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      “Here we are, O’Malley. Again.”

      Dex O’Malley raised his eyes to the stony gaze behind the big, oak table. He’d become accustomed to this setup. Unwieldy furniture, disapproving glares, crushing disappointment. Not Dex’s disappointment. God, no, that wasn’t an emotion he regularly indulged in. Instead, he let others carry the load and tell him he’d been a naughty boy.

      “This isn’t like the other times, Fitz.” The outcome might be inevitable, but it was expected that Dex make a token effort to defend himself.

      “I can see that.” With a world-weary sigh, Hale Fitzpatrick put down the coffee cup labeled “Hottest General Manager Ever,” a gift from his wife. “The other times were more of an embarrassment for the franchise because you seem to be incapable of shame. It’s not every day I have to organize and manage a fake relationship for one of my players because he’s been recorded getting a blow job at a nightclub.”

      More than the usual irritation had crept into Fitz’s voice. The boss evidently still held a grudge because that fake relationship had led to Dex’s five-minute engagement to Tara Becker, now Mrs. Fitz. Never mind that the man had scored the gorgeous wife and cute baby. Still a sore winner about it all.

      “That was different,” Dex said, returning to explaining away his latest screw-up. “I can’t help it if people follow me around, looking to catch me out.”

      “But you seem to be caught out more than the average player.” Fitz started a count on his fingers. “The two ladies at the nightclub⁠—”

      “Which we were able to fix with the help of your wife.”

      A death-wish glare was Dex’s reward for that interruption with a bonus burn-in-hell gaze for the “your wife” addition.

      Dex was starting to enjoy himself.

      “The multiple speeding tickets⁠—”

      “But I wasn’t drag racing like they said. That guy thought he could trick me into it with the red light rev.”

      “Your comments about your teammates on Jordan Hunt’s podcast.”

      Okay, not his finest hour.

      “All I said was they’re kind of boring. So loved up, never wanting to hang and have fun.”

      “Most of your colleagues are family men, O’Malley. You’re a bit of an outlier, so I can understand why it’s tough for you to settle.”

      So he hadn’t exactly gelled with anyone on the team. They were all good guys, but none of them were down for raucous nights at the club or a good session at the bar post-game. Everyone had to race home or to their hotel rooms to call the little woman (or man, in the case of Grey and Burnett). Team gatherings tended to be family-focused affairs with kids running around and everyone talking about the latest Disney shit or little Timmy’s science project. Don’t get him wrong: Dex liked kids, but he was a bit young to be calling it quits and hanging up his condoms.

      A couple of new, younger players were on the roster this year, but they were still so green. Dex felt bad about leading them astray, or about as bad as a shameless troublemaker like him was capable. Like his eighteen months on the team and twenty-five years on this green earth had accorded him the status of pseudo-elder statesman. Instead he was stuck in this limbo.

      Too old for this shit, not old enough to know better.

      “I’ve no problem settling,” he said, hating the defensiveness in his voice. So his history hopscotching around care homes and foster family situations meant “settling” wasn’t really his thing. But once he’d found hockey, he’d found his place. “I’m just not so good at staying still.”

      Fitz looked almost sympathetic at that admission, and as Dex hated pity more than he hated censure, he was glad that the GM’s next words didn’t match that poor-little-orphan-Dexter expression.

      “Or at keeping out of bar brawls with fellow hockey players.”

      “Hardly a brawl. Plus he was the opposition.”

      “Kyle Hughes was already penalized for wrist slashing during the game and now he’ll sit through the player safety hearing in a few days and get fined. That’s the process, O’Malley. But that’s not enough for you. Instead, you take your beef with him off the ice and turn it into a new problem. For us.”

      “He had it coming.”

      “Well, now you have it coming. Because unlike your other escapades, this has put you in legal jeopardy. Which puts your position on this team in danger.”

      Dex sat up straighter. “But it’ll be a fine or something, right?” The court date was two months out, just before the playoffs. Plenty of time for the team lawyers to craft a good ole stay-out-of-jail strategy. What was the point in having millions if it couldn’t be put to use keeping the wealthy out of trouble?

      “General counsel isn’t so sure. You broke Hughes’s nose.”

      “After he assaulted a woman. I was defending her.”

      Fitz narrowed his eyes. “And for once, given how cameras are usually magnetized to your ass, your good deed was not recorded. Rather, the only part that went viral was you playing fisticuffs with an opposing player.”

      Fisticuffs. Dex almost laughed at the old-fashioned language, but the look on Fitz’s face dampened the bubbling threat of humor.

      “But the girl? She’ll testify for me.” Damn, she had to.

      The boss made a face. “Have you forgotten that Hughes is her boyfriend? I wouldn’t rely on that for your defense. No, we need something else. In the months before your court date, we need to rehab your reputation. Again.”

      “Another fake it till we make it vanish sitch?”

      Fitz’s hand white-knuckled around his coffee cup. He really did not like being reminded of that.

      “No going back to that well. This time, we’ll have to make you look purer than the driven snow. Sophie has some ideas.”

      He pressed a button on his office phone and murmured a summons for Sophie, head of PR at the Rebels. Poor Soph was unfortunately well used to coming up with strategies to make Dex look like a choirboy, or maybe not so unfortunately. Job security for her, right?

      “What if it doesn’t work?”

      “You’d better hope it does. Because a conviction will put you on waivers, boot you off this team, and then it’s bye bye hockey.”
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      In a daze, Dex stepped out of Fitz’s office and tried to catch his breath.

      Bye bye hockey?

