatened Ten. In their words, it’s hockey.”

      “Jesus.”

      “I get that. I just don’t know how I’m going to…” He scrubbed at his eyes. “Look, do me a favor, pass the word about the op to the team, let people know. I’m all done with telling the same story over and over.”

      I typed a message into the group chat but showed Jared before I hit send.

      Ten’s op went well. He has feeling in his legs.

      I wanted to add that this was fantastic news, that I was filled with hope, and that Jared had eaten burgers. Also that the cops had been to see Ten. I didn’t. I just waited for Jared to nod that the message was acceptable, and then pressed send. The Aarni part wasn’t my story to tell, and there was enough shit out there at the moment without pouring more fuel onto the flames.

      Aarni hadn’t played with the Raptors tonight; he’d been a healthy scratch. Whether that was team punishment or not, I didn’t know. Both Canadian and US papers were headlining the hit in their sports pages, and I know that if we had been up there now, reporters would be camped out at the hotel. Ten was the new generation of players, and he had star potential. It seemed as though everyone was invested in his recovery, even outside the close community of hockey.

      But there was peace here, and I was glad of it.

      Jared stood and stretched tall, then screwed up the wrappers and the bag and tossed them into the trash.

      “Thank you,” he said as he reached the door. “I needed this.”

      “No worries,” I offered as Gatlin took my hand and laced our fingers. “Food is always a good thing.”

      Jared huffed a soft laugh. “I’m not thanking you just for the food, Bryan. Never just for the food.”

      

      We were in Washington, with a game in less than eight hours, when the news came down from on high that Aarni had been given a league suspension of five games. When the announcement from the National Hockey League’s Player Safety Department hit after morning practice, with Coach Benning reading from the press release, the mood in the locker room went from tired and pissed to furious.

      “Five,” Adler repeated and threw his gloves into his cubby. “Jesus, did they not see what he did?”

      “There’s more,” Coach continued, holding up his hand to quiet us and continued reading the NHL missive. “Lankinen has added his own release.”

      “Fucking asshole,” Connor snapped.

      “I’m kill,” Stan shouted as he stood with clenched fists. I wanted to stand next to him and pledge my allegiance to any killing. Five games were nothing.

      Coach waited for us to quiet again. “This was more than a careless and reckless action on my part. It was senseless. Tennant Rowe was openly vulnerable, and the situation was one in which I realize I let my emotions get the better of me. I am in contact with the Rowe family. I have decided to accept the NHL’s decision and will not be appealing it. I have no further comment regarding this matter.”

      The noise was deafening, a cacophony of cursing and threats and for the longest time Coach let us vent.

      Erik stood in front of Stan, a hand on his chest, talking to him, and Stan’s expression was fierce and determined. I watched Connor stand silently in the middle of the room, his hands clenched into fists. And me? The guilt was there, Ten and I should have said something before about the roof. Then maybe we could have stopped this? One by one we fell quiet until finally every single one of us was back in our allotted cubby space and all eyes were on Coach. Now what?

      “The game tonight,” he began. “If Brady and Jamie Rowe can be back today playing for their teams, we can pull our shit together for Ten. All of us. Ten does not define our team, we have a whole room of talent here, and we need to shake this shit off, whether we like it or not. If Ten were here, he’d be saying this, and you know it.”

      Skaters murmured their assent and then went silent.

      “Okay then. Washington is a strong, determined team, and they will bring their A game. Go home, get you pregame nap, get your carbs, find your lucky whatever the hell it is, do your rituals, and come back with the intention of playing Railers hockey the right way.”

      He didn’t wait for agreement. He just left, the other coaches slipping out after him and closing the door. We were alone, and all eyes went to Connor.

      He turned his gaze to the ceiling briefly and then sighed. “I want to hurt that man for what he did to Ten. I felt as if our team was destroyed that night. I thought it was all over. What was the point.” He paused, but no one interjected. He couldn’t be standing there just telling us that he thought we were done. He crossed his arms over his chest. “The point is we’re still a team, and losing Ten hurts, but we can close ranks here. Charlie, I know you’re in a shit position of centering Ten’s line, but it’s not his line while he’s not here; it’s yours.”

      “Yes, boss,” Martin ”Charlie” Brown said. He’d centered the fourth line for so long that going up to first against the best D-men that other teams had, was always going to be hard.

      “D’s we need to tighten up in front of the net. Wings, we have gaps on all four lines that we need to fill, and Gids?”

