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When love is all you have, will the rest of the pieces fall into place?


With the full-time duty of caretaker, student, and employee, Ally Monroe has little time left for herself. She admits to getting lonely but devotes herself wholeheartedly to her ailing grandmother and is happy living vicariously through her promiscuous best friend Izzy.
That is until she meets Benjamin Price—star hockey player for the Red Valley Ravens. Ben sweeps Ally off her feet with his boyish good looks and athletic charm and opens up a whole new world, complete with fun and adventure.
But will they end up on thin ice when their responsibilities threaten to tear them apart?













  
  
The story doesn’t end on the last page…

There’s something special waiting for you at the end of this book—but don’t peek just yet… some things are better discovered at the right moment.

Visit www.rachellevaughn.com and subscribe to my newsletter for exclusive Red Valley Ravens extras, collectible cards, and reader-only surprises.



Come spend a little more time in my world:
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  Dear Reader, 

Welcome to this special anniversary edition of Home Ice! If you’re new to the Red Valley Ravens series, welcome to the fictional city of Red Valley, where hockey is paramount and the Ravens’ players are hot, hot, hot!
Home Ice was my first novel. Most of it was written at my kitchen table and the rest was thought up during my day job and written down later on my lunch hour and during breaks.
I’d always wanted to write a book. In the seventh grade, we read The Outsiders in English class. When the teacher told us that S.E. Hinton was fifteen when she wrote the book, I remember thinking to myself, “I’m only twelve. I could have my book written waaaay before that.” I did try, but never managed to finish. Most of my early stories were just rewrites of my favorite books and movie plots anyway. Kudos to ambitious elementary school me, though!
For a long time, I let life get in the way and put writing aside. I got married to the love of my life, bought a house, had a few adventures…but it always seemed like something was missing. It wasn’t until I transferred to what ended up being a boring and incredibly monotonous job that I started thinking about writing again. Once I opened the floodgate, Home Ice was born and I haven’t stopped writing since.
The theme of “home” is prominent in the story, as I believe it is an elusive, intangible place that many people spend their entire lives searching for. Some other elements in the book were taken from my own life. I did have a great-grandmother who did jigsaw puzzles, grew roses, and she even had a caretaker named Ruby. Even though the rest is fiction, it’s still very real to me. No matter how many characters I meet and who compel me to write their stories, Ben and Ally will always hold a special place in my heart.
Now it’s been years since I took the leap into being a full-time author. I have found my happy place at my keyboard with the love and support of my wonderful, too-good-to-be-true husband. Yes, I’m still married to the man who inspires all of my nice-guy characters! We may not live in the same house we started out in, but our devotion to each other remains as steadfast as ever—and together, we’ve found “home.”
I hope you feel at home within the pages of Home Ice. It was originally titled 1,000 Pieces—which you’ll understand after reading it—and also because the process of writing a novel was like fitting 1,000 pieces together.
I dedicate this special edition of Home Ice to you, my readers. With your continued support and kind words of encouragement, I am able to continue living my dream of bringing stories to life.
Thank you for helping me put the pieces together.

Rachelle Vaughn







  
  Chapter One
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Red Valley Blues


