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      Brian

      

      The crack of a slapshot followed by the ping of a puck hitting the post makes me flinch. As the second line center for the Los Angeles Quakes, normally, the sizzle of battle would surge through my veins, ordinarily, I’d have a stick in my hand and fifteen pounds of padding between me and the flying puck. Today, all I’ve got are the ugly-ass zebra stripes to protect me. Why had I let Ethan talk me into this? I’d do just about anything for my agent because I know he’s always got my back, but this volunteering to be a linesman at a beer league tourney was not my brightest move. My teammates are out playing golf or taking tropical vacations, and I’m in the Valley Ice Center in Panorama City, dodging pucks and overzealous amateurs. I’ve already gotten rubbed out along the wall once, and I’m only one period in on my first game of a three-day tournament. Days like this make me rethink my life choices.

      “Jesus Christ, that number seven can shoot,” Easton Blackwood mutters to me during a stall in play after an icing call. “The goalie for the Waves must have a deal with the devil for that not to have gone in.” Blackwood would know since he’s a retired Vezina trophy-winning goalie back in the day for the Anaheim Magic. I was surprised he agreed to be the head Referee.

      “I wish their D-men were as disciplined as the pipes.” I don’t want to sound like a whiny bitch, but all six of them seem to be dead set on proving they’re ready for their shot at the bigs. This is supposed to be a charity event, raising money for the American Red Cross and World Central Kitchen after all the recent natural disasters. That’s why they asked for some pro players to be the referees and linesmen, drawing more fans, and having bigger ticket sales. My teammates gave me a rash of shit about how hard up they must have been for the organizers to settle for me. I know they were kidding, the Quakes have a strong fan base, and I came away from last year’s Stanley Cup battle as the MVP Conn Smythe trophy winner, so I’m no slouch. Then I get here and find the dozen volunteers include Hall of Famers that I grew up idolizing. It took me through warmies, where the chirps between refs were fierce but friendly, before I felt comfortable on the ice with this group of legends.

      Two games are played each day of this unofficial tournament that’s meant to be an exhibition championship. A way to introduce more adult amateurs to the sport, but signifying nothing. As such, they’re playing under Competitive Contact rules, where body checking is prohibited. Thank God, so is swearing or even shouting at the officials. We’re two minutes away from the end of the first period, and I’ve already gotten some death glares. If nothing else, this gig has given me a whole new respect for the zebras who have to deal with us during a game. I swear, if I get out of this tournament without having one of these bozos skate over my foot, I’ll never tell an official to fuck off again.

      Besides the power of number seven’s shot, the Reseda Renegades have at least ten solid players on their roster of fifteen. Their opponent, the Pacific Palisades Waves? Not so much. A few guys look like they played in college a few years back, before safety standards were raised, as evidenced by the missing teeth and broken noses. Although the cage guard rule went into effect in 1978, so maybe not. Maybe they just like smashing the hell out of each other in their beer league.

      This must be a rivalry because the tension between the two teams is palpable, but I can’t figure out the cause. This isn’t exactly the Sharks vs. the Jets in some kind of West Side Story situation. Both teams are predominantly white dudes, and judging from their equipment doing pretty well for themselves. I keep my eye on the Waves number nine, a D-man who likes to push the “no body checking” boundary. Armed with a bit of a beer gut and apparently something to prove, he seems to be out for blood. Another puck drop—God, this is boring when you have zero shits to give about who wins—and the Renegades easily win it, as they’ve done most faceoffs. The team captain, number twenty-one, does a no-look pass to number seven and nails it right on the tape. Their teamwork has been so tight all period that it’s clear they play together a lot. It’s either chemistry or ESP.

      Seven weaves his way through the Waves like a hot knife through butter, crossing into their O zone when WHAM! Number nine from the Waves body checks him so hard his lid goes flying off as he hits the ice. Fortunately, he lands mostly on his ass and the shoulder, with his head not contacting the ice at all. All of us refs blow our whistles. When the Renegade player is clearly struggling to rise, their captain and I race over to check the situation out.

      Since their captain is closer, he gets there first. It also might have something to do with the fact I stopped skating when I saw a wave of auburn hair splayed out on the ice. Not that guys can’t have long hair, but the face currently wincing in pain is purely feminine with beautiful features. Well, I’m guessing about the lips, because they’re pressed in a thin, tight line at the moment.

      “Al, talk to me. Are you hurt?” Their captain strips off his gloves and helmet, revealing an identical shade of auburn.

      “Fuck, Charlie, I’m not made of glass,” she struggles to sit up. Despite her words, she lets him give her a hand. “I’m fine, I just got the wind knocked out of me by that jerk. Does that asshat Neanderthal not understand what no body checking means?”

      Meanwhile, I stand there like a moron, still absorbing that the player with a slapshot some pros would envy is a woman. I’m not one of those guys. My sister played for a while in school, and my mom plays in a recreational league. Hell, I’m stoked that the professional women’s hockey league, PWHL, is taking off. I just can’t figure out why she isn’t on one of those teams. Why is she settling for this beer league crap?