      Gideon “Gids” Levesque looked up, startled. Poor guy had been called up from the Rush to cover the hole in our fourth line with everyone else being moved around. No one wanted to fill that space when the reason for it was so shit. He had the expression of a permanently frightened rabbit, but his play, at least, had been more consistent in the last game than the rest of us.

      “Captain?”

      “It’s shit why you’re here, but you deserve the place, and last game you were solid. Keep it up.”

      Gids sat upright, his shoulders back, “Yes, Cap.”

      “Stan, Bryan, you're our last defense here, you stop those pucks if they get through. Stan, you need to rein it in for me, buddy.”

      Stan muttered in Russian and then sighed noisily. “I’m catch all pucks. I’m show true grit,” he said, and there was absolute focus and determination mixed into his angry expression.

      “What Stan said,” I offered after him. A few of the guys laughed at that, which lightened the tone a little and allowed Connor to uncross his arms and relax a little.

      “Okay,” Connor said and rubbed his hands, “Sleep, carb, rituals, lucky shit, back here to take down Washington. Agreed?”

      

      I was backup in the Washington game, able to watch the division matchup with a dispassionate eye. We played well, focused, not temper-driven, not listless and wrecked. There were some signs held up at the glass, but not one of them spouted hate. What there was made absolute sense to me. The fans were closing ranks around us, holding us near and helping us in ways they would never understand, and there were more than a few people in Railers blue jerseys in the seats.

      I knew precisely where Gatlin was sitting, and I skated right up to the glass and caught his eye, tapping the glass with my stick and blowing him a kiss. He caught the kiss in a comically exaggerated fashion and pretended to place it into his pocket.

      I was so in love with that man it was ridiculous.

      The game was hard, but we were tied after two periods, one goal apiece. Gids got his first NHL goal only a few seconds into the last period, off a beautiful face-off win at the Washington end. It was poetry to watch, and when Gids passed me and bumped fists, he was whooping in joy. We held that lead by the skin of our teeth, and when the buzzer sounded, we were done. We’d won.

      I think we needed that.

      For the forward guys stepping up. For Gids with his first NHL goal. For Jared and his D-men. For the coaches who had watched us begin to implode and prayed we got out of it, and for the fans who deserved the win.

      But mostly for Ten.
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      Bryan and I did this half-assed job of decorating my space above the shop for Christmas. He hung some tinsel, and we grabbed a fake tree, already decorated with gold candy canes, tiny plastic golden balls and really gross gold glitter-encrusted gingerbread men. Neither of us felt much like celebrating Christmas, which was two weeks away. Tennant lingered on our minds continually, as he did with all the Railers, I was sure.

      He’d been released from the hospital, which was great news, but he hadn’t gone home. The brain specialists had been adamant about him spending time in a traumatic brain injury rehab facility in Hershey. Tennant had not been happy about it, but between his mother who was staying with Tennant indefinitely so that Jared could go back to work, and his boyfriend, the surly young man was convinced to give the facility a chance. Two weeks. Just fourteen days and then, if his therapists and doctors agreed, he could go home and have therapy on an out-patient basis. There would be no hockey for Tennant Rowe for the remainder of the season, obviously. So now we were all praying that he’d recover enough to play next year.

      Plans to visit Ten at the rehab center had been made for tomorrow. Bryan was still working through the tremendous guilt he felt, which was part of the reason I’d made plans for a dinner party. His billet parents and my parents. Coming here, to eat, for an early holiday meet and greet that had me as nervous as a tick on dip day.

      “This tree is sad,” Jess commented as I walked around my dingy table touching all the silverware to make sure they were straight. “Why do people even buy fake trees? Why not live ones? And why would you buy one someone with no design taste had decorated for you?” She plucked a glittery-gold gingerbread man off a bent limb and held it up by one arm. “This is truly hideous.”

      Garrett followed me around the table, pushing the silverware a tad to the left.

      “Would you stop doing that?” I barked at my brother. He lifted an eyebrow. I blew out a long breath. “Sorry, sorry. The closer it gets to them walking through the door, the antsier I become.”

      “‘Antsy’ isn’t the word that I’d use,” my brother commented, then moved all the glasses a few inches to the right. The urge to swat the man in the neatly pressed three-piece suit was overwhelming. “More like neurotic.”