      That couldn’t happen. Hockey was the only thing in the world that mattered to him, the one thing he could rely on. If he couldn’t play hockey, he was nothing.

      “Hey, Dexter! How did it go?”

      He met the green-gold gaze of Tara Fitzpatrick, former fiancée, current hair stylist, and his closest friend in Chicago. Like a lost mutt, he’d been wandering the halls of the Rebels compound and arrived at her “salon,” where she cut the hair of the players and staff. She was currently brushing away some stray strands, which looked like the lustrous locks of chatty D-man Theo Kershaw. The guy spent more time on his hair than on his sticks.

      A happy gurgle called his attention to the other person in the room. One-year-old Esme, Tara and Fitz’s daughter, was clamoring for attention from her stroller.

      Sorry, Esme, the Big Bad Boss of Attention Hogging is here for your throne.

      “You busy, T?” he asked Tara.

      “I’ve got twenty minutes until my next appointment. Have a seat.”

      With an unceremonious plop into the comfortable leather chair, he took a good look at himself in the mirror, then swiveled to face his friend because he was sick to his back teeth of that loser.

      “I might be going down.”

      Tara raised an eyebrow. “Going… down?”

      “Prison or the AHL.” It was debatable which was worse. “Your husband thinks I’ve really screwed the pooch on this one.”

      She winced.

      “Shit, he told you already?” Which meant Fitz wasn’t trying to mess with Dex out of some twisted desire to exact revenge for dating Tara—which the man had set up, mind you—but instead was a thousand percent worried Dex might be in major trouble here.

      “He mentioned that the lawyers were concerned,” Tara said. “Some of your other shenanigans were more acceptable in a ‘boys will be boys’ kind of way. No one got hurt except the prudes and their sensibilities. But a physical injury against another player off the ice was always going to be trouble.”

      Dex put his head in his hands. This was not good.

      Tara squeezed his shoulder. “But we can fix this! Here, hold Esme, that’ll cheer you up.”

      Within a few mind-numbing seconds he had the infant in his arms. Those gorgeous green eyes, a carbon-copy of her mom’s, with her dad’s wavy black hair was a dynamite combination. Tara was right. He did feel slightly cheered, even if the kid was named after one of those Twilight vampire chicks. A little forethought, people.

      “Your daddy doesn’t like me, Esme. He’s still mad because I got there first. In another universe, I would be your pop.”

      Tara rolled her eyes. “Dexter, we both know our relationship never got out of the blocks, so to speak.”

      True. Of course, he’d thought she was hot—still did—and had fantasized about her because he did that with most every woman he met, but they’d never made it to the bedroom or anywhere else sexually interesting, and neither of them had caught feelings, leaving them as good friends.

      Tara dropped the swept-up hair into a trash can. “So what did Sophie say?”

      “Something about volunteer work, but because of my past indiscretions they don’t think I should be allowed to teach kids hockey, which would have been my first choice. Apparently, I’m off to the Riverbrook Animal Shelter because I’m barely qualified to work with puppies and kittens.”

      “That’s a great gig! Kennedy used to volunteer there, so she can tell you all about it.”

      All he needed to know was how it would extract him from this fix.

      “Not getting how it’s going to make me look that good. ‘He’s kind to animals, your honor, so don’t be too hard on him.’ Is that really going to fly?”

      Tara’s smile was pinned on. Hell, she could usually fake it better than this so he must be in deep doo-doo.

      “Tara?”

      “Of course it will! Sure, you could donate some money to various causes but that looks like you’re trying to buy your way out of it. This way, you’ll be putting in the work. Helping poor little animals. And I’m sure Sophie will do some filming and add it to the socials, which will make you look like a saint.”

      She took Esme back from him and settled her against her chest. Who would’ve thought Tara would make such a great mom? He was really happy for her, if not a touch envious of how she’d found her place. After all, the Rebels were supposed to be his hood, but he hadn’t settled in the way Tara had.

      “Will it be enough?”

      Tara looked serious. “Okay, real talk, Dexter. To use a well-worn cliché, you are skating on thin ice. Sure you have been for a while, but there’s only so long you can keep treading that same territory and not expect to fall through to a frigid, watery death.”

      “Uh, kind of morbid.”

      “I know!” She grinned. “It’s a metaphor for your life and career. I want you to succeed. I always have. So what do the guys think?”

      The guys? Other than his captain, Vadim Petrov, pulling him off Hughes in the bar and waiting with him while the cops questioned, then arrested, him, not much. He didn’t expect them to drop everything to be his buddy.

      “They’ve got their own lives going on.”

      “Well, I’m sure they’ll have plenty of advice at Hunt’s poker game.”

      “Hunt’s what now?”

      Another wince, then she twisted away to put Esme back in her stroller. “Never mind. I’m spouting my usual nonsense! Now, maybe we could give you a trim.” Turning, she reached for his hair, but he scooted back on the chair like a crab on wheels.

      “Hold up! There’s a poker game at Hunt’s place?” And he was only hearing about it now?

      “I probably misheard, but …” She sighed and folded her arms beneath her stellar rack. Married mom or not, he could still appreciate that. “Dex, I thought you were going to make more of an effort. Sure, most of the guys have families and commitments, but that doesn’t mean you can’t be more involved. More present. The guys want to stand up for you, but you have to show you’re interested in being a Rebel. And not just on the ice.”

      He shifted uncomfortably in the leather seat. Dex had always been a pretty easygoing guy and traded on that as good teammate currency. But he also kept most of his connections to a surface level. Evidently the guys had picked up on that. Everyone had picked up on that.

      Now there was a chance he was going to be booted before he could make amends.