      I come back to my senses when the Renegades jump the Waves player. Clearly, there’s some history here. It takes a few minutes for me and the other officials to get involved. Largely, we wait until they take him down to the ice. Many of us are still active players, and I’m not getting hurt trying to save this jerk. It’s certainly telling how popular he is when none of his teammates come over to defend him. They circle the beat down, but none of them get involved. Finally, the Renegades seem bored at the non-fight, and we wade in to pull the instigator to his feet. Judging from his twisted sneer, he isn’t feeling guilty at all. Shocking. I’ve been around enough bullies like this, my own father being one of them, to have set my expectations pretty low, so I’m not surprised when he calls out, “Hey, girlie, if you can’t take the hits, maybe stay off the ice.”

      Flames spark in her blue eyes as she leaps to her feet, a pretty neat trick considering ice is, you know, slippery. Charlie, who now that I see both of them helmetless, it’s obvious they’re twins, pushes her away from the fray. Twins at least explain the uncanny communication out there on the ice. They share the same bright blue eyes and tall, athletic builds, but he’s got a few inches and maybe thirty pounds on her. Confident he’s secured the wildcat who wants to tear this guy a new one, I turn to the player.

      “Waves number nine, five-minute major for reckless body checking.”

      “What? Fuck you, the chick ran into me. It’s not my fault she can’t keep her head up.”

      I smirk at him, so very happy he said that. “And you’re out of here, sport. Swearing or yelling at an official is grounds for a game ejection.” He splutters, ready to get into it, and I really hope he does. Anyone who deliberately hits a player in this league shouldn’t be allowed to play. Anyone who deliberately hits a woman, especially one as beautiful as her, just because she’s a woman, should have their nuts crushed. I’m more than happy to oblige if this asshole wants to dance. Fortunately for him and me, considering all the cellphones filming this, his own team's alternate captain pushes him toward the exit.

      I turn to number seven, “Are you sure you’re okay? Do you need the medic to come and check you out?” Like I said, I have a sister and she falls all the time, so I say this with the best of intentions. And while I wasn’t expecting her to bat those lush eyelashes at me and thank me for protecting her, I’m stunned to see possibly an even uglier sneer on her face.

      “Yes, thanks ass—” It’s an almost visible struggle when she stops herself, knowing swearing at me can get her thrown out as well. “I’m fine. I’ve taken harder hits playing softball. It’s attitudes like yours that make it hard for women to get any respect at all in sports.” Then she skates off, stopping to pick up her helmet before heading back to their bench. I notice her hip looks stiff as she hops the boards, but that also might be because I’m checking out her ass. How did I not see she’s a woman? Now that’s all I see.

      “Sorry about my sister,” Charlie apologizes. “She’s normally pretty chill, but she’s had to deal with that crap our whole lives.” He skates away as well, play resumes, and mercifully, a minute and a half later, the buzzer announces the end of the first period. That was fun.

      The rest of the game goes by in a blur for me. I’m paying attention and calling offside when it happens, but I’m glad there are three other linesmen and a referee out there. Whenever she’s on the ice, my attention is…fuzzy. I’m not ogling her, I can’t even see any curves under all her gear. But the grace and power of her play is mesmerizing.

      The game drags on until it’s finally near the end of the third period. The Renegades are ahead by three, and the Waves are living up to the name, beer league. From their wobbly state of play, I’m guessing they used the intermissions pretty much the same way they would if they were watching a game—to get refills on their beers.

      Since I’m staring right at her, I have no trouble spotting her hold on another player. I throw my arm into the air and blow the whistle. “Renegades number seven, two-minute minor for holding.”

      She throws her arms into the air and skates toward me. “What the fuck? I was in front, I can’t hold.”

      Honestly, at this point, it’s all moot. There are three minutes left in the game, and the Waves are in no way going to catch up, even with a man advantage. They’ll be lucky if they’re still standing. So I ignore her words. It’s not like I don’t say them to officials from time to time, or chirp at the other team, so it barely registers. I gesture her to the sin bin, which, for some reason, pisses her off all the more.

      “Really? You tossed Ross out for swearing at you, yet you just ignore me when I do it?”

      I stare at her for a moment, uncertain how to process what she’s arguing about. “You want me to toss you out of the game?”

      “No, asshole. I want you to treat me fairly. To give me the same rights and hold me to the same standards as any other player. I swore at you twice now. If I were my brother, would you ignore it?”

      Now I’m really confused. “To be honest, yes. It’s an archaic rule. I’m out here to call hockey plays, not be some kind of schoolmarm policing your language. So get your ass in the bin so we can finish the fucking game and get on with our lives.”

      She blinks at me before her face turns practically purple. Anger flares in those beautiful blue eyes, turning them icy. Of its own accord, the thought pops into my head that I wonder what color they turn when she orgasms. Where did that come from? Before she can do anything that might get her arrested, let alone thrown out of the game, her brother once again steps in. Because he’s wearing the C, he’s allowed to talk to me, and frankly, I’m relieved to have someone rational step in.

      “Again, sorry, Al frequently engages her mouth while her brain is still in neutral. Come along, little sister, go serve your time. Let’s not keep the rest of the team waiting.”

      As he escorts her to the penalty box, I hear her mutter something about “I swear, Mom lied about that, there’s no way you beat me out of the womb. You’re ten minutes late to everything,” before the whistle blows, restarting play.