      I glanced at Jess. She nodded at her father’s assessment of my behavior and then threw the glittery gingerbread man to Voodoo, named in homage to the Black Sabbath song of the same title, the black alley cat Bryan had invited in a few days ago. The cat had made himself at home and had taken to sleeping with us. We’d bathed him twice in flea shampoo the day he had moved in. Both of us had battle scars from that little endeavor. Voodoo swatted the decoration under the sofa, then walked off as if bored with the game, skinny black tail in the air.

      “Okay, yes. I’m nervous. And when I get nervous, I get stressed. And when I get stressed, I get—”

      “Neurotic,” Garrett and Jess said at the same time.

      I had a good comeback ready to fire when I heard feet coming up the stairs. Smacking Garrett’s hand from the glass by my plate, I rushed to the door, my stomach filled with acid from my neurotic behavior no doubt. Bryan smiled at me when I flung the door open, inviting in snowflakes that were falling from the dark afternoon sky.

      “We ran into your folks outside the shop. They were parked behind us,” Bryan informed me, sneaking in a quick kiss, then stepping inside to allow the people with him to come in out of the cold.

      There was this disconnect from me and the rest of the world for several long seconds when my mother and father hustled into my little place. Mom shook off the scarf she’d tied around her head, sending snow crystals flying to the floor. Then, her eyes touched mine.

      In all the possible scenarios I’d ever imagined since we’d lost Gina, seeing my mother and father in this apartment had never dared to be envisioned. Yet here they were. Looking at me with tears in their eyes.

      I vaguely heard Garrett clearing his throat. Mom bit down on her bottom lip, gaze full of sorrow. I went to her, hugged her, held her, and wept on her while she cried on me. Garrett and Jess stepped up. I released my mother so she could see her eldest son and hug the grandchild she had never met before. Dad shook my hand, his lips set and his eyes dewy. As Garrett had said, we’d never been demonstrative, and all the weeping and wailing my mother was doing now was probably enough to last my father for the next twenty years.

      “We missed you boys,” Dad said roughly, his grip tightening for a moment before he moved back to allow Bryan’s billet parents to wiggle in for a warm greeting. Daisy and George were amazing people, outgoing and prone to smiling with ease. I could see why Bryan loved them as he did.

      The meal was weird. Weird the way something feels surreal and yet you’re living it, so you know it’s happening because you can taste the meatloaf, smell the garlic potatoes, touch the heavy meat platter as you pass it to your niece, and see your family sitting across from you. Jess made up for the lack of conversation coming from Garrett and me. I did jump in from time to time, but the years spent apart, being hated, hung heavily over my head and would for some time to come. Garrett, well, he was Garrett. Dry as the Sahara but not rude. Bryan kept smiling awkwardly at me, his knee beside mine under the table. Overall, it was the first rough sketch of what, I hoped, would resemble a family again in the future.

      After dessert, which was a red-and-white-marble cake Jess had baked, my parents left, citing an early morning flight out to Arizona to visit my mother’s sister over the holidays. Bryan, Garrett and I got handshakes from my Dad and a peck on the cheek from my mother. Jess was hugged and had her cheeks pinched by her grandmother. Grandpa just gave her a quick hug and then led my mother back out into the cold.

      Bryan’s parents, I refused to think of them as “just his billet parents” because they were all the good things parents should be for him, stayed for coffee and chitchat until midnight when Bryan ran them to their hotel room. They were staying over for the game tomorrow night and would be flying back home at five in the morning the following day.

      When it was just Voodoo and me, Garrett and Jess had stayed to help clean up, then left as well, I sat on the sofa, mentally spent but feeling a peaceful sort of sensation in my breast.

      Motörhead’s Overkill album was spinning on the turntable, Voodoo had draped himself over my sock-covered feet resting on the coffee table, and I had a cup of hot coffee and a stack of mail, mine and the mess that Bryan always grabbed at home and threw in with mine, to sort while I waited for Bryan to get back. Of course, I had no fucking idea where my reading glasses were, and I hated to disturb the cat purring away contentedly on my feet. Holding the top envelope out as far as my arm would stretch, I could just make out that it appeared to be a handwritten address with Bryan as the addressee. I saw that the return address had been written in a looping way that matched the mailing address.

      Setting it aside, I then began opening my mail until my eyes burned from squinting. Bryan ambled in with snow covering his hair about ten minutes later. I might have dozed off but would never admit to doing so if asked.