      “I’m going to fix this, Tara. All of it.”

      Tara brightened. “Excellent. But just so you know, part of fixing it means no clubs, drag racing, or post-game benders. Keep your energy for the puppies.”

      Keep your energy for the puppies. Hopefully it would be enough.
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        Coco

        Domestic short-haired cat

        Likes: Climbing into cupboards

        Dislikes: That Al Pacino won an Oscar for Scent of a Woman and not any of his earlier movies.

      

      

      “You’re such a dirty boy.”

      For Ashley Adams’s efforts, she got a saucy wink in return.

      “Oh, yeah, absolutely filthy.”

      She squeezed the soapy sponge and applied it to the hairy body at eye level. With a vigorous scrub, she lathered up and went to work on the dirtiest parts.

      “Oh, you like that, don’t you?”

      “You really need a boyfriend,” she heard behind her.

      Over her shoulder, Ashley grinned at the new arrival. Cora Ramsey ran Riverbrook Animal Shelter and never failed to have opinions on Ashley’s lack of love life since her divorce was finalized six months ago. (Though the opinion dispensing had started long before that, around the time Greg announced he was leaving and bonus, he’d knocked up the babysitter.)

      “Why would I need a boyfriend when I have all the male company I can ask for here?”

      She squeezed the wet sponge over her current boyfriend, Bandit, a terrier mix with a patchy coat and a whole lot of attitude. He didn’t like baths, but Ashley encountered that with a lot of the pups in her care. Definitely more of an issue with the male of the species.

      “That’s your problem,” Cora said as she checked the volunteer schedule hanging on the back of the door. “You think this job is an adequate substitute for your love life. It is not.”

      Ashley covered Bandit’s ears. “Don’t listen to her. I’ll never leave you.”

      If anything, Bandit would leave her first. He wasn’t in bad shape. Whoever had cared for him over the last year had kept him fed and his patchy coat could easily be remedied with some TLC. At some point, his previous owner had decided they didn’t want him and dropped him off with a note saying he was aggressive. Other than an aversion to baths and a tendency to growl when near the other dogs, Ashley didn’t see it.

      Bandit would probably get a new home soon enough, and maybe even a new name because people liked to do that. Put their own stamp on things.

      “So who’s in today?”

      Cora flicked a glance over the clipboard. “Toby and Gillian. Though I don’t know why Toby bothers. All he wants to do is share on Instacart.”

      Cora meant Instagram, but Ashley enjoyed her slips of the tongue too much to correct her.

      “It gets good coverage for the shelter. Every time he features one of our strays, we get people asking to see them.”

      “Asking to see Toby more like. He’s such a little ho. But you’re right, we did get at least ten applications to adopt Coco.” She put the clipboard back on the hook. “Speaking of men only too willing to dispense their favors, I need to run something by you. About a volunteer.”

      Ashley raised the showerhead to finish Bandit’s rinse. “Sounds great. We need all the help we can get.”

      Cora cleared her throat and looked a touch shifty. “Not sure this is the kind of help that will be all that useful. It’s some idiot hockey player.”

      “Like a professional idiot hockey player?”

      Cora passed off a towel. “Professional idiot is right. The Chicago Rebels have donated a lot to the shelter over the years.”

      That statement might have sounded like a non sequitur, but Ashley could read between the lines. An organization like theirs existed on the goodwill of donations. Sure they had adoption and foster fees, but none of that covered the expenses. They depended on the kindness of strangers.

      The city’s pro hockey franchise practically paid Ashley’s salary, which made for a certain degree of uncertainty. As a single mom with no particular skillset, she needed a decent-paying job. Luckily, she was able to muddle through with the help of her family, and her ex’s job paid for their daughter’s insurance.

      Cora waved her clipboard. “Ever hear of Dex O’Malley?”

      “The club whore guy?”

      “That’s the one. Up on his latest stunt?”

      “Something about a bar fight … wait, is that who wants to volunteer?”

      That made Cora chuckle. “More like voluntold. They’re trying to shine up his rep ahead of his court case. He’ll come in for a few shifts, take some pics feeding the kittens, and then be on his way.”

      Ashley lifted Bandit out of the tub, though the little trickster squirmed enough to guarantee a spoonful of sudsy water landed in her eye. She started drying his paws. “Sounds like it’s a done deal.”

      “Well, yeah, but here’s where it’s tricky … you’ll have to watch him. I’ll be out of town and that means it’s more work for you. On top of the work you’re already doing getting ready for the Empty the Shelters event.” She grimaced. “I should tell them no. It’s not a good time.”

      And have the Rebels be a little less generous with their donation next time? No way. Ashley was fully aware of the stakes here.

      “I can handle this guy. Like you said, just a few photo ops, shares to the Rebels social media, and then we’re clear.” Besides, Willa was going to flip out when she heard an actual Rebels player was volunteering. Ashley’s daughter was a die-hard fan of the team, and while Cal Foreman was her favorite, she would be very impressed to hear that Dex O’Malley was in the house.

      Cora winced. “I hate to do this to you⁠—”

      “It’s fine!”

      Bandit gave a little yelp now that he was clean and free to go, or free to enter his cage. Ashley hated that they had to cage them, but they couldn’t risk the dogs fighting and hurting each other. Far too much doggie testosterone.

      Which reminded her of what she had agreed to take on.

      “When’s he starting? The club whore?”