Ally Monroe was running late for work. Again. It was partly due to certain people on the freeway who felt it was their God-given right to cut other people off. Just because they drove a nicer car or had somewhere more important to be, they thought they were entitled to pull into other people’s lane, narrowly missing hitting their bumper by mere inches. To add insult to injury, the BMW in front of Ally had rudely passed her, only to abruptly put on his brakes. 
Yeah, you got really far ahead, didn’t you? 
Ally wasn’t normally prone to mental road rage, but something about this shiny silver car and its pretentious driver made frustration boil up inside of her. Who did this guy think he was, anyway? She was just as entitled to a place on the freeway as he was. Or so she thought. Her hands gripped the steering wheel as the traffic slowed to a gruesome stop and go.
Red Valley had significantly grown over the past decade. Ally’s hometown had become a desirable location for people to escape the overcrowded San Francisco Bay area. So, they made their way north in droves. According to the brochure, Red Valley was a prime travel destination located on the Red River in Northern California just midway between Sacramento and the Oregon border. But as a result of so many people relocating, Red Valley had become just as populated as San Francisco, hence the gridlock.
This was exactly how Ally didn’t want to start the day off. By having malicious thoughts about the imported car inching its way ahead of her. Especially with it being Friday and all. Friday was the best day of the workweek. At least it was supposed to be. Lately, all the days of the week had begun to run together.
Among its other qualities, Red Valley was also the second sunniest city in the nation. Although it was mid-March, the sun was blazing and it was warm, even at barely ten o’clock in the morning. “April showers bring May flowers” seldom happened in Red Valley. Every year summer seemed to creep in a little earlier and last a little longer.
Hoping for a distraction, Ally flicked on the radio. The local DJ was in the middle of discussing the Red Valley Ravens, the city’s professional hockey team. Ally always found it hard to believe that a place as sunny as Red Valley had an ice hockey team. The DJ’s booming voice interrupted Ally’s thoughts as he began to recap the team’s game the night before.
“Last night, the Ravens defeated the North Carolina Cardinals three to two in overtime. What a game it was, with captain Cody Lambert scoring the game-winning goal with two minutes left in overtime!”
Then the DJ promised to give away two tickets to the Ravens’ next game to the ninth caller. Before he finished rattling off the station’s phone number, Ally turned off the radio. Hockey was the last thing she had time for.
Finally reaching her exit, she bid farewell to the shiny silver BMW stuck in traffic in front of her and tried to focus on the day ahead of her. Pulling into the Kaufmann Animal Hospital, she parked her car. It wasn’t a BMW by any means, but an aging sedan, running on its last leg. It wasn’t flashy or new or glamorous, but it had always gotten her where she needed to go. Not with the greatest fuel efficiency or the quietest, most comfortable ride, but it got her to her destination in one piece. And that was all that mattered.
Ally had worked part-time at the Kaufmann Animal Hospital for the past two years. She only worked half days, but it was great work experience. She was glad to finally find a place where she felt like she belonged. Bouncing around from job to job out of high school proved to her that she had no idea what she wanted to be ‘when she grew up’. Until she answered a help wanted ad for the clinic. Figuring she didn’t have anything to lose and she liked animals, she went for the job and landed it. She wasn’t prepared to actually like the job.
Lynn, the office manager, ran the clinic with her husband and veterinarian Dr. Kaufmann. They had been married for thirty years. Lynn had been so warm and welcoming to Ally that she knew she had found her career ‘home’. It wasn’t until after she had settled into her job as an assistant that she realized veterinary medicine actually appealed to her. She could see herself as a veterinarian working to help and care for animals. Animals that were reliant on her to help them. It wasn’t unlike how Ally cared for her grandmother at home, but she couldn’t very well make a living at that, now could she? Gram’s social security checks and Ally’s part-time work at the clinic were barely keeping them afloat. 
A float.
Ally smirked when she pictured herself and Gram on a raft surrounded by a pool of utility and doctor bills. She shook away the mental image and refocused on work.
Friday was usually a slow day at the clinic, except for a few last-minute people bringing their pets in before the office was closed for the weekend. Ally anticipated the usual morning check-up appointments and the occasional rare, unexpected emergencies. They wouldn’t have any spay or neuter appointments until Monday, so Friday should be a walk in the park.
But, then again, every day was fairly slow at Kaufmann Animal Hospital ever since the Red Valley Animal Clinic had opened. Their biggest competitor boasted state-of-the-art equipment, longer hours and more services. To make matters worse, they were only a block away. Poor Dr. and Lynn Kaufmann’s business was down and there was buzz around the office about the hospital going in the red.
Ally grabbed her purse from the passenger seat and went into the familiar, old brick building. Smells of pet food and antiseptic fluttered into her nose the second she stepped foot into the office.
“Good morning, Lynn.”
Lynn looked up from her computer screen. She had mousy brown shoulder length hair and wore scrubs with purple and yellow butterflies on them. “Mornin’, hon.”
Ally pulled her uniform scrub top out of her purse and over the T-shirt she was wearing before shoving her purse into the bottom drawer of her desk.
As an assistant, Ally’s duties included a wide range of things. Answering phones, setting appointments, helping Dr. Kaufmann perform procedures, and cleaning out cages. Sometimes she was called upon to comfort a scared kitty or nervous puppy. You name it, Ally did it. It was a hodgepodge of tasks, but she liked the variety. This kind of experience was essential to the career path she had chosen. Also, she liked the ‘family’ type of feel at the clinic. Lynn was probably the closest thing to a mother as Ally had ever had. Besides Gram, of course. 