      “Sleeping?” he asked, shucking off his coat and kicking off his shoes to join me on the sofa.

      “Nope.”

      “You’re a bad liar,” he said with a soft smile.

      “Just checking my eyelids for holes.”

      “Right.” He ran a hand over Voodoo, who purred loud enough to match Lemmy’s vocals and then fell back into the cushion. I rubbed at my eyes and yawned. “Where are your DILF glasses?”

      “No clue.” I let my eyes close again because they were tired, and Bryan was warm and safely beside me. He shuffled around a bit. Then I heard the soft rip of paper, him tearing open an envelope. Sleep was creeping up on me when he made a sound like a wounded animal. I forced my weary eyes open and turned my head in his direction. His jaw was tight, his mouth in a frown. “Overcharged on your cable bill again?”

      “It’s a letter from my parents.”

      Sloppy and muddy with fatigue, I sat there wondering why his folks would have written to him when they’d been coming to see him. And who wrote letters anymore? Hell, the next generation wouldn’t know how to write in cursive because of the invention of texting.

      “Oh,” I mumbled when the terse words sunk into my brain. “Your birth parents?”

      It seemed odd to refer to them like that since Bryan had never really been given up or officially adopted by Daisy and George, but honestly, did legal stamps and court papers designate who we loved as family? Nope, they did not.

      A hundred questions rested on my tongue, but I let him read in silence. Well, as silent as it could be with the Kilmister and his crew on the turntable.

      “Shit,” he finally said, the word an explosion of feeling on a shaky whisper. “They’re not doing this to me, not again.” He tore the letter in half, then in quarters, and then into smaller and smaller bits, until all that was left was a mound of confetti on the coffee table that Voodoo’s thin tail stirred up as it lazily swept back and forth.

      “Doing what?” I placed a hand to the back of his neck, the short hair on his nape as soft as a kitten’s belly. I worked my fingers into the tense muscles.

      “Anything. Just—”

      “Hey, you don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to. I totally get how hard it is to rehash family stuff.” God, did I ever.

      “No, Mitch says in therapy that we need to talk about bad stuff.” He lifted the cat from my feet, cuddled him under his chin, and then fell backward into the sofa, Voodoo limp as a wet rag in Bryan’s big hands. “Talking about it gets it out and makes you deal with it all.”

      Ugh. Dealing with all my stuff would take years. I stared at my lover nuzzling an old alley cat and had to confess that he'd been doing a stellar job with his sessions. Maybe there was something to this whole ‘talk it out with a professional’ thing that I'd not seen or refused to recognize, before.

      I ran my hand up into his hair. He liked that and responded as Voodoo would to a scratch on the chin. The stress lines around his mouth eased as I massaged his scalp.

      “They kind of burn through cash,” he said softly, his voice low. I turned on the sofa to face him, my fingertips working away the tension. “Since I turned pro, they’ve been hitting me up on occasion for money. I think they’re spending it on scam preachers…maybe. I don’t know. They say not, but yeah, it’s been a thing for a year or two. I feel guilty for not helping them when they ask, but I know I shouldn’t. They’re using me, right?”

      Well shit. “Yeah, maybe they are, babe.” I cupped his head gently, easing him to me. I placed a kiss to the side of his head, inhaling the scent of his shampoo, wishing I had pretty words to comfort him better. “That shitty behavior of theirs is not on you though.”

      “Yeah, but I keep giving in because I think if I give them money, they’ll love me as parents should.”

      He teetered to the side, him and Voodoo, and lay on my chest. I got them settled perfectly, his back to my chest and the cat lying across his throat like a black mink stole with a twitchy tail.

      “You and I both know that we have no control over other people.” I stroked his face, the back of my knuckles passing along his strong jaw.

      “Yeah, I know.”

      His weight was enjoyable. I smiled at those long legs of his dangling over the arm of the couch.

      “And we can’t make our parents love us any more than we can make other people love us. It just hurts worse when it’s our family that doesn’t care because…well, they’re family.”

      “Truth. I really don't need them to worry over my soul. My soul is in excellent hands. The same hands that hold my heart. Your hands.”

      “I just adore you.”

      He let himself melt into me. The record ended, and silence now filled our space. Even the cat had fallen still, his purrs drifting off as he slipped into a deep sleep. “You should think about talking to Mitch. He’s good. He’s really helping me.”