      For the next three minutes, I try hard not to picture number seven naked in bed beneath me. You know how it goes, though. You tell yourself not to picture something, and all of a sudden, it’s the only thing you see. So there I am, finishing off the first game of my first day as an official for a charity game weekend, with my dick growing uncomfortably hard in my zebra ware. Great. At least if I were in uniform, there’d be plenty of layers of padding and a sweater to cover it up. Referees really do have a much more difficult job than I gave them credit for.
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        * * *

      

      “Why are you asking me about the women’s locker room? Bro, I’m starting to worry about you. Stalker much?” My sister’s tone is more teasing than concerned. I can hear Phoebe smiling on the other end of the phone. It sounds crazy, but if anyone has an audible smile, it’s my ridiculously upbeat sister. For the millionth time, I wonder what she sees in our grumpy asshole defenseman, Matthew Holt. He held the league record two seasons ago for minutes spent in the penalty box, so it’s not just my opinion that he’s grumpy. The asshole part is still to be determined. They say opposites attract, and that’s the only explanation I can come up with for their burgeoning relationship.

      “I told you, I think she got the wrong idea about me. I want to explain I’m not a misogynistic asshat.”

      “First, you’re the most whatever the opposite of misogynist is that I’ve ever met. If that’s what she thinks, she sounds like a capital B.” Unlike the men in her life, my sister does her absolute best not to swear. “Second, I played hockey in high school. They separated the boys' and girls' locker rooms by zip codes when they could. I skated at that ice center exactly twice and didn’t need to change clothes, so I have no idea where the locker rooms are. But friends who play in recreational leagues tell me most of the time they share the same locker room with the guys. But seriously, why do you care what some random woman you’re never going to see again thinks of you?”

      “Never mind.” I am unwilling to admit I can’t let go of this obsession with number seven.

      “Oh, wait, one friend told me her rec league made her change in a broom closet. The smell of floor cleaner made her find another league. If you see her and see reeks of Lysol, don’t bother with the apology, just run.”

      “Thanks, you’ve been really helpful,” the sarcasm drips from my voice before ending the call. I would ask around, but the only other women are out on the ice refereeing game two of the day. The Waves, stumbling out of their locker room, are predictably no help at all. So that’s why I find myself milling around the door of the home team’s locker room like some kind of weirdo. Most of the players pile out as I wait. Some of them stop asking for a selfie with me, which isn’t as much fun as it sounds. But good PR is all part of the job, so I smile, keeping my eyes peeled for number seven.

      Finally, after all the other guys have left, with shouts of “See you guys at the pub” into the locker room, getting a muffled reply, the two siblings emerge. She has a slightly floral, spicy smell, so thankfully, no Lysol. I let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding.

      “Oh, hi,” the brother says, noticing me first. He puts out a hand, and as I shake it, he introduces them both. “I’m Charlie Barlowe, and this is my sister, Alexis.”

      “Nice to meet you, I’m–”

      They both laugh in perfect unison. “We know who you are. Brian Anderson, top scorer last year for the Quakes.” Charlie motions between the two of them. “Both of us are big fans, although she wears Cavanaugh’s sweater instead.”

      “Because it would look too weird for us to wear identical jerseys and he has too big of a man crush to pick a different number,” she explains with an eye roll.

      “I don’t have a man crush. But hey, if no one else has said it, thanks for being an official for the tournament. I know it’s got to be a drag to do this when all you really want to do is squeeze every last drop out of your off-season.”

      “It is for a good cause,” Alexis adds, “but we do appreciate it. Ticket sales hit a slump before you guys agreed to be on the ice. We would have been out sooner except my very shy teammates are afraid I’ll ogle their junk, so they make me wait to shower until after they’re done. At least here, on home ice, there’s still hot water after the prima donnas are done.”

      “I don’t want to hold you up from joining your teammates,” I tell them both, then focus on Alexis. “I just wanted to apologize and say you were right. The next time I’ll toss you out with your potty-mouthed buddy.”

      She smiles, and my cock zings with the power of it. “No, I apologize. You were the lucky recipient of a lifetime of having to fight just to be on the team.” Then she turns to her brother. “I’m parked up top, I’ll see you tomorrow for the morning skate before the game?”

      He nods and they hug goodbye, my chance to ask her out slipping between my fingers. What the hell? I’ve never been shy about asking a woman out before. As she walks away, I notice she’s favoring the hip she landed on. “Um, hey, aren’t you joining the rest of your team at the pub? Let me buy you a beer. I know some great tricks for dealing with bruises and sore muscles the next day.”

      The siblings exchange glances that have meaning for them, but I’m lost. This twin thing could get annoying after a while. The wattage of her smile dims for some reason. “Thanks, I think I’ve got this. Not my first fall. Besides, I’m busy tonight, but you two go on ahead.” And with a wave, the woman whose mere laugh gives me a hard-on walks out the door.

      Charlie shrugs. “Sorry, man, you can’t win them all?”

      I’m not worried. I’ve got the whole tournament to convince her to go out with me.
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        * * *

      

      Training camp doesn’t start for another week, but Zach has called for his usual early Captain’s Skate. Frankly, none of us mind. It feels great to get out there and take some shots. Especially since it’s been torture watching the beer leaguers flounder around out there, and all I’ve got is a whistle. All except for Alexis. I’ve told the guys about her slapshot, and I invite the ones who don’t believe me to come to tonight's game, the tourney final.