Ally’s parents died in a car accident when she was five and Gram had taken her in. Gram raised Ally as her own daughter would have. That had been almost twenty years ago. Wow. Time really did fly. Whether you were having fun or not. Ally loved her life, but with Gram’s ailing health, fun times didn’t drop onto Ally’s doorstep every day. Well, not unless you counted Ally’s best friend Izzy. She was always dropping by Ally and Gram’s house with her designer bag of bottomless tricks. Now, she was fun, fun, and more fun. All the fun you could handle wrapped into a petite five-foot-two package. Izzy the Magnificent. Ally pushed away thoughts of her best friend and tried to focus on her job.
“Are you okay?” Lynn asked. “You look a little frazzled.”
Ally raked her hands through her long blonde hair and quickly put it up into a ponytail. “I’m better now that I’m here. It’s a zoo out there.”
“I heard there was an accident on the interstate.”
“Ah,” Ally nodded. “That explains why I spent the last forty-five minutes in a slow-moving parking lot. I tell Gram every day how lucky she is not to have to drive. She told me she wouldn’t know how to start a car nowadays if it didn’t have a crank in the front.” Ally chuckled, but at the mention of Gram, Lynn grew serious. 
“How are you and your grandmother getting along?”
“We’re doing well. We manage to scrape by like everyone else, I guess.” Ally brushed off the question. She wasn’t looking for sympathy, so she tried to change the subject. “What’s on the agenda for today?”
Lynn frowned. “Not much. In fact, that brings me to something I have been meaning to talk to you about.” Ally bit her lip while Lynn continued. “Doctor has been tossing around the idea of dropping Fridays altogether.” Lynn always called her husband ‘Doctor’. Actually, when she thought about it, Ally had never heard Lynn call her husband by his first name, Hubert. “At this point, I don’t think it would make a difference being open four or five days a week.” 
Ally grimaced. It would matter to her paycheck. She mentally ticked off her and Gram’s monthly expenses. “That’s too bad,” Ally said finally.
“Oh, hon, I’m sorry to start off the day with bad news.”
“That’s okay. I guess I could use one less day on the freeway with all the crazies on the road during the morning commute.”
“See,” Lynn offered up a smile. “I knew I could count on you to look at the bright side of things.”
Ally smiled back, trying not to think about the impact Lynn’s news would have on herself. The Kaufmann’s were losing the business they had built brick by brick. Their livelihood was disappearing. One day at a time.
No matter what the future held, they still had work to do, so Lynn went into the back room to stock supplies and Ally stayed at the front desk to hold down the fort. It continued to be a slow morning, so Ally pulled her Biology book out of her bag to study. She had recently begun taking classes at the Red Valley Community College. Ultimately, her goal was to get all of her general education classes out of the way so she could eventually apply to a school for veterinary medicine. 
Veterinary Medicine. It sounded like a good, solid career choice. It was the only thing she could see herself doing for a living. But, at the rate of one class per semester, she would complete her general education in, oh, fifty years. Her tortoise-like method was a long process, but she was limited to how many classes she could take because caring for Gram was usually a full-time job in itself. And, throw in her part-time job at the vet’s office, she had the bare minimum of time left to further her education. She did have Ruby, a nurse who came by to take care of Gram a few days a week when Ally was at work, but evenings were still a lot tougher. 
The office phone rang, interrupting Ally’s thoughts of scholastic achievement.
“Good morning, Kaufmann Animal Hospital.”
“Cra-zy la-dy.” Izzy’s high-pitched singing voice pierced through the phone line. Ally flinched at the shrill sound of her best friend attempting to carry a tune. Fortunately, Izzy was much better at carrying a designer handbag.
Though Izzy herself did, she never let anyone else pick on Ally. When they were in school together as kids, if anyone even looked at Ally the wrong way, Izzy would pounce on them like a crazed watchdog. Or more like an agitated Chihuahua. Ally was good people. And just because Ally developed twice as fast as every girl in school and was several inches taller than all the boys, Izzy was not about to stand by and watch her be ridiculed. The two girls had been inseparable ever since. Izzy even spent the night at Gram’s when her father was on one of his many drinking sprees. Now, all these years later, Izzy was as feisty as ever.
“Hey, Izzy. What’s up?” Ally marked her place in the Biology book.
“I’m taking you out tomorrow!” Izzy chirped.
“But I thought you were supposed to be studying for your Broker’s License.”
Izzy was a real estate agent at Red Valley Real Estate Group. Her intention was to get her Broker’s License so she could own and manage her own real estate firm someday. Going into business for herself was her lifelong dream. 
Someday. 
Izzy always did have good intentions. But right now, she had plans for her best friend.
“Ugh. I can do that when I’m supposed to be working in the office. So, what do ya say? Tomorrow afternoon. You and me. And the Red Valley Ravens.” Izzy referred to the same hockey team Ally had heard about on the radio. Izzy loved hockey. And all sports, for that matter. Any event involving a group of men, preferably sweaty and parading in front of her, was a favorite pastime of hers. Bats, sticks, clubs, balls. They just screamed testosterone.
Hi, my name is Izzy Sinclair and I’m a manaholic.
Hi, Izzy.
Yes, Izzy sometimes acted like an alley cat, but she was a good friend to Ally. She always helped Ally see the lighter side of things and she had no qualms about shirking her work responsibilities. Especially when there was a good time to be had.
“What are you talking about? You know I’m not into sports,” Ally complained.
“Sports, schmorts. This is art on ice, Ally. All those big, strong men gliding across the shiny rink—,” Izzy made it sound like poetry on ice, “—then slamming into each other, their sheer force and strength rattling the glass.”
“Izzy, I can’t—”
“Ally. Come on. It’ll be fun.” 
“But—”
“It’s my treat. Come on, woman. You need to get out of the house more often.” Silence answered her on the other end, so she tried a different approach. “There’s nothing good on television on Saturday anyway.” 
There. Izzy knew that would seal the deal. Ally would always rather stay home and veg on the couch in front of the tube as opposed to going out and being a normal, social being.
“All right,” Ally finally agreed.
“Great. I’ll pick you up at noon.”