      “I know he is.” Wow, that was curt. “I’m just not sure I’m ready to talk this all out with some stranger. I’m old and set in my ways and—”

      “And making excuses.”

      Smartass kids. Jess had said the same thing to me not two days ago. Actually, she’d lambasted her father and me for bottling things up or suppressing things or whatever it was that we did that she felt was detrimental to our mental health.

      “Yes, I’m making excuses.” He tipped his head up and puckered his lips. I pressed my mouth to his for a moment. Voodoo reached up with an ebony paw to touch my chin.

      I could imagine what the cat was thinking.

      Ahem, hoomans, please do not make smooches upon each other when a perfectly good feline is willing to allow you to pay homage to his greatness with pets and kisses and a few crunchy cat treats.

      Bryan chuckled softly at the cat. “I think we should get him a treat.”

      “I refuse to get up and get him treats,” I said with as much false umbrage as I could muster. “I will pet his belly though.”

      “Cats aren’t fond of belly rubs.”

      I slipped my hand under his shirt and moved my palm in a slow way over his firm stomach.

      “You are though, yeah?” I asked, my voice getting all kinds of Sam Elliott gruff and sexy. Bryan nodded as his eyes drifted shut. A rather naughty vision of my hand slithering into his pants popped to life right before the cat leaped on that hand moving under Bryan’s shirt.

      Five minutes later as we were dumping peroxide on the back of my hand, I chanced a peek at Bryan fussing over the four deep holes in my skin.

      “He’s sorry,” Bryan said, then placed a small, round Band-Aid to cat claw hole number one.

      “He didn’t look sorry.”

      “Maybe he needs another cat to play with?” Those sensual eyes of his lifted from his first aid work. I stared at him, knowing that this man could suggest we get an elephant for Voodoo to play with and I’d be out buying giant puppy piddle pads tomorrow. “You know, he’s young, and he’s got all this energy that he needs to get rid of.”

      “Hmm, not unlike someone else I know.”

      His gaze lit up with sexual promise. He then took an hour or so to show me just how much energy he really possessed. It was quite a lot.

      

      The next day after the morning skate, we drove out to Hershey. Bryan had been adamant about seeing Tennant, and I was not about to deny him this…or much of anything.

      The rehab facility was shiny and new, state of the art, and filled with smiling staff aiding those who had suffered terrible brain injuries down the sunny halls. Upon checking in at the visitor’s desk, we were told that we could find Tennant in the western solarium and to follow the blue line on the floor.

      We passed rooms that housed swimming pools, weights, and all manner of rehab equipment. The place was spotless, the floors buffed, the walls bright white with yellow wallpaper trim up by the ceiling.

      Bryan hustled along, my hand in his, until the blue line on the sparkling floor ended outside a beautiful room filled with plants and walls of glass overlooking rolling lawns. At a table by a small rock fountain sat Tennant, his mother and Max van Hellren. I had a small fan moment upon seeing the retired star player seated across a checkerboard from Ten. I’d always loved the way Max had played hockey. We made our way across the room, stepping carefully around therapists and families visiting patients. Some of the patients were working with small balls, others were writing with pencils or chalk, with others trying to pick up little things that they then had to place into containers.

      Tennant glanced up when we neared the round table. He smiled widely at us. Max craned his head to see what his checkers partner was smiling at. Then he rose and took Bryan’s hand.

      “Glad to see someone has decided to come out and take a turn. I’m tired of this pup whipping my ass.” Max pumped Bryan’s hand and then mine.

      “He’s full…uh…full of shit,” Ten said, his voice nice and strong, if still a little slurred. “I beat him…uh…maybe…uh…twice?”

      “Right. Try like five times out of seven games.” Max offered Bryan his seat, then lingered behind Mrs. Rowe, who was reading a book on an e-reader.

      “Soon as Ben gets back from the manager’s office, we’re heading out. Nice to see the team keeping him in their thoughts,” Max whispered to me as Bryan set up the board for another game, Tennant’s faltering speech a sign that while the young man was better, he had a hell of a long way yet to go.

      “He’s never far from our thoughts, trust me.”

      Mrs. Rowe looked back at us and smiled sadly. Max patted her shoulder, then glanced up to see Ben walking toward us. I’d seen a few images of them together since Max’s retirement. Talk about the dream life. Out on a farm with rescued farm animals and small pets.