      “He’ll come by for an orientation tomorrow at noon, after his skating practice. I can be here …”

      “No, you will not! You’ll be packing for your trip.” Cora was about to embark on a month-long cruise with her son, daughter-in-law, and two grandkids, followed by another fortnight at their home in Fort Meyers, Florida. She hadn’t spent much time with them over the last couple of years and she’d been looking forward to this trip so much.

      “If you’re sure?”

      “Absolutely. Am I not your most reliable employee?”

      “You’re my only employee. But I couldn’t do this without you.”

      Cora wasn’t usually one for sentiment, so it was nice to hear her get all touchy-feely.

      “We’ve got this. Just leave me the details.”
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      “Have you done your homework?”

      Ashley lifted her hands from the soapy dishwater—seemed she was destined to be forever wrist-deep in the stuff—and checked over her shoulder. Through large glasses, Willa, the nine-year-old light of her life, returned her gaze with the eyes of her father. A lovely, deep blue, a reminder of good times and not so good.

      Her lips quirked. Ashley remembered that, too.

      “I got most of it done on the bus.”

      “Most of it?”

      Willa tilted her head, likely trying to decide how much she should reveal. “I just have some math to finish.”

      Well, don’t ask me.

      A new voice rang through the kitchen. “If you finish your homework, sweetie, then you can have all the ice cream you want.”

      Ashley’s sister, Maeve, was a big fan of bribery.

      “That would be resplendent!” Today’s word of the day. “And then I can work on my butterflies.”

      Willa jumped up and headed to her bedroom to finish what she was supposed to be doing anyway.

      “Good word!” Maeve called after her as she grabbed a wine glass from the rack. “Damn, she’s so smart.”

      “She is. And she’s probably been looking for a chance to use ‘resplendent’ in a sentence, so thanks, I guess. But could we do less bribery?” Ashley dried her hands and turned to her sister. Older than Ashley by five years, she’d been a lifesaver, offering her a place to stay after she and Greg, Willa’s dad, fell apart. Of course, Maeve had predicted it would happen: he’s going to break your heart, Ash. Mark my words!

      And he had. So congrats on being right.

      Maeve loved to be right. After all, she had predicted the demise of her own marriage ten years ago and had held onto the bitterness like a dog with a chew toy. Every now and then she squeaked about how she was destined to be alone. That it was the lot of women, even the ones who claimed to be happy. (No one is truly happy in a relationship, per Sister Maeve.)

      But Ashley was grateful for the place to live. Greg had other commitments: the new baby with his new-ish girlfriend, Lottie. Maintaining two households was impossible right now.

      Maeve opened the fridge and took out the cheese plate she’d prepared earlier for her book club.

      “Everyone needs an incentive, especially kids.”

      “She needs to know that homework isn’t transactional. It’s required and I’m not paying her—in ice cream or anything else—to do it.”

      Maeve squinted. “What’s up?”

      “Nothing.”

      “No, seriously, you seem kind of stressed.”

      Ashley threw up her hands. “I’m living with my sisters, my ex is stiffing me on support, I have no social life, and I constantly smell of wet dog.”

      “So what else is new? I thought you were going to try that dating app—Skin Deep. Though it sounds kind of desperate.”

      “From the person who gave up on dating nine years ago.”

      Her sister shrugged, just as Vera, Ashley’s other sister, walked in. “Anyone read this book? I like the hitman character best.”

      “Ashley’s having one of her crises.”

      Vera grabbed the wine from the fridge and a glass from the rack. “Worried you’re going to die alone?”

      “No!” Well, yes.

      “She’s thinking of bailing on the dating app you recommended.”

      “Bailing” was such a defeatist word. Anxious to not sound like she was giving up on life, Ashley chimed in with a compromise, one she often fell back on in times of stress. “Maybe when Willa’s older …”

      “That’s the spirit,” Vera said with a knowing grin. “Best to put it off as long as possible. See how your elders handle it.”

      Both her sisters were divorced, though Vera the middle child wasn’t quite as miserable about it as Maeve. Vera saw it as a chance to bang anything that moved and spent more time out of the house than in. Where Maeve thought of men as the enemy, Vera saw them as compatriots in decadence. Neither of them were looking for new relationships; they’d been hurt too much before.

      And now Ashley was here, a year out from her separation, and she felt herself slipping into a deep, dark hole. One constructed by Maeve, where the sides were doused in grease by Vera. Stay in your lane. Misery loves company.

      She loved her sisters, but their attitudes toward relationships gave her pause. Though they were careful not to dwell on man-bashing negativity and extracurriculars in front of their niece, it was impossible to avoid some bad-mouthing of her ex to creep in. Ashley didn’t want her daughter to grow up thinking all men were losers, even if that was an appropriate label for the most prominent one in her life.

      “It’s all very casual anyway. I only downloaded it because I was app-curious.” It was far too soon to be worried about being left on the shelf at the ripe old age of thirty.

      Maeve frowned. “But why one with no photos?”

      “Because looks aren’t important.”

      Vera gave a dirty grin. “Yeah, I had this super ugly dude who really knew how to float my boat. It was like he made the extra effort. Grateful.”

      “That’s not what I’m interested in.” Good grief, she hoped she’d be attracted to anyone she met, but she was conscious of her daughter’s impressionable age, and how she had recently come home from school crying because someone called her Four Eyes.

      Ashley worried that she gave off the wrong vibe to her daughter, one that implied looks were overly important. So her father had traded her mother in for a newer, younger model, and Lottie was barely twenty-two and absolutely gorgeous with a firm, stick-thin body, even after the baby’s birth, but that didn’t mean those who were left behind were suddenly less valuable.

      Removing the focus on how people looked seemed like one way to help her daughter see that what was inside mattered. A small blow for abandoned women everywhere.