      [image: ]With her last Friday of work behind her, Ally headed home. From the freeway, she turned off the main street and into her neighborhood. The houses were small and had been built in the late 1940s before three-car garages became standard and stucco was all the rage. Modern homes had built up around them, pushing their neighborhood off to the side to make way for more energy-efficient homes and the rows of strip malls that surrounded them. 
Gram and Ally’s house was a small run-of-the-mill two-bedroom, one-bath home. On the exterior, the yellow paint was starting to peel off in little slivered pieces. The windows were drafty and the screens torn, but it was home. It had been Ally’s home ever since her parents passed away when she was little. 
Over the years, Ally had stopped taking care of the yard altogether. She used to pay the neighbor kid to mow the lawn, but he and his family moved away a couple of summers ago. The grass eventually died off and all that was left now were clumps of weeds and big patches of dirt. In Ally’s mind, it was a win-win situation. She didn’t have to pay someone to mow it and now she didn’t have to pay to keep it watered. As far as she was concerned, landscaping wasn’t necessarily high on her to-do list.
It may have been an eye sore, but the rest of the houses on the streets weren’t exactly upscale anymore either. Mr. Miller across the street had completely torn out his lawn and replaced it with lava rock and drought-resistant shrubs and cacti. Apparently, he was going for the urban desert look. And the eccentric family on the corner had taken to parking their cars on the front lawn, creating a veritable ‘garden’ of dilapidated vehicles. Welcome to Home Sweet Home in lower-middle-class America.
Glad to be home, Ally flung open the front door. Sounds of The Price Is Right droned loudly in the living room. Gram and her nurse Ruby were gathered around the kitchen table leaning over an unopened, one thousand-piece puzzle box. Ally hated to interrupt the tranquil scene, but she wanted to be a part of the ‘opening ceremony’.
“Hi, honeys, I’m home!” Ally announced.
“Oh good, Ally’s home!” Ruby clapped her hands together. She was a round and jovial woman with an easy smile.
Ruby had been a godsend for Ally. As part of a home care program for the elderly, she came to the house for a few hours in the mornings to help Gram during weekdays. This freed up time for Ally to have a part-time job, run errands and sometimes even have free time for herself. Izzy always reminded her that even though she loved Gram, Ally was still entitled to take time out for herself. Otherwise, what good was she as a caregiver if she was frazzled and exhausted all the time?
Ally dropped her purse on the worn couch and went over to join her two favorite ladies.
“Allison, we were just about to start a new puzzle,” Gram said.
The blue puzzle box in Gram’s hands depicted an adorable Cape Cod house with white shutters and a sailboat in the background. Two neighbors stood in the foreground shooting the breeze. The picture reminded Gram of a simpler time. A time before technology had changed everyone’s way of life.
Gram enjoyed doing puzzles with Ruby. At the Monroe house, there was always a puzzle in progress on their kitchen table. Over the years, it had become the focal point of their little household. 
Ally always loved cutting open a brand-new puzzle box for Gram. She loved the smell of the new pieces and the prospect of a fresh start. When Ally was little, Gram was always initiating some kind of arts and crafts time, or working in her rose garden, or whipping up something in the kitchen, so it was especially difficult now with how frail she had become. Ally thought it was a good project to keep Gram’s mind busy and plus it didn’t require any physical exertion. 
Now, even a trip to the bathroom had become a monumental task. At first, Gram fought her condition tooth and nail, not wanting to admit that she was incapable of taking care of herself. After all, she had taken Ally in as a child and raised her on her own. Reluctantly, she accepted the fact that her body was failing her and she couldn’t get around like she used to. Instead of fighting Ally every step of the way, she embraced her help and leaned on her through the struggles. Gram was thankful to have raised such a wonderful young woman like Ally.
Ally pulled open a drawer to find a knife for the puzzle box. “Mmmm, something smells wonderful, Ruby.” Ally inhaled the hearty smell wafting around in the little kitchen.
“I threw a roast into the crock pot when I got here this morning. It should be ready around five.” 
Leave it to Ruby to have dinner covered.
“Ruby, you are too good to us. What would we do without you?” Ally asked without expecting an answer.
“Well, Miss Queen of the Drive-Thru, you would figure something out!” Ruby chuckled. “I hate to miss the new puzzle kick-off, but I really should be going. My son and daughter-in-law are coming over for dinner tonight.” Ruby began gathering her things. “See you tomorrow, Kay!” she yelled to Gram.
“Bye, Ruby. Thank you for your help today,” Gram said.
“Here, Ruby, let me walk you out,” Ally insisted and opened the front door for her.
When they got outside and out of Gram’s earshot, Ally asked, “How is she?”
“She’s doing really well.” But then, Ruby’s smile quickly faded and her eyes grew serious. “She’s worried about you more than anything else.”
“Oh, please, Ruby. I’m fine.” Ally waved her hand to dismiss the ridiculous notion.
Ruby shook her head. She wasn’t buying it. “Your Gram seems to think you have taken on more than you can handle and I happen to agree with her. We’re worried about you. You’ve already been forced to grow up way too fast when you were saddled with your Gram’s health problems and her care giving.” Ally pictured herself as a pack mule ‘saddled’ with cases of Metamucil and Ensure while Ruby continued. “She’s worried that you’re missing out on the fun of being a regular twenty-something girl.” 
“Thanks for your concern, Ruby, but I’m fine. Really. I already have Izzy to remind me of everything I’m missing out on. Noncommittal sex, drunken kegger sprees, one-night stands…” Ally ticked off the list of things Izzy was always rattling on about. “Seriously, Rube, I’m fine.”
“Just try to take some time for yourself once in a while. Okay, hon?” Ruby gave her a motherly pat on the arm. “Gram doesn’t want to be the cause of your reclusion.”
Ally stood on the sidewalk minutes after Ruby’s Volkswagen had puttered away down the street. Their conversation replayed in her mind. Gram hadn’t been the sole reason for Ally’s hermit-like tendencies, but she had sure been an awfully good excuse.