      “Yeah, that’s exactly what I’m going to do with the time I have left off before the season starts,” says Zach with a yawn. Dark smudges under his eyes testify that being the father of a seven-month-old isn’t any easier than it was when Adrian was a newborn. Or maybe harder now, since he promised Jenny he’d take over baby duties for the summer, since he won’t be around much when the season starts.

      “I’d rather spend the time with the tall blonde hanging out watching us.” Trevor points to the upper deck walkway that allows office staff to go from one end of the building to the other. Oftentimes, coaches, visitors, or the media will stand at the railing and watch practices. Funny, I hadn’t even noticed her until he pointed her out. Leave it to Trevor. But dressed in a Quakes rugby-style long-sleeved shirt, hair pulled back in a neat ponytail, and a clipboard in hand, there doesn’t seem to be anything casual about her to me.

      “Be careful what you wish for,” Connor says with a smirk. “That’s Sienna Langford, our new assistant coach.”

      “Oh, that’s why she’s been watching us.” There’s more than a hint of disappointment in Trevor’s voice, but he’ll get over it. The team’s manwhore is never at a loss of a woman for long.

      “Good for Tawns,” Mikey Cote comments. “I mean, bummer for the Kodiak’s coach getting shitcanned at the end of last season, but what great opportunity to move back home and coach the team he used to watch as a kid.” We all nod in agreement. Eric Tawney, our assistant coach for eight years, is a great guy and deserves the shot every coach dreams of—to be the head coach of an NHL team. Too bad the team sucks at the moment, but I’m sure he’ll turn it around.

      “A buddy of mine who plays for the Osprey said she’s the toughest coach he’s ever had. Worked on their penalty kill and power play until they were sharp as fucking skate blades,” continues Connor. Chagrinned, he adds, “No offense, Ribi.”

      Thank God he’s able to laugh off a comment that might have sent him spiraling last season. Who could blame the guy after a skate blade to the face, but he rolls with it now. “None taken.” The Henderson Osprey, the AHL team for the Edmonton Kodiaks, were killing the PK and PP at the end of the season. “Our special teams are going to need whatever she’s got if we’re going to maintain our top slot.”

      We all silently bob our heads in agreement. After winning the Cup last season, our Alternate Captain, Eddie Landry, took advantage of becoming an unrestricted free agent and made a five-year deal with the Montreal Royals. He and his wife wanted to raise their kids closer to their families in Quebec. Both are Quebecois, French Canadians, and wanted to raise their kids in the same culture. We miss him like hell, but especially since he was a core part of the success of our special teams. Trevor moved up to take his place as a first-pair D, and he’ll do great playing his game, but getting all the pieces to fit together will take time. It also means that Ryan Peterson got the call-up from the Tsunami as a rookie D-man to play in the big league, at least for as long as he can prove he deserves the shot. He’s bounced around the AHL for a few years, so none of us know him very well.  The fact that he’s not here, even though it’s totally voluntary, still isn’t a great start.

      For better or worse, Catherine Bishop announced that management had chosen yours truly as the new Alternate Captain. She told me it was a no-brainer when she got together with Coach O’Ryan and GM Geoffrey Carter to discuss it. They listened to input from Zach, as our Captain, as well as a few of the guys who have been around the longest, although she swore Linc had nothing to do with their choice. Since her husband is one of my closest friends, I have my doubts about that, but I accept the honor and responsibility that comes with it. The team showed their support this morning when we came to skate, and someone had put a DIY ‘A’ on my practice sweater. That it was made of purple glitter tells me Matt had something to do with it.

      On the way back to the locker room, I tell the guys about the rest of the night with Alexis after the slapshot. “So let me get this straight,” Alex Bouchard asks in that French Canadian accent of his that makes everything sound fancier. “She told you to fuck off on the ice, and you just let it go after you tossed out a guy on the other team for doing the same thing? Are you honestly confused about why that pissed her off?”

      “Clearly, he doesn’t understand women,” Luka adds his two cents in with a chuckle. The scar from having an opponent accidentally skate over his formerly cover-model-perfect face stands out as a white line in contrast with the tan he got from spending some time on an island paradise with his girlfriend, Lily, and both of their families. That he’s not self-conscious about it, grinning broadly at my expense, shows how far he’s come. Last year at this time, he was in a pretty dark place. Glad I can make him smile. Sort of.

      “I grew up outnumbered by women two to one. I understand them just fine.” The truth was that I was a little kid when my mom packed me and Phoebe up in the middle of the night and drove as far away from my abusive father as she could in the family station wagon. My mom didn’t remarry until I was already out of the house, so it was just the three of us most of my life. So I would bet I have a better understanding of women than the rest of my teammates, or at least the single ones. “This one, though, she’s like a puzzle I can’t quite figure out.”

      “Maybe there’s a piece missing?” offers Connor D’Angelo. From anyone else, that would have been a sly dig or double entendre. But Connor, one of the youngsters on the team, is too nice a kid to mean anything by it. I still throw my sweat-soaked practice sweater at him. How else is he going to learn?

      “You, my friend, have got it bad,” chirps Linc Cavanaugh, my oldest and closest friend on the team. The Caveman was our future Hall of Fame goalie for more seasons than I’ve been on the team, but time and tides come for us all. He retired two years ago, but was hired to stay on in player development. Being married to the owner, the first woman to own an NHL team, didn’t hurt, but he’s talented enough on his own to have gotten the job.