      “Looks aren’t everything and neither is sexual attraction. Compatibility is more important.”

      “In bed,” Vera said, while Maeve rolled her eyes.

      The doorbell rang, announcing it was time for Book Club, which meant Ashley could put her problems aside and instead muse on why someone thought a hired assassin made a viable love interest.
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      Number one rule for Book Club: don’t talk about book club.

      Or the books.

      Or anything remotely related to literature.

      As usual, there was a lot of chatter about who had read the book, whether it was worth the price (or best-selling status or as good as the author’s previous), and who wanted to start the discussion.

      Then it quickly devolved to a romance book club. Or hockey romance club.

      Okay, they just talked about Dex O’Malley.

      Pure coincidence, because Ashley didn’t bring him up. Lainey (recently separated, two kids under five, husband now with his personal trainer) had just finished commenting on how hardcovers were too, uh, hard when Mallory (three years divorced, no kids, ex about to remarry) cut in with the following:

      “You see Dex O’Malley is up to his old tricks?”

      Ashley remained silent. She might have looked up the video of him punching that other hockey player in that bar, purely so she knew what she was dealing with tomorrow, but she didn’t really have an opinion.

      Okay, she did. A mom always had an opinion.

      The man was an idiot. A brawling idiot, with too much money and too little sense. God knew what she was going to do with him when he showed his far-too-handsome face at the shelter. Hopefully she could palm him off on one of the other volunteers while she worked on the Empty the Shelters event they had planned for next month.

      “Good left hook,” Vera commented after she’d viewed the video.

      (The mention of Dex’s “old tricks” prompted everyone to review his sordid online history, which included that other video from last year, the one where he received a very enthusiastic blow job from two women in a nightclub. Two! Ashley tried to puzzle together the notion of “sharing” a guy like that, but she was too skeeved out to let her imagination complete the picture.)

      “Pity you can’t see the peen,” Mallory offered. “It’s hidden by the blonde’s head.”

      “I’d have thought the team would have scrubbed the internet of it.” Maeve took a sip of her wine and winced because Vera had bought Chardonnay and Maeve hated Chard. “Don’t they have social media people to do that?”

      Vera spoke around a cracker and a slice of Gouda. “Even if they got it taken down, it’s whack-a-dick. Anyone can put it up again any time they want. He’ll always be known for it, poor guy.”

      Don’t get into sexy situations on camera, then, Ashley’s inner prude responded. She hated that bitch. But as a mom who hadn’t seen action in a very long time, the prude often had her way.

      “I’m sure he’d rather be known for his hockey,” Eva added (divorce still fresh, still reeling from the affair). “Maybe he hit that guy so people would talk about him in a different way.”

      Vera scoffed. “It just reminds everyone of how much trouble he’s caused.”

      Cora might be making a big mistake in letting Dex O’Malley use the shelter to rehab his image. But they were so reliant on that Rebels moolah …

      The way people were talking about him, though? Ashley didn’t enjoy it, so while this would be the perfect opportunity to mention that “hey, guess who’s coming to volunteer at the shelter tomorrow?,” it seemed prurient. Now that she’d heard about him more, and how the world reacted to him, she might not tell her hockey-mad daughter, or anyone else in the family, about their new volunteer. With a bit of luck, he would be in and out of the shelter—and her hair—quicker than Bandit would squirrel his way out of her sudsy hands.
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        * * *

      

      Tired of the book-free conversation, which had moved onto the Sins of the Exes portion of the evening, Ashley headed upstairs to see how Willa was doing. She found her on her iPad, drawing butterflies. No surprise there. Her daughter was obsessed with butterflies.

      “Finished your math homework?”

      An absent nod, then a dreamy smile. “We’ll see the butterflies feeding, Mom.”

      “We will? Oh, right, we will.”

      Greg had signed Willa up for Bunking with Butterflies, an overnight event at Chicago’s Nature Museum. The idea of spending a whole night learning about butterflies and their habits was the most exciting thing to ever happen to her.

      “I hope Lottie doesn’t mind,” her daughter mused.

      “Doesn’t mind what?”

      “That Dad will be with me and the butterflies. Babies need a lot of attention.”

      Ashley sat down on the bed and raised her arm to invite Willa in to snuggle close. Her room was an ode to winged creatures, mostly butterflies, but also dragons, fairies, and one that looked like Mothra. Since moving in with her sisters, the last six months had been spent trying to make this room as close to the one in their old house. Smaller than before, it was still her daughter’s haven.

      “Your dad’s a little busy with the new baby, but he’s still your dad.”

      “I know.” She touched her iPad and brought up a photo array, pictures of her new sister, born four months ago. “Emily’s going to be beautiful when she grows up.”

      “I’m sure she will be.”

      “I mean, really beautiful. Because Lottie looks like a model.”

      Okay. “She’s got your dad’s genes, which means you’re beautiful, too.”

      “She probably won’t need glasses, though.” Willa peered at the screen through her glasses, the ones she’d worn since she was seven. “She’ll have perfect eyesight.”

      “We don’t know yet. Anything could happen. But if she needs glasses, then you’ll be able to tell her how it works.”

      “They’re just glasses, Mom. You put them on and they work.”

      Lately, Willa had gotten it into her head that her father thought the new baby was more beautiful than his oldest daughter. That this time he’d got it right.

      “You know you’re perfect the way you are.”

      “You have to say that.” Willa sighed. “But I appreciate that you think so.”

      “So wise. Okay, I’ve got to get back to Book Club, though I doubt anyone missed me.”

