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Dedication

 


Dedicated to the men who play hockey
professionally and provide me so many hours of
entertainment.

 


May the hockey gods shine upon you and
keep you safe while you pursue your dream.

 


* * * * *

 


Dear Reader,

 


This book was originally written as
part of anthology featuring heroes and heroines living with
disabilities. While concussions aren’t necessarily permanent
disabilities, the choice of concussion as the disability for my hot
hockey boy, Semka, was an easy one. I’m a huge fan of hockey and
have read too many heartbreaking accounts of hockey players who
suffer permanent brain trauma/CTE as a result of repeated
concussions that went misdiagnosed or untreated or of players who
were sent back out to play before they were fully healed. If you or
your children participate in sports, please, please, please never
take chances with possible concussions/actual concussions.
Establish baseline protocols and allow a concussion to fully and
completely heal before returning to active play.

 


Be safe and be well.

 


Jen


Chapter One

 


The Gamblers’ practice rink was half
full when Semka arrived. Teammates, their wives and kids or
girlfriends. Coaching staff. Even a few members of the ice crew.
Smiles wreathed most of the faces.

American Thanksgiving wasn’t a holiday
he celebrated. If the team was on the road, he spent the day with
them, of course. When at home, he lounged around eating Chinese
takeout and binge watched whatever looked good on his subscription
channels. While family skates were never mandatory, attendance
today had been heavily encouraged. Semka let go a deep sigh. He’d
made an appearance.

Cold air brushed his face;
the familiar but unique odor of the ice tickled his nose;
the skrutch, skrutch of his blades as he circled the rink was music to his ears.
Every hockey player’s first love was the ice. The only thing worse
for a closeted gay Russian hockey player than being faced with
happy families or guys bragging about getting laid was not playing
hockey. He crossed himself.

After his second lonely loop around
the ice, Semka slowed to a stop in front of the bench. He’d admired
Irish’s newborn daughter and met Yartzy’s fiancée.

A line of kids trailed behind the guy
who occasionally winked at Semka while scraping the ice during tv
timeouts. Warmth flared in Semka’s stomach every time it happened.
Semka never responded with more than a nod though. Not
acknowledging him seemed rude. The guy never took offense and would
smile and wink again. For that, Semka was glad. It made him feel
special in a way nothing had for a long time. Semka watched the
kids and drank in the sight of the ice crew guy.

Coppery hair, longer on the top than
on the sides, glinted under the fluorescent lights. Semka rubbed
his fingertips to quell the sudden itch. Dark wash skinny jeans
hugged long legs and a narrow waist; Semka’s gaze drifted to the
bulge in his pants. It wasn’t excessively large, but it wasn’t
small either. Semka’s own dick gave a single throb of longing, but
he pushed away the lascivious thoughts. There were children
present.

Speaking of children, they giggled at
the guy’s silly joke. A chuckle inadvertently escaped Semka as
well.

The guy looked up and very blue eyes
met Semka’s. The guy’s smile appeared like a sunrise and he winked.
Warmth bloomed deep in Semka’s being and he couldn't stay the small
gasp. The guy’s smile widened and he ducked his head before
returning his attention to the children.

Well, shit.
What had Semka done? Had he given himself away?
Would the guy say anything? What could he say? Semka laughed at my stupid joke, therefore he must be
gay.

A hand clapped Semka on the shoulder
before he could spiral into a freak out and he startled in
surprise.

“Good to see you, Novi.”
Swanny smiled fondly at the line of kids. His ten-year-old was at
the end. “You ready for the Lumberjacks on Tuesday?”

“Sure, yeah.” They shared
a fist bump. “They a bad team. We gonna kick some ass.”

“From your lips to the
hockey gods’ ears.” Swanny kissed his fingertips and flicked them
toward the sky.

The guy and his train of kids snaked
by again.

“The kids, they like that
guy. He make fun with them.” Semka really needed to stop referring
to him as “the guy.”

“Who, Tyson?” Swanny
followed Semka’s sight line and nodded. “Yeah, they do. He babysits
for us. My kids love him. I really admire him.”

His name was Tyson.

“You admire?” Semka
glanced at Swanny and then back at the kids, at Tyson.
“Why?”