      “I don’t have ‘it’ at all,” I argue, yanking off my skates and gathering my shower kit. “I only met her the one time, and most of that time she was hidden under layers of pads and playing so well I assumed she was a guy. It just bugs me that no matter what I say, she assumes I’m some kind of misogynistic a-hole.”

      “Then stop talking and bang her already,” suggests my sister’s oh so helpful boyfriend, Matthew Holt. I only know from things Pheebs has shared with me that the asshole act isn’t the real Matt, but the guy deserves an Oscar for being so convincing in the role.

      “Thanks,” I snarl at him. “Guys, I have one more shot at today’s game to convince her I’m not a jerk. And by the way, I think she’s lumping every NHL player into the same category, so help me figure out a way to convince her, or you’re all going to look like assholes.”

      Driven by that idea, suggestions come fast and furiously as we shower and change into our street clothes. Matt continues to insist I stick my tongue down her throat, but other suggestions are infinitely more helpful. Bouch gives me a French phrase to say. While it sounds good, his refusal to tell me what it means is a big clue that he’s setting me up to get my face slapped if she speaks French. It doesn’t matter. All the suggestions have got me thinking, and I’ve figured out how to make things right with Alexis Barlowe.
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      Alexis

      
      I love my brother, but if he doesn’t shut up about giving Brian Anderson a chance, I’m going to board him. All during our team’s morning skate, he oscillates between nagging me about taking it easy on my bruised hip and giving the professional hockey player a chance. “Why do you care so much anyway?” I snipe at him between taking shots at the net. We started the morning skate with laps, then some tactical drills. Since everyone on the team has a day job, some of the guys couldn’t make it, but I’m impressed at the number who did.

      “About my baby sister skating too hard, threatening to turn a stiff muscle into a tear or something worse? Because I don’t want to hear you pissing and moaning about it, especially since we still have a game to play tonight.” He bats those long, thick lashes that men are unfairly gifted with and shoots me his trademark charming grin.

      “I’m your twin, turn down the butter-doesn’t-melt-in-my-mouth act, and you know what I meant.” I turn my attention back to the puck-handling drill I’m working on. It’s easier to ask, “Why are you so invested in my love life?” if I’m not meeting his gaze.

      “Hey,” he barks, then shoots a puck at my skate to get my attention. He only puts half his power into it, but it still stings. I shoot one back at him, but he easily avoids it. “You deserve to spend some time with a nice guy. I’m not saying marry him, I’m just saying let him buy you an expensive dinner, enjoy a night out for the first time in⁠—”

      “Yes, I’m aware how long it’s been, no need to remind me.” I push off to skate away, hissing at the pain in my hip. It was uncomfortable when I was doing laps, but staying in one place for so long made it worse.

      “Okay, guys,” Charlie calls out in his commanding captain’s voice, “let’s call it. Get some rest, carb load, and then see you back here tonight for the game.” To me, he murmurs, “Are you sure you’re okay? We have enough guys now that we can get a sub.”

      I glare at him. He dragged me back on the ice last year when he was one person short of the requirements to field a team. A few of his guys had quit or moved, so suddenly he was in danger of having to either lose his weekly hockey games or go around hat in hand, begging other teams to let him join. My brother is a terrific, competitive player, and any team would have been happy to have him, but he wouldn’t have been the captain anymore. After double-checking the rule book to be sure there was nothing stated about the players having to be men, he practically got down on his knees. Knowing how much it meant to him, and deep down how much I longed to get back on the ice, I agreed.

      Since I’d joined, the team rose from the bottom half of the league to being contenders in this tournament. So I’m not being a jerk when I say, “Like you guys could win this without me. You worry about your own tushie, because if you bench me, I’m going to open a can of whoop ass on you.” Sure, it’s for charity, but we still want to win. He answers with a grin.

      “All right, tough guy, you’re on the first line as usual. Just don’t tell Mom it’s my fault if you get hurt.”
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        * * *

      

      “Cheers to Al, for the winning goal that moved us on to the tourney winning round against the Jellyfish,” Liam Lennox, our goalie, toasts as he raises his beer glass. “I’m glad I don’t have to defend against your rocket blast of a slapshot.” My winning goal was an awesome accident and couldn’t have been more karma-driven. I blasted a one-timer from the right hand dot, which their goalie stopped but couldn’t cover. The rebound ended up bouncing off the Waves' number nine, the body-checking asshole, and into the back of his own net. Sweet, sweet, revenge. After crushing the Waves yesterday, we met the Santa Monica Jellyfish for the final round in the afternoon. Charlie had the winning goal in that game.

      The guys, including Brian Anderson, who eagerly accepted the invite to join us, all clink glasses and drink. But let’s be real, my teammates would drink to almost anything at this point. You’d think we just won the Stanley Cup, not some little local charity event, but for a bunch of accountants, store managers, and business hacks, that tin trophy means a lot.

      “What about that game early in the season when she missed the net and hit the pipe? Damn thing ricocheted back and hit that guy’s cup so hard it cracked it in half!” Charlie just had to bring that up. The table erupts in guffaws, and here we go, down the “let’s recount every embarrassing thing that’s ever happened to Alexis” memory lane. I have to do something quick to make sure it’s a short stroll and not a marathon.

      “What about that time you were running late and didn’t bother to lace up your skates, baby bro? You were all being like Daryl Evans, the player who never laced his skates until you popped out of one in the middle of a foot race for the puck and landed on your pretty face.”