      “Sorry that took so long,” Ben said after we'd been introduced. “We're hoping to set up a small animal visiting program or even have the patient's rehab feature caring for some rabbits that we've just rescued.”

      “That would be amazing,” Bryan said as he waited for Ten to take a turn. It took the kid a bit of time, and you could see the frustration flaring up at his constant need to ask if he could move a certain way with no king. “Ben, you wouldn’t happen to have any cats in need of a good home, would you? Ones that get along well with other cats?”

      Max’s handsome boyfriend smiled as if someone had handed him a winning lottery ticket.

      “Bryan, let me tell you all about the cats we have that are looking for a good home.”

      Ben pulled a chair over to sit next to Bryan, who was the very picture of innocence. Max and I exchanged glances.

      “Might as well have a seat, Gatlin. This may take a while,” Max said with a knowing little wink.

      I had nothing planned for the rest of the day and seeing that glow in Bryan’s gaze made the next hour talking about cats and adoption papers fly past. Sort of. Okay, not really, but if it made Bryan happy, then I’d have sat there for a month.
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      Bryan

      There was no two ways about it; the kittens had taken over our lives.

      “Remind me again why we took two?” Gatlin muttered as he extricated kitty claws from his neck.

      “Company,” I reminded him and scooped Lemmy from Gatlin’s outstretched hands.

      He shook his head when the little fur ball wriggled free and launched itself at him again, this time using his Railers’ jersey as a ladder, snagging the logo and up to his shoulder, where my number sat on the arm. Gatlin scooped him up and held him in one hand, the tiny kitten batting at his fingers. I caught the smile on his face; he could pretend he was annoyed by Lemmy and his sister, Fox, but I’d caught him sleeping on the sofa yesterday with both kittens curled on his chest and his hands reflexively and protectively holding them.

      “C’mon little one,” he murmured and carried him through to the small utility area that we’d made kitten-friendly. Fox had found an old hockey helmet, and that’s where she slept, softly snoring and quite the opposite to Lemmy. Where Fox slept and ate and then slept again, Lemmy was a terror who wanted to get into everything.

      He’d watched me in the shower from the mat, and I swear I saw intent in his eyes and made sure the glass door was firmly shut, aware that having a kitten climbing my naked body would not make the list of good things.

      Finally, we could shut the door on them, and then it was time to leave for the arena. Tonight, we played Florida, and I was excited to be the starting goalie, with Jamie Rowe trying to get past me. I liked Ten’s brother a lot, same as I did Brady, but hell, I was not going to let them get a goal on me. No way.

      We were halfway down the stairs when I realized I’d forgotten my lucky coin. Every hockey player has a lucky something. Mine was a coin that Daisy had given me for the bus my first day with the billet family. My new mom wanted to make sure I had enough money, but I was too shy to get on the bus and had walked. We’d won a game that night, and ever since, the coin was always with me. Stupid I know, but there you go, we all cling to things that make us feel good.

      “I’ll start the car,” Gatlin said and took off down the remaining stairs. He was coming with me to the arena, had a space in the family box, and had made fast friends with Connor’s wife and kids. In fact, he was good with kids and kittens. A family man.

      When I walked back into the apartment, my cell phone was ringing. I'd taken to leaving it there, noticing that the sound of it wrecked my concentration. Despite knowing that the telephone triggered memories of Aarni and the Raptors, I was still working through these issues.

      I didn’t mean to look at it, but a glance at the screen and Aarni’s name appearing there was enough to knock me sideways. I fought the need to instantly answer it in case I pissed him off, and it went to voicemail. My coin was where I left it, right next to my deodorant, and I pocketed it and began to leave.

      Only the cell rang again.

      I picked it up, and my thumb hovered over the ”OK” to answer it. I didn’t consciously recall my thumb connecting with the button, but it did, and I heard Aarni’s voice.

      “Finally you answer your damn phone,” Aarni snapped. I placed the phone on the counter and stared at it. “Bryan? Bryan!”

      Stepping back and away, I couldn’t take my eyes off the damn thing.

      “Bryan, are you there?”

      I reached over and put the call on loudspeaker.

      “I’m here,” I finally said.

      “Fuck’s sake, Bryan, I’ve been trying to get hold of you.”

      I hadn’t seen any missed calls, so this was only the second time he’d tried, and he was angry I hadn’t answered straight away. An apology was on the tip of my tongue, but I forced it down. I was done apologizing and worrying where he was concerned.