  
  Chapter Two
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Pain In the Neck


Benjamin Price woke up and looked over at the empty side of the king-sized bed. The bedspread was still smooth and neatly pulled up over the spare pillow. Sometimes it bothered him to be alone, but during the season he didn’t really have time for a relationship. Or so he told himself. Plenty of his teammates had families and they managed to make time for their wives and children. 
Ben had dated an abundance of women in the past, but they had always flaked out on him when they realized how hectic a hockey season schedule was. Or they ended up cheating on him when he was away. With a schedule of 82 games, 40 of them being away, he was away a lot. Some women used him as a conquest in order to be able to say they had been with a professional athlete. Some were convenient to him because he often got lonely. After all, he was a man with needs of his own. But, nonetheless, they were empty attempts at a relationship. In the end, he wanted someone to come home to. Someone to share in his wins and losses. Not someone who only wanted him when the team was winning and then dropped him like a hot potato when the team lost. Was that too much to ask? 
He loved his life, though. He worked hard to get where he was now. The training, the workouts, the discipline. Being a hockey player was his dream and he had proudly achieved it all on his own. But now it was time to share his life with someone who had his best interests at heart.
Ben’s teammates were his family. He was raised by a single mom after his dad left when he was too little to remember him. His uncle had been the father figure in his life. Uncle Bobby had taught Ben how to skate, how to tie a tie, how to be a man. He was constantly giving Ben pointers and areas to work on. He always said, “If you’re gonna bother to do this, do it right.” 
Ben could have rebelled against his mother and joined the other kids at school who skipped class and smoked cigarettes behind the gym. But instead, he immersed himself in his sport and trained and practiced, and never took his eyes off his goal. His mom had been so proud. She had attended his games religiously and supported him every step of the way. She had juggled her work schedule so that she could always be there cheering him on from the stands. 
Even when his mom got sick and began to fade away right before his very eyes, he worked through the pain of her illness by practicing shooting the puck into the wee hours of the morning. When she became too weak to leave her bed, much less attend his games, he would keep a constant vigil and dedicate every goal he made to her. She passed away on a bleak winter morning in November. When he felt himself start to slip into depression, his teammates and their families took him in like a warm blanket. They accepted him as one of their own. 
Not only was it camaraderie on and off the ice, but an actual network of people who welcomed him into their lives and homes. Thanksgiving was spent with Cody Lambert, the captain of the team, and his wife and kids. Ben felt at home sitting around the dinner table with them and their growing family. For Christmas, he would hang out with defenseman J.D. Mason and his wife Darla. And at New Year’s, the party was usually at either Ben’s best friend Dom Devereaux’s or goaltender Alexandre Sebastien’s house. The guys were always there for him. It was a tight-knit group of people who shared his passion for the game and who could relate to the rigors of traveling, training, and injury.
There was one area that Ben felt out of sync with them. He felt like he was standing still next to them as their own families grew. Cody had twin sons and his wife, Laina, was pregnant again with their third child. It was the one thing that made him feel like an outsider. His teammates’ wives had set him up on dates before, but Ben never seemed to really click with any of them. He wanted to share a spark with someone. He didn’t want to be with someone just for the sake of not being alone. 
Ben thought a relationship needed to have meaning to him. Like the game of hockey. He couldn’t imagine going without the smell of the ice on game day, the roar of the crowd when he made a goal, the reflection of the lights in the ice after the Zamboni smoothed it over during intermission. That was what he wanted. A woman he couldn’t imagine living without.
He shook away the thought and rubbed the sleep from his eyes. It was time to get ready for the day ahead, not daydream about what his life was lacking. His hefty salary allowed him to live comfortably and he was grateful at how fortunate he was to play a sport for a living. The rest would come eventually.