      “Screw you, and you know I’m the oldest by thirty minutes,” he protests, turning pink with embarrassment. But, to his credit, Charlie laughs along with everyone else. As I’d hoped it would, the story unleashes a torrent of other funny and, well, at best “unplanned” moments their team has experienced through the years. I’d heard all the stories before, but wasn’t part of the torrid tales.

      They’re a great group of guys who knew me as Charlie’s sister and quickly accepted me as a teammate. In my experience, that wasn’t always the case, and it makes me adore them all the more. I’m glad to see them relax enough to enjoy their well-deserved, if minor, victory. When Brian Anderson asked if he could join in the celebration, the guys fell over themselves to say yes. Then, like the hero-worshiping knuckleheads they are, they could hardly string two words together. To his credit, he started telling some embarrassing stories about himself that opened the floodgates. They peppered him with questions about the flex level of his stick, and does he have a go-to stick for different situations. He deflects back to talk about our game, asking how long the team’s been together and complimenting everyone on their play.

      It was a great day and a hard-won victory over the Santa Monica Jellyfish. But it was getting late, and my hip was killing me. By tomorrow, I’d have to spend the day sitting on a pillow covered in Tiger Balm. It’s a good thing I work remotely from home, or things could get ugly. I pull out my wallet and put a few twenty-dollar bills on the table before pushing to my feet. The guys miss the wince of pain on my face because I’m pretty good at hiding that sort of thing. I have to be, or the boys would play differently around me, because even no-contact hockey involves some bumps and bruises. But damn, Brian’s observant because he catches it and frowns. Then he surprises me again by understanding the shake of my head and doesn’t bring it up. Instead, he says, “Your money’s no good here, the celly is on me.”

      My half-grin is not born of amusement. In my experience, as soon as men start picking up the tab, they want something in return. “I don’t think so, thanks anyway.”

      He rises from the chair next to mine, bringing him mere inches away from me. I’m tall, but I have to tilt my chin to match his gaze. The part of me inside that used to care about things like the flecks of gold in his hazel eyes starts to purr. I want to tell her to shut up, but the light scent of cedarwood and cloves makes it hard to disagree. Good Lord, he’s attractive, but the last time I let my heart, or more accurately, my uterus, make the decisions, it ended in disaster. I lost everything. Sure, something incredibly good came out of it, too, but I won’t risk letting a man into my life again.

      As I head to the door, I can feel his presence right behind me. Give the man points for persistence as he follows me outside. It’s the end of August, and we’re in the Valley, so I start to sweat just a few feet out of the bar’s AC. Not wanting to have him mash into my damp back, I turn around and walk a few feet backward before stopping. “Stalker much?”

      “What? No!” He turns an adorable pink that I can see even in the dimly lit parking lot. “My mother and sister would kill me if I let a lady walk to her car alone.”

      “I’m kidding. I appreciate it, but that’s my Kia over there.” I point to it, but it’s such a bright red color that it stands out on its own.

      “Oh,” his one word burdened with disappointment. He keeps standing there until it gets awkward. Is he thinking about kissing me? I back away to shut that idea down right now. “Hey, would you go out to dinner with me sometime?”

      I bark out a laugh. Charlie wasn’t wrong. It has been a long time since I’ve been out with anyone. But even I don’t need to see the hurt frown on his face to know that wasn’t the response he was expecting. “Thanks, but I’m not really…” What? Not dating anyone ever again? Not into handsome, pro hockey players? Not emotionally available? “Sorry, I know you don’t hear this often, but I’m just not that into you.” He’s shocked and a little sad, but I’m certain he’ll get over it in no time. He probably has women lined up around the block. He’ll forget all about me.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I wander out of my bedroom in my slippers, nightshirt, and comfy flannel robe and head to the kitchen, making a beeline for the coffee pot. The front door of my little house bangs open, and a blonde ball of energy that’s way too awake for this early in the day bursts in. “Mom, Grandma told me to tell you she’s making pancakes. You should come over for breakfast.”

      I love my family and will always be grateful that my parents turned the pool house into a home for my daughter, Miley, and me, but sometimes living only a pool’s width away can be stifling. Especially since Miley has spent her seven years on this planet honing the fine skill of manipulating all of us to her will.

      “We have our own kitchen right here, in case you haven’t noticed. We can make our own breakfast. What were you doing over there this early anyway?”

      “I could smell the bacon from my room.” From the look of her neatly combed hair and her school uniform, she’s been up for a while. It takes two alarm clocks to get me out of bed, but Miley’s always been an early riser. It’s weird how she takes after her father when she’s never even met him.

      “Yeah, well,” I look in our fridge. No bacon or even bread. There are a couple of eggs, but I don’t remember buying them, which makes me wonder how old they are. I grab the milk and then look in the freezer. Hallelujah, there’s a box of waffles that’s got four, semi-frost-bitten ones left in it.

      “What do you say to waffles?”

      My darling daughter pulls a face. “I say no thanks, Grandma makes way better pancakes. And bacon.”