      Willa smiled, but she was already in her drawing app, coloring a wing.

      On her way back to the living room, Ashley passed a full-length mirror in the hall and for the first time in a while, stopped to take a look. She used to consider her reflection more often, the mess of caramel-blonde hair, the silver-green eyes, the curves and dips that made up her body. Lately she’d stopped looking beyond a superficial check that she was free of boogers and spinach in her teeth. It brought up too many memories, but mostly the most devastating one.

      I’m just not attracted to you anymore.

      Later Greg had said other things: about Lottie, getting her pregnant, how they’d co-parent Willa like they should have from the start instead of taking that one-night stand and trying to turn it into a marriage. A life.

      But it was the comment about his attraction to her that stuck long after the others had faded into her rearview. He didn’t have to say that. He could have let the obvious fact they’d drifted apart—or had never really gelled—do the heavy lifting.

      For some reason he’d needed her to know that the body that produced his daughter just didn’t do it for him, which made her think that it never had. That they’d let Ashley’s pregnancy override all else—attraction, compatibility, even love. He might have added “anymore” to that parting shot, but all she heard was “have never been.”

      Now all she could see were the flaws. A surplus of pounds, too much junk in the trunk, a non-existent thigh gap. And don’t get her started on how her eyes were too close together, or cheeks too round, or her chin came to a point.

      Now, whenever she rushed by this mirror, the ghost of her previous self flashed in the corner of her eye. Good enough for a one-and-done, but what had she been thinking trying to stretch that goodwill to ten years?

      That no-photo dating app wasn’t just to set an example for her daughter. If she could make an impact with her personality first, looks wouldn’t matter.

      Probably not true, but a newly-single woman could hope.
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        Pittsburgh defenseman Kyle Hughes will attend an NHL player safety hearing this Sunday. Hughes is facing discipline for slashing against Chicago Rebels forward Dex O’Malley. The incident occurred at 19:50 of the third period near the Rebels bench in Chicago’s 3-1 home win against Pittsburgh last week. Hughes received a major penalty for slashing on the play. O’Malley was able to finish the game. The hearing was delayed because of an after-game incident between O’Malley and Hughes, which resulted in injury to Hughes and O’Malley’s arrest and charge with assault.

        — NHL Player Safety

      

      

      Dex tried not to roll his eyes on seeing the name on his caller ID. Kit Mallinson was a great agent and all-around good guy, but Dex had given him a lot more trouble than the average client and Kit was taking the tough love thing to the max.

      “What’s up?” He stifled a yawn. His next-door neighbor Georgia had one of her epic parties last night, and while he hadn’t attended—trying to be good, trying to be good—the thump thump of the party’s bass had kept him up.

      “Just checking in on my man! Ready for a little rep renovation?”

      “Sure, I can spend a few hours petting puppies.”

      “A few hours for a few days for a few weeks. Just enough to impress on any judge that you’re not the bad boy everyone thinks you are.”

      Dex jerked to full awareness at this update. “A few weeks? Where am I going to find time for that? I have practice, away games, a very full schedule. I can’t fit in that much time with a bunch of animals.”

      “Yes, you can. And you will.” Kit’s voice had turned serious. “Do you have any idea of the strings I had to pull to get this for you? The Rebels didn’t have to go along with it. They could have benched you and let you ride out your contract. Which may I remind you is up at the end of the season. As it stands they’re probably going to trade you as soon as it’s expedient.”

      Dex slumped on the sofa. What did he care about being traded? He was used to moving around, being the team’s new guy. No big deal.

      “So I go to another team.”

      “And who wants a troublemaker who makes headlines for anything but how well he plays? Because you might think your play will supersede all that, but it won’t. Orgs want guys who are 100% devoted to their game, solid, team and family-oriented guys, not people who are a distraction. If the Rebels put you on waivers, then good luck trying to find a team to pick you up. You’ll be lucky if you get a spot on the Bumfuck Titans or whatever AHL team cares to have you. Your brand is cheapened, Dex. Sex tapes, the Tara business, and now punching a colleague⁠—”

      “He wasn’t a colleague,” Dex said morosely, desperate to get a word in and end the lecture. “Just someone I don’t get along with.”

      “Right. Meanwhile you’re losing fans by the truckload. That’s why we need you to be spending all your spare time with cute fucking animals. Jesus, Tara couldn’t rein you in, so these kittens better do the trick. I want you to head down to that shelter today, do your duty, and stay in the good graces of the people who run the place until Sophie, Fitz, and I decide you’re done. Got it?”

      “Got it,” Dex mumbled. Damn, everyone was so serious.

      Kit hung up before Dex could get the jump on him. Usually, he was able to laugh off the disapproval of his elders, but he wasn’t quite feeling it this time. What Kit had said rankled.

      He had a good relationship with the press and his fans. The sports media enjoyed his antics because it yielded plenty of clicks and the fans got a kick out of his class clownery. It didn’t stop him from playing lights-out hockey. The team should recognize that and anything else shouldn’t matter.

      Into his second year as a Rebel, he was playing well. Still second- or third-line, so it could be better, but every team needed second, third, and fourth-line players. It wasn’t that he was unambitious, but he preferred to stay in his lane. No one expected more from him, and he’d rather be of use wherever he went. If that was to another team, then so be it.

      Except he liked Chicago. He hadn’t expected to, given that this was where he’d been born and raised. His early memories of it were fuzzy and fractured. After all that shit went down, he’d hoped his aunt in Dallas would pick up the slack. But she had too many kids of her own to worry about him, and so began the Dexter Roadshow to all points in Chicagoland.