Squinting at the morning sunlight streaming in through the floor-to-ceiling windows, Ben sat up and stretched. His muscles were sore and tight, a constant reminder of his occupation. Achy bones and ligaments never let him forget old injuries. Being a professional ice hockey player required focus, drive, and a high tolerance for pain. Sometimes it was a sport as cold and hard as the surface it was played on. Hockey was grueling and taxing, but he wouldn’t trade his scars for anything in the world.
Ben looked over at Moose, his giant dog that was sprawled out at the foot of the bed. Moose was an apricot-colored English Mastiff and roughly the size of a Shetland pony. Ben couldn’t remember Moose ever being small, even when he bought him as a puppy a few years before.
Ben sighed. Moose always looked sad with his big brown eyes that sat atop his droopy jowls. “Just once, I’d like to wake up to a face besides your ugly mug.” Ben patted the dog’s giant head and headed for the shower.
His bare feet padded across the cold marble tile of the bathroom floor and he turned on the shower as hot as he could stand it and prepared himself for the team’s morning practice. 
The hot jet stream felt good on his aching back and shoulders. Last night’s game was exhausting and their stint in overtime had thoroughly worn him out. Standing under the shower spray, he went over every minute of the game in his mind. Even though they had managed a win, there were plenty of plays to think about that went wrong. 
Unfortunately, his team the Red Valley Ravens were not the darlings of the United National Hockey League. The team had never won a Gordie Prince Cup in their franchise history. The Cup was the UNHL’s championship trophy. The Ravens had had a rough start in the season and an even rockier mid-season. Now, with only a handful of games left in the season, Ben hoped they could work the kinks out and end the season with a somewhat dignified finish.
Eventually, Ben broke himself away from the shower, toweled off, and went into the closet. He dressed in jeans and pulled a hooded sweatshirt over a black Quiksilver T-shirt. He slipped on a pair of Nike’s, grabbed his keys, and went out the door. In the garage, next to his black Chevy Silverado, his black Corvette Z06 waited for him. She was sleek and sexy and most of all, fast. Ben’s best friend and teammate Dom referred to the car as ‘sex on wheels’. Then again, Dom found a way to associate anything and everything with sex.
Ben had purchased the Corvette right after he was drafted and signed his first contract with the United National Hockey League. It was the type of car he dreamt of having when he was growing up and now it served as a reminder of his accomplishments.
He drove slowly out of his neighborhood, keeping his speed under control for the sake of his neighbors. He turned up the volume on the Daughtry CD in the stereo and merged onto the northbound freeway on-ramp. Finally able to accelerate the powerful engine, he merged onto the freeway and immediately slid over into the fast lane. Using all five hundred and five horsepower and driving no less than 85, he passed every other car on the road in a shiny black blur. 
Boat dealerships and several new housing developments lined the Interstate. Blue mountains formed a ring around the city, their snow-capped peaks white against the midday sky. The freeway curved and Ben took the August Dam Boulevard exit off the freeway. Mt. August dominated the northern sky, its jagged summit still covered with winter snow.
The city of August Lake hadn’t quite caught up with the rest of Red Valley. It was a small lake town full of mom-and-pop stores, where every other building was vacant, or looked like it was anyway. August Lake was the only place Ben had been where the word “estates” referred to a mobile home park. Heavily rutted streets boasted rows of abandominiums and seedy dive bars. Ben liked the low-key feel of it, though. It was refreshing to drive through a place without a Starbucks on every corner. Since when did Americans drink so much coffee? But, then again, he was guilty as charged. A coffee from Starbucks had become part of his game-day routine for years.
As he drove further north, the oak trees turned into pine trees. He turned off the air conditioner and rolled the windows down, sucking in the crisp, fresh air. It always felt good to get out of the city and onto the open highway. The sky seemed bluer, the air cleaner, the trees greener. Escaping the noise and bustle of the city was an important part of his healing during the off-season. Clearing his head was essential to balance the rigorous months of travel, practice, and back-to-back games. 
But the season wasn’t over yet. Ben still had a half dozen games left before the team would know if they even made it to the playoffs. He tried to make it up to the dam whenever he had a day off, but his schedule was packed. In addition to their games, the team had practice a couple times per week, typically on non-game days when the team was at home.