      I’m about to argue the point when I pour the milk into my coffee, and lumps rise to the top. Well damn. “Tell Mom I’ll be right there,” I instruct my daughter as I head to my room to change clothes.
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        * * *

      

      My parents’ house isn’t as huge as the idea that they have a pool house would lead you to believe. In fact, it’s modest by comparison to the other homes in our Brentwood, California neighborhood. I think they felt guilty yanking Charlie and me away from our friends and life in Warroad, Minnesota, when we were eight. When my dad, James Barlowe, was hired as an engineer for Jet Propulsion Labs, they tried to make up for it by letting us know we’d have a house with a pool. At the time, it sucked, but later learning to surf and still play ice hockey made up for leaving “Hockeytown” as Warroad is known. I mean, we’re not insane, who would miss below-freezing temperatures four months out of the year when you could have Palm trees?

      My dad, with the smattering of gray in his thick black hair, has done well for his family. He’s always had jobs that paid well and is no slouch at playing the stock market. Plus, with mom’s income, we’ve been comfortably upper-middle class my entire life, so it’s possible they could have bought our home in Brentwood, but they didn’t. The house is from my mom’s side of the family. The Ashfords came into the money when my mom was a teenager after her mother, my Grandma Nora, invented a kitchen widget that sliced vegetables. Weird, but it was groundbreaking back in the sixties, before just using a knife came back in style. She still gets a few residual checks from holdouts who have the space and need for a special do-hickey to slice their cucumbers.

      My grandparents gave the house to my parents when we moved to California. They claimed it was far too big for them to toddle around in by themselves. A few years ago, my grandfather died suddenly of a heart attack, so Mom insisted Grandma Nora move back in with them. A strong, independent woman, even at eighty-five, she refused until I had Miley. I’m not sure if it was to be closer so she wouldn’t have to drive back and forth for the inevitable babysitting help I’d need, or for her own benefit. Being right across the backyard deck from her great-granddaughter gives her free rein to spoil my kid rotten. Good thing she’s a pretty terrific kid, or this could be a problem.

      When I opened the back door, I was immediately assailed by the smell of bacon. So Miley’s claim of smelling it from our house was only a bit of an exaggeration. “Honey, I’m home,” I call out in homage to one of our favorite old TV shows we used to watch. I fill a mug with coffee from the pot on the counter and join the rest around the big table in the kitchen. The house has a formal dining room, but we hardly ever use it except around the holidays.

      “Sweetheart, what a surprise,” my mom says, and I can tell from her grin she’s lying through her teeth. She probably laid a trail of bacon and blueberry pancakes to lure my early riser over for breakfast. She shows her love with cooking. Mom is the nurturing type, wanting to take care of everyone, which fits in nicely with her chosen profession as a therapist.

      My dad kisses me on the cheek. “Were you out of food or milk?”

      “Just give me the damn creamer,” I tease him back, pouring enough milk into my mug to turn the coffee a light tan color. I take after my father in many ways, following in his nerdy book-loving footsteps. I apply my knowledge to developing the best stories instead of just devouring them. We bond over other shared interests like Doctor Who and Comic Con that Charlie and my Mom don’t get.

      We’re both also completely incapable of doing anything in the kitchen. Making toast and decent coffee is the extent of my talents, and while I work from home most days, that also means I don’t pass a grocery store on the way home and think to stop in. I’ve tried to do better once Miley got old enough to set a good example for her. We can all see how well that’s going.

      We’re passing around the plate of pancakes while Mom fusses in the kitchen, making more when the front door opens. The same “Honey, I’m home” greeting resounds, and seconds later, Charlie walks in. He grabs a mug, fills it with coffee, and sits next to me, eyeing my mug. “Jesus, you sure you don’t want some coffee with that milk?” It’s an old taunt, one he’s been making since we were old enough to drink the stuff. While we share a lot of traits as twins, in this one way we differ greatly. He dumps in about a quarter of a cup of sugar rather than any milk. My theory is that in the womb, we split the coffee-drinking gene right down the middle.

      “Not that I don’t love having my coffee critiqued before I’ve had enough to give me a buzz, but what are you doing here?”

      “Mom called me last night and told me about the pancake breakfast. Are you saying you didn’t know?” His puzzlement is completely sincere. I give both my parents and my offspring the stink eye, which only makes Miley giggle.

      “No, I was lured here under false pretenses.” I try to grumble, but it’s hard with a bite of fluffy pancake, sopping in syrup, in my mouth.

      “So how’d it go last night after you left Shenanigans? Did you say yes?”

      Suddenly, the clatter of multiple forks goes dead silent. “Say yes to what, dear?” Grandma Nora asks.

      “Brian Anderson hung out with us last night after the game, and it was pretty clear he only came to spend time with Al. He followed you out to the parking lot. Are you saying he didn’t ask you out? Again.”

      As instantly as it went quiet, the room explodes into questions. Was he talking about L.A. Quakes’ Brian Anderson? What’s he like? Where’s he taking you?

      “Does this mean you’re getting married?” Miley asks with way too much excitement.

      “For cripes' sake, everyone, calm down!” Once I have their attention, I do my best to squash this conversation flat. “Yes, that Brian Anderson. He was refereeing the tournament, so yeah, I guess he’s a nice enough guy. I had to call him on not treating me like the guys on the team⁠—”

      “Oh, honey, you did not really do that, did you?” The pain in my mom’s voice is real. You’d think I said I kicked a puppy.

      “Mom, we’ve been over this. If I opt to play on a co-ed team, there shouldn’t be special rules. Anyway, yes, he asked me out.” I keep the part about how good he smelled to myself. “And I said no.” I give Miley a very pointed look before adding, “So no, we are not getting married. Where did that come from anyway?”