Swanny scratched his short-shorn head.
“Just everything he dealt with growing up a gay kid—” His gaze
flicked to Semka for a moment. “—not my stories to tell, of course.
I wouldn’t want my kids to do half the shit he’s done, but I
understand why he’s done them. And I give him all kinds of props
for being true to himself. That’s a lesson I want my kids to learn.
I want them to know that I love them and accept them for whoever
they discover they are as they grow up.”

“Yes. Of course.” Semka
scanned the rest of the crowd, lingering on Tyson with each sweep
of his gaze. His mind reeled from that seemingly ordinary
conversation. Not only did Swanny know Tyson was gay, but accepted
him. He wasn’t afraid that the gay was communicable. He wasn’t
uncomfortable with Tyson’s sexuality. He wasn’t afraid he was going
to be hit on. Of course, Swanny was married with three kids, so
there wasn’t a reason for Tyson to go there.

Still. Sometimes straight guys had
this ridiculous mindset that gay men would screw anything with a
dick or that gay men found every man attractive or—in the case of
locker rooms—that all a gay man wanted to do was check out everyone
else’s penis. Maybe when you were a teenager and your hormones were
on overdrive and you had a crush on half your team, but once you
were an adult? You realized what assholes half your team were. More
importantly, you were there to play hockey. You were paid big money
to play your best hockey. There was little time or focus left over
for anything other than hockey and keeping your secret.

Semka’s esteem for Swanny went way up.
His captain harbored no sort of phobia toward gays. Even seemed
protective of Tyson. Semka couldn’t begin to parse how much that
meant even though the man had no idea Semka himself was gay. He
could tell Swanny and be accepted. That meant a lot. Not that it
would ever happen. If Semka ever came out or was outed, life as he
knew it would be over.

Swanny studied him, and by the
expression on Swanny’s face, he might have thought Semka
disapproved because he’d gotten lost in his thoughts and hadn’t
responded.

Semka smiled. “Tyson seem like good
guy. I don’t know him. Just see at couple PR events and sometimes
on ice. He been friendly.” That was an understatement, what with
the winking and the smiling and the looking. Semka didn’t think
Tyson knew he was guy. There was nothing to know. If he suspected,
Semka was pretty sure, based on Swanny’s comments, that Tyson would
keep his mouth shut. He hoped. “I’m gonna say hello to few more
guys and they families, then I’m go. See you tomorrow for
practice.”

* * * * *

The beat of the bass and rainbow-hued
lights welcomed Tyson into the club. The bodies at the bar were
three deep, and he texted Jonah that he’d arrived while he waited.
Beer finally in hand, Tyson skirted the dance floor. The vibration
in his pocket startled him and he fished out his cell. His friends
were upstairs, seated along the balcony.

“You’re late,” Mark said
when Tyson dropped into a chair.

Tyson chugged his beer and thunked the
bottle to the table. “Work thing. Family skate. The ice crew was
invited since it’s Thanksgiving week, so I went, if just to ogle
all the guys in their street clothes.” He waggled his brows and the
three of them laughed.

“So who’s hot and who’s
not?” asked Dominic, resting his chin in his hand.

To Tyson’s surprise, he realized
they’d never had this conversation. “That’s subjective if you
include faces.” Tyson took another swig of his beer. “But think
about it—professional athletes playing in the most prominent hockey
league in the world. They’re all in wicked shape. Some are bulky
and some are super skinny. Half the team is married.”

Dominic snorted. “I didn’t ask who was
available, I asked who was hot.”

Tyson rolled his eyes. “Okay, so. With
the exception of about three guys, I think they’re all hot.” He
didn’t have to think too hard about this, he saw these guys all the
time. He assesses and re-assessed on a regular basis.

“Of course you do,” said
Mark.

“I’m gay and into
athletes. What do you want from me?”

Laughter erupted again
and, God, Tyson loved his friends. Though Jonah and Mark were
straight, they never acted disgusted by his attraction to men and
rarely shied away from the stickier
conversations. They were everything friends were
supposed to be. Dominic was in a class by himself. Having a close
gay friend was a godsend. It was as if the universe was trying to
atone for its sins of his childhood by blessing him with these men.
Ashley was the sister he’d never had, and her presence in his life
was a gift like no other.

“Who makes your rainbow
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