Ben liked the feel of his car on the windy mountain roads, the way it hugged the curves of the road and powered itself through the forest and up to the lake. A large green sign told him he was entering August Lake National Recreation Area. He drove past the boat ramp and after the road snaked up around the mountain it finally deposited him at the top of the dam.
He pulled off the road at the Vista Point parking area and got out of the car. It was typically windy up here on top of the world. The wind rustled through the Douglas fir trees and Ponderosa Pines and howled into Ben’s ears and ruffled his brown hair. Twisted Manzanita trees and rows of Sugar Pines stood like soldiers standing guard around the lake. The blue water of August Lake lapped against the red clay shore. August Lake was the largest man-made reservoir in California with over three hundred miles of shoreline.
Ben liked August Lake and its town. It reminded him of a smaller version of Denver, his hometown. Coming to the dam surrounded by mountains made him feel closer to home.
Here, there were no coaches yelling at him. No one slamming his body into the wall, no one fighting him for control of the puck. Just him and the water and the trees. It was a beautiful sight. A Golden Eagle soared overhead, its screech echoed along the lush green hills. The dam was an intimidating, curved concrete structure, standing at six hundred feet high. Along with the huge lake and majestic mountain, the scene made Ben feel small despite his muscular six-foot-two frame. It was the only place that could put everything in his life into perspective.
He was used to playing in front of thousands of people watching his every move, so it was nice to enjoy some downtime once in a while. In the world of professional sports, every athlete had a place they could escape to for relaxation. A hobby or passion to take them away to unwind from the pressures that came with performing for the fans.
The schedule of the Red Valley Ravens was rigorous and exhausting, right up to the end of the season. Today, Ben and Dom were appearing at the Ravens’ Merchandise Store for a meet-and-greet autograph signing. The next day, the annual charity game was being held to help raise money for disadvantaged kids. After that, the Ravens had three games in four nights, with a day off in Orlando before playing the Orlando Everblades in Florida.
Ben loved his team, but couldn’t shake the feeling of uneasiness in his gut. Teamwork had been on a steady decline since mid-season and he didn’t think he was getting enough support from the other guys on the team. To make matters worse, injuries were sweeping through the team like the bubonic plague. Currently, the Ravens had an astonishing twelve players out with assorted injuries. There definitely wasn’t an ‘I’ in team, but lately Ben felt like he was the ‘M’ and the ‘E’.
Not only was the team riddled with injuries, but rookies as well. It was beginning to feel like Ben was fighting an uphill battle and he longed to be a part of a team with more skill and experience. He at least owed that to himself. After all, he had dedicated his life to the sport. Hockey was his life. Hell, hockey was life.
Ben’s cell phone rang, interrupting the calming silence of August Lake. Caller ID showed him it was his Uncle Bobby calling from Denver.
“Mornin’, Coach.” 
Ever since Ben was a little boy, he had called his uncle “Coach”. And it was fitting. Bobby had had a spectacular career in hockey as a player and had been the one to teach Ben all about the game. And now, his Uncle Bobby was the Head Coach for the Colorado Blizzards.
“Good game last night,” Coach said.
Uncle Bobby was all business, but Ben was honored that he took the time to watch his games. Ben’s Aunt Nan had been proud to divulge the fact that Bobby recorded every one of Ben’s games. Ben grinned, knowing that his uncle had a soft spot for him under his tough exterior.
“Thanks.”
“I just wish they would play you more. It grinds my gears how those idiots in Ca-lee-fornia aren’t using you to your potential. You are the sparkplug of that team and they only have you playing fifteen minutes per game.”
“Fourteen, last night,” Ben corrected.
“My point exactly. It’s like their heads have been out in the sun too damn long. You are far more talented than they give you credit for out there.”
“Thanks for your vote of confidence, Coach. My agent is trying to get me some more ice time.”
“They shouldn’t have to be told that. That’s part of why your team is in the crapper. You are the driving force of that team, but they’re holding you back.”
“I know.”
Ben thought about his own issues with the team. It had been a while since he was one hundred percent happy with the Ravens. The team chemistry hadn’t been there and there were a lot of cliques. But, then again, his contract was due to expire that summer, which would give him the opportunity to make some changes. By this time next year, it could all be different. Anything could happen. 