      Most families found it hard to deal with his energy. He chewed up the goodwill of six of them over the course of sixteen months before landing back in the group home. And there he would’ve stayed except for a curious stroke of luck.

      He was discovered.

      A chance encounter with a hockey Hall of Famer, a placement with a family of hockey nerds, and eventually the career of his dreams. A career that could be cut short at any moment.

      Which reminded him he really needed to answer that text from Anton. His old coach had checked in this morning (and yesterday morning). Dex opened the thread and reviewed the last message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Anton

      

      
        You good?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Dex

      

      
        Never better.

      

      

      

      

      

      The phone rang because Dex had just sent proof of life.

      “Hey.”

      “Don’t ‘hey’ me. Why haven’t you been answering my calls?”

      Because I’m embarrassed. “Didn’t want to bother you.”

      “Bother me?” Anton spluttered, which sent Dex’s mind back to those days when the guy would have a conniption every ten minutes over some antic his hockey protégé engaged in. “Why would hearing from you ever be a bother? Tell me what’s happening.”

      Dex filled him in. “Don’t know why they want to go to all this effort if they’re just going to dump me anyway.”

      “Maybe they see your potential. It’s happened before.”

      When Dex was twelve. The first time he held a hockey stick, years later than most of the hockey-playing kids his age, something magical had happened. He’d gone from some down on his luck street kid to someone with a future. On a day out from the group home, a man had called him over after seeing Dex gliding around on a crappy rink with a bunch of other charity cases.

      “Where’d you learn to play hockey?”

      Dex had snorted, deep into his little punk phase. “Never played before.”

      “You’re telling me this is the first time you’ve hit a puck?”

      Fuck-you shrug. “Why, is it hard?”

      The guy had looked like he’d wanted to clip him one. Of course, at the time Dex had no clue this man was a big deal in hockey. In sports. In life.

      “Where are your parents?”

      “Dead.” Half-true, or he assumed it was. He had no idea who his father was, and his mom may as well have been six feet under for all the use she was to him.

      “Poor little orphan, huh?” The sneer was mixed with a grudging respect. “And you’ve never played hockey?”

      Dex’s friend Scottie had wanted to meet his favorite player on the Chicago Rebels, Bren St. James, and Dex would never say no to any opp to get out of the home for a day. He’d skated once before when he stayed with the Mulligans, his second to last foster family. He’d liked how free he felt, gliding along the surface. How natural the motion had come to him. But today was the first time he’d picked up a stick and hit a puck. He’d skimmed by a couple of guys easily, hit the rubber disc as hard as he could, and sent it like a rocket into the back of the net.

      Then he did it again.

      Each time it hit its target like it couldn’t possibly go anywhere else. Like that was Dex’s purpose. All this rage inside him seemed to find an outlet at last.

      “You need to join a league, kid. Who’s in charge of you?”

      Dex looked around for Frank, the group leader, who, with his pot belly and general lack of coordination, should really not be on skates. “That guy.”

      When Dex had skated back to Scottie, he’d received the funniest look. “I can’t believe you talked to him!”

      “Who?”

      “Clifford Chase! He owns the Chicago Rebels!”

      As if Dex cared. Just some big shot who liked bossing people around.

      Not expecting anything to come of it, he was surprised when two weeks later, Anton Ballard showed up at the home with instructions from the great Clifford Chase to train him up. From that moment on, Dex knew this was his ticket out.

      So whenever Anton called after one of Dex’s fuck-ups, he had a hard time justifying the why of his fuck-uppery. That he might be broken was something he’d considered but in typical “avoid self-reflection at all costs” fashion, he’d dismissed it.

      “They’ve got a lot of good players here. Hard to rise above.”

      “Bullshit. So you’re gonna bail on them before they bail on you?”

      “I’m sorry if you’re disappointed.”

      “Are you?” He could feel Anton’s disgust all the way from the east coast. “Because it sounds like you’re just enjoying that pity party for one.”

      “Maybe it’s time to move on.”

      “Thought you liked Chicago.”

      He and Kit must be in cahoots.

      “It’s no better or worse than anywhere else. Nashville was a better party town.”

      “Now you’re just trying to piss me off.” Correct, sir! “Quit making excuses and start knuckling down, or you’re going to find yourself out of a job and a place to call home. If I wasn’t in Vermont, I’d come over there and tell you in person exactly what I think.”

      Anton used to live in Chicago but got a coaching gig out of state a couple of years ago just before Dex had been acquired by the Rebels. Maybe, if he was around, Dex wouldn’t be so off the rails, if only because Anton was the one guy Dex hated to disappoint.

      And why did the mention of losing “a place to call home” upset him more than the thought of finding himself out of a job?

      When he didn’t say anything, Anton continued, more conciliatory this time. More like the man who was as close to a father as Dex had ever had. “The Rebels are a good org, son. I think you can make an impact there, but you have to want to do that.”

      “I do. It was going well for a while and then … I don’t know.” He could barely articulate why he couldn’t get his act together.

      Anton coughed slightly. “I know the thing with Tara didn’t work out, but I’m not even sure you cared all that much.”

      His ego cared. His heart? Nah. For a while he’d thought that Tara was one of the success signifiers he craved. The trophy wife, the sign of a winner. Breaking off their engagement had left him feeling somewhat hollow, like he couldn’t even get the pro-athlete-meets-hot-WAG equation right. (The most basic of the sports world equations.) But he also preferred where he and Tara had landed, as friends.