      She gives me a slight shrug. “Jason told the whole class yesterday about his mom getting married, so I figured maybe you should start thinking about that too.”

      “Marriage is a bit over the top, but I don’t think a date or two would hurt,” Mom mutters not-so-under her breath. My parents first freaked when I got the guts to tell them I was pregnant by my long-term boyfriend, Peter Scott. Of course, he bailed the moment I told him the news in my sophomore year at Boston College. But when they got over their surprise, my family circled the wagons, giving me nothing but love and support. My grandmother, parents, and even Charlie are the reason I’d been able to graduate from UCLA with my English degree. They were behind me the entire way while pregnant, giving birth, and raising Miley, all the while staying in school after taking a year off.

      “Hey, the alleged older twin is sitting right there. Why aren’t you bugging him to go out?” Deflection. The oldest trick in the book for twins. Only this time it backfires.

      My dad laughs at the question. “Go out? I’m going to start bugging him about all the girls who follow him on social media, raving about what a great time they had last night. Sometimes two on the same night.”

      “Ew, why are you following me on social media?” Charlie gets red in the face.

      At the same time, Grandma puts her hands over Miley’s ears before asking, “Dear, tell me you’re not sending pictures of your junk to all those young ladies?”

      In unison, we all yell out “Grandma!” From Miley’s renewed giggles, I’m pretty sure she heard everything through the hand-muffs. But at least we’re not talking about me dating anymore. My smug satisfaction is cut short by the chiming of the hall clock.

      “Oh shoot, we’ve got to hurry or you’ll be late to school, kiddo.” Miley hops up, kisses Grandma on the cheek, and skips toward the front door where her book bag is waiting. This was all such a planned mission, but now my bullshit radar is on high alert. Why did everyone think I needed to be sweetened up with blueberry pancakes?

      It doesn’t take long to find out.

      We’re nearly to the drop-off zone for Miley’s school when my normally boisterous daughter very quietly says, “Mom, the principal wants to see you this morning after you drop me off.”

      My chin drops to my chest. “Any idea what he wants to talk about?” Wide-eyed, she shakes her head like a bobblehead that goes side-to-side rather than up and down. “Miley?”

      “I swear, Mommy, he didn’t say.”

      Being a single mom is never easy, but it’s the best thing that has happened to me, all because Miley is a good kid. However, she’s always had a knack for having her own peculiar take on the rules, particularly when it comes to school. Once, in kindergarten, when the teacher asked the students to write or draw the story of who they were named after, my kid performed a Miley Cyrus song. That’s not who she was named after, but it was better than saying it’s an Irish word that roughly translates into “proud chief”. That was the first, but would not be the last time my spawn’s interesting interpretation has not been appreciated.

      I get to the head of the drop-off line, and before she gets out, I take her face in my hands and kiss her forehead. “Whatever it is, it’s going to be all right. I’m not going to be mad, but we will talk about it when you get home.”

      After finding a parking space and getting through security, I find myself waiting outside the principal’s office. It’s not long before his door opens and Mr. Thomson, a middle-aged man with thinning blonde hair, gestures me inside.

      “Thank you for coming in, Ms. Barlowe. It’ll be just a minute. We’re waiting for Mrs. Cantrell, the school librarian, to join us.” He takes a seat behind a large oak desk without actually introducing himself. So I have to read his name on the plaque on his desk—Richard Thomson.

      The librarian, a short, stout elderly woman, breezes in and takes a seat next to me. She turns slightly to face me. Again, no introductions before she launches into Miley’s supposed crime. “Ms. Barlowe,” she gives me a once-over and raises a brow. I get it. I’m young, most people get confused by my age and me having a seven-year-old daughter, but fuck them. I don’t need their judgmental looks. “Yesterday I caught Miley with a book she claims to have brought from home that is totally inappropriate for her to read.”

      Well, crap. I know Mom has a ton of those steamy romance books with half-naked men on the cover, but she usually keeps them up high, on a shelf Miley can’t reach. “I’m so sorry, I’ll talk to her about leaving the grown-up books alone.”

      “I should hope so,” and she hands me the book in question. But it’s not one of Mom’s “one-handed reads,” but my old copy of Huckleberry Finn. WTAF?

      “Wait, this is the book you lost your mind about?” I’m proud she’s reading about three levels above where she should be, so what’s the problem?

      “Ms. Barlowe, clearly you’re…progressive,” the librarian sniffs like it’s a bad word, “but that book has been banned by the school as being too racist for young minds to understand.”

      “You mean because all the white people look like assholes? Even though they were?” And it was written by a white man, unlike so many other books that have been banned. She holds her tongue, but this is far from over. I’m her parent. So if I approve what she can read, no school is telling me otherwise. Miley hasn’t done anything wrong. They are about to find out that though I may be young, they have a fight on their hands. They won’t win. “It’s been a few years since I read this, but as I recall in the story, Huck stands up for what he believes in, even when everyone around him tells him he’s wrong. The day that’s banned is the day I take my kid out of your academy and homeschool her myself.”

      Both of them reply, talking over each other, but I don’t listen. I rise to my feet and give them a curt, “Good day.” If they were really listening, they heard the “screw you” subtext, but I walk out of there
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