      [image: ]Dominic Devereaux was fearless on the ice. At 6’4” and 235 pounds, he was the most coveted defenseman in the league. He would slam his opponent into the glass with no regard for his own personal safety or anyone else’s. And he loved fighting. Fighting was his favorite perk of the sport. If the wrong move was made on the ice or a teammate was mistreated, he would pull off his helmet and gloves and send the punches flying. Where Ben had speed, Dom had brute. And plenty of it. Very rarely did he leave a game without shedding the blood of himself or an opposing team member. 
With a mix of adrenaline and testosterone flowing through his veins, he was an unstoppable force on and off the ice. His body was in the best shape of his life. He had spent grueling hours at the gym, honing it into the perfect weapon on the ice. And the perfect accessory between the sheets. Between his rock-hard chest, well-defined abs, and muscular thighs, he was a fine specimen of a man. The only imperfection on his face was the slight crook of his nose and a faint scar on his forehead. His nose had been broken during a past game and the scar had been a painful gash from a skate blade years ago. Now his battle scars provided him with a perfect icebreaker for the ladies. Chicks dig scars.
Dom was born in a small Canadian village but preferred the nightlife in America. With his deep voice and slight hint of an accent, women tended to lose their inhibitions and their panties when he was around.
Dominic Devereaux hated to be kept waiting. He lived his life like he played the game of hockey. Fast, aggressive, and take charge. He had no use for patience because he had always just taken what he wanted. No questions asked. People rarely questioned him because of his height, stature and his sheer, powerful presence. One blink of his icy blue eyes and people jumped to fulfill his every want. 
Except for today.
He drummed his fingers on the counter at Soundz Cuztom Stereoz and looked around at the buzzing neon lighting that circled the office walls. His car was supposed to be ready twenty minutes ago. He had been putting off the stereo upgrade to his Escalade since he bought it. And now he knew why.
Damn imbeciles.
The twitty, pimple-faced teenager working behind the counter had scurried off to check on Dom’s ride, but now it didn’t look like he was coming back any time this decade.
He probably got distracted by a crack in the floor tile, Dom thought.
Before Dom’s anger escalated to boiling, a stunning redhead sauntered up to the counter, her heels clicking on the polished black floor. He could smell her perfume before he actually saw her. And when he did see her, stereos were the last thing on his mind.
Since when did auto shops start hiring fashion models?
Layers of red hair framed her ivory face. His gaze traveled down to survey the rest of her features. The important ones. A pale, creamy pair of breasts peeked out of her blouse. Oooh. They were definitely real. And Dom didn’t discriminate. He prided himself on being an equal cup-size opportunist. Real or fake, big or small, he just loved the feel of a woman’s breast in his hands. Freckles dotted her ivory skin and he followed their trail from her breasts up to her neck. When he finally looked back at her eyes, she was looking back at him with jade green eyes. 
“I’m sorry, Mr. Devereaux, but your car won’t be ready today as planned. One of the parts is on backorder and won’t be delivered until tomorrow.”
“What?” He tapped his Dolce & Gabbana sunglasses on the countertop. “It’s just a simple installation.” Her looks were distractingly beautiful, but he was still upset. He had the urge to ask her ‘Don’t you know who I am?’ But he didn’t. Instead, he said, “This is unacceptable.”
She leaned in closer to him, her breasts squishing together over the counter. Her perfume was musky and pure sex.
“I’m sure I can figure out a way to make it up to you.” One twinkle of her green eyes and he suddenly forgot about his car. Car? What car? Oh, yeah. That could definitely wait until tomorrow. No problem. He was a reasonable man, after all. “Something to soften the blow.” She pursed her coral-painted lips on the emphasis of the last word.
Now he knew what he’d be doing for the rest of the day. Perfect. He had an autograph signing at 4:30, so she’d have to be on her way by then. That would leave his night free for some other lucky lady. He hated the awkward morning after routine and avoided it at all costs. He had no qualms about taking what he wanted. Besides, he was a busy man with a demanding profession and didn’t have time to waste with just one woman for too long. There were a lot of women, in a lot of cities (especially with as much as he traveled every season) and only so much Dom to go around. Better get busy. No time to waste here.
“Follow me, Mr. Devereaux.”
With a seductive sway of her hips, she came around the counter and tucked her arm into his.
“Please, call me Dom.” He had the feeling he’d be hearing more of her smoky voice calling out his name in the coming hours.
“Your place or mine, Dom?”

      [image: ]It was another warm day in Red Valley. A spring heat wave was forecasted to bring temperatures into the nineties and the retreating sun glared on Ben’s dashboard as he drove to Dom’s house. Ben was picking up Dom for their autograph signing and he was right on time. Dom needed a ride because his vehicle wasn’t ready at the shop yet. Apparently, he was having a fancy new stereo system installed which he’d been bragging about getting forever. 
Although the season was coming to an end, the organization liked to keep the spirit of hockey alive all year long. It was good to see the fans and aspiring hockey players, a.k.a. kids.
When Ben pulled up to Dom’s white mansion, he noticed a silver Porsche in the driveway.
That’s odd. 
Dom would never trade the Escalade in for a sports car. The Caddy was his baby. Maybe he rented a replacement car after all. 
Or someone else was already here.
Ben knocked on the