      “She’s happy as Larry with Fitz. They’re a super couple, kid and everything.” He tried not to sound bitter. He didn’t want kids, but that feeling of belonging … maybe. When he’d found out he was going to be traded to the Rebels eighteen months ago, he’d been so excited. There was something destined about it, Clifford Chase’s team, the place where it all started.

      But Dex was still Dex, and not even a change of location could change the person you’ve always been.

      “I’ve got to go. I’m having breakfast with the guys before practice.”

      “That’s the ticket!” Anton sounded more animated at the mention of food, or maybe the notion Dex was making friends. “I’ll check in with you later.”

      Of course he would.
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        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes later, Dex walked into the Sunny Side Up Diner in downtown Riverbrook and looked around. Bast Durand waved him over, and Dex took a seat beside never-shuts-up D-man Theo Kershaw, opposite quiet-spoken forward Hudson Grey and center Dylan Bankowski, a recent trade from Nashville, Dex’s old team.

      “Gentlemen, how goes it?”

      Kershaw grinned. “We should be asking you, Oh-Em-Gee! Heard you’re going to be knee deep in dog shit for a while.”

      “That’s the plan. Not sure people won’t see how transparent that is, though.”

      “People love puppies, man,” Bast said. “And people love athletes covered in puppies and kittens. A few photos, a nice character reference from whoever’s in charge, and you’ll be golden.”

      It sounded as easy as the amazing cherry pie they served up at the diner.

      “Tara said Kennedy works there.” Kennedy was married to Reid Durand, Bast’s brother, also a Rebel.

      Bast stirred his coffee. “She used to volunteer, but her concierge business has taken off and with the baby on the way, she doesn’t have much time. Trying to get an in before you go?”

      Right, another Rebel pregnancy. This team was constantly pumping them out.

      “Just curious if I’d see a friendly face.”

      “Other than the puppies?” Banks gruffed out. “I think you’re going to be fine.”

      “Yep,” Dex agreed because he wanted to move on. “I’ll head over after practice and turn on the charm.”

      “You’ll have them eating out of your hand,” Kershaw said while perusing the menu. “Literally.”

      The conversation shifted to the home game tomorrow against their old rivals, the Detroit Motors. After they put their menu orders in—the French toast here was out of this world—Dex considered that now was as good a time as any to get something off his chest.

      “So, I wanted to run something by you guys.”

      His teammates looked up, curious.

      “Are you guys pissed at me?”

      Rolling his shoulders, Kershaw settled back in the booth. “What makes you think that?”

      “A little bird told me there’s a poker game at Hunt’s place once a week, and I’m guessing my invite got lost in the mail.”

      “And you think we’re pissed at you? Nah, we kind of assumed it was too boring for you.”

      Shit. They were pissed at him.

      “No, not at all.” He raised his gaze to Banks, who was checking his phone. It looked like he was reading the Chicago Tattler website, which was strange, but then Banks was an odd duck. There was no good reason why he should already be deep in the Rebels’ fleshy bosom, yet Dex had a weird feeling the guy had managed to weasel his way in. “Are you on this invite list?”

      “Yep. But I might be off it since I took a grand off everyone last week.”

      Kershaw snorted. “Beginner’s luck, Psycho.”

      “Psycho?” Banks squinted at his teammate.

      “From the movie. Norman Banks. Mommy issues. Fun times in the shower. That’s one of my best.”

      “It’s Norman Bates, asshole, not Banks.”

      Kershaw screwed up his mouth. “You sure?”

      “Yes, I’m sure.”

      “Because Psycho is a really good nickname and I’d hate to have to re-think it.”

      Banks got even squintier. “Well, I’m feeling like a psycho right now.”

      That cheered Kershaw. “Nailed it. I’m the king of the nicknames.”

      Even that misattributed one was better than Dex’s. He didn’t mind Sexy Dexy but Kershaw usually bandied about “Oh-Em-Gee” because of his caught-on-camera sexual escapade. Most of the videos had an OMG sticker over his crotch, completely unnecessary because his dick was hidden by a big puff of blonde hair. Forever click bait.

      He turned the conversation back to poker night. “I’m up for a card game. Anytime.”

      Bast looked skeptical. “But you did say that we’re all boring as shit because we’ve settled down to make babies. Though I’m not up for breeding yet, at least not while Pepper is finishing up school. As for Grey here—what’s your deal, Hud? You and Jude gonna get into the child rearing business soon?”

      Hudson blushed, which was par for the course with him. Per Tara, he and his firefighter boyfriend were cuter than all the puppies and kittens Dex expected to be puddled in later.

      Now that he thought of it, he got all his team gossip from Tara instead of the guys themselves.

      “It’s been mentioned but I want to be sure I’m not traded soon.” Hudson gave a quick shrug, affable as ever. Like anyone would trade him after this past killer season, not to mention everyone adored him. He was practically the team’s mascot. “Our dog Crosby is all the baby we need for now.”

      Appearing satisfied with that answer, Bast turned back to Dex. “So yeah, us boring homebodies are okay with pizza and beer and poker. Guessing clubs are more your bag.”

      Sure, but he liked hanging with the guys as well.

      “So I have a big mouth. I’m full of shit most of the time. You know that.”

      Healthy suspicion greeted that until finally Theo chuckled and spoke for the group. “Oh, we do, Oh-Em-Gee. We do. And now we know you’re interested, then we’ll get you on the text chain.”

      “There’s a text chain?” Fuck, how much had he been missing?

      They razzed him a bit more, and by the time the food had arrived, he was feeling on a surer footing with them. Anton and Tara were right: he needed to make more effort. These were his ice-brothers, and he had to put in what he expected to get out.
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