      “What do you want?” I asked instead.

      “This is stupid. You saw what happened. I didn’t deliberately hurt that asshole, but the fucking Railers won’t let it go. I made a statement. What else does everyone want?”

      I stayed quiet, and that was fuel on the fire.

      “Fuck’s sake, Bryan, tell your fucking asshole of a center to make a statement and get everyone off my back.”

      Ah. So that was what this was about.

      I felt Gatlin beside me, and he curled his hand around mine, lacing our fingers. He was everything to me, my strength, my love, my future, and I never knew I could ever love someone as deeply as I did Gatlin. I didn’t rely on him for decisions or worry about what he thought. I wasn’t scared of my own shadow when I was with him.

      He made me stronger just by being in my life.

      “Bryan, are you listening to me? Tell Ten to release a statement.”

      Gatlin squeezed my hand, and I glanced at him, seeing the compassion and concern in his eyes.

      “No.”

      The word was so simple. I don’t think I’d ever said no to someone before in quite the same way, not with such utter conviction.

      “Bryan—”

      “No, I won't tell Ten to do anything. You threatened him and me, and you deliberately dragged him over your skate and dropped him. You wanted to hurt him, not in the heat of battle but in a deliberate way.”

      “That’s fucking bullshit—”

      “You deserve everything you’re getting. You’re vindictive, threatening, controlling, and playing for a team that is rotten to the core, and I swear I am done with you.”

      I reached for the phone, cut him off mid-tirade, and ended the call.

      Then I stood in silence for a few moments until Gatlin tugged me close and I went into his arms willingly, resting my cheek on his shoulder and inhaling the scent of him. I waited for the panic or the guilt, but instead, I felt lighter.

      “I love you,” I murmured, and tightened my grip on him.

      He eased me away and then used the tip of his finger to tilt my chin.

      “Love you more,” he whispered. “Always.”

      Then hand in hand we left for the Arena, and goddamnit, I was going to stop every shot on goal. I could feel it in my bones.

      I was invincible.

      

      
        
        THE END

      

      

    

  







            Next for the Railers

          

        

      

    

    




      Neutral Zone (Harrisburg Railers #7)

      
        
        Neutral Zone is available in the next Harrisburg Railers Volume

      

      

      Tennant Rowe has it all, a boyfriend he adores, a loving family, and a career on the rise. He’s sure of his place in the world, and the future can only get brighter. Then one night, in a flash of skates and sticks, life changes forever. Getting back on the ice is Ten’s priority, and experts tell him that it’s just a matter of time.

      Jared watches his lover fall in more ways than one, and when tragedy strikes, even the strongest of relationships are tested. Ten is strong, but Jared has to be stronger to help the man who holds his heart. Only, he has to admit that maybe it isn’t just him who can make Ten whole again.

      Jared and Ten’s love is forever, but the rocky path to the romantic Christmas Jared had planned may be hard to travel.

      
        
        Neutral Zone

      

      

      
        
        Volume 3 of the Harrisburg Railers Hockey Romance Series includes the following novellas:

      

        

      
        Neutral Zone | Hat Trick | Save The Date

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Meet V.L. Locey

          

        

      

    

    
      V.L. Locey loves worn jeans, yoga, belly laughs, walking, reading and writing lusty tales, Greek mythology, the New York Rangers, comic books, and coffee.

      (Not necessarily in that order.)

      She shares her life with her husband, her daughter, one dog, two cats, a flock of assorted domestic fowl, and two Jersey steers.

      When not writing spicy romances, she enjoys spending her day with her menagerie in the rolling hills of Pennsylvania with a cup of fresh java in hand.

      
        
        vllocey.com

        feralfemale@frontiernet.net

      

      

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: Twitter icon] Twitter

        [image: BookBub icon] BookBub

        [image: Goodreads icon] Goodreads

        [image: Pinterest icon] Pinterest

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Meet RJ Scott

          

        

      

    

    
      RJ is the author of the over one hundred published novels and discovered romance in books at a very young age. She realized that if there wasn’t romance on the page, she could create it in her head, and is a lifelong writer.

      She lives and works out of her home in the beautiful English countryside, spends her spare time reading, watching films, and enjoying time with her family.

      The last time she had a week’s break from writing she didn't like it one little bit and has yet to meet a bottle of wine she couldn’t defeat.

      
        
        www.rjscott.co.uk | rj@rjscott.co.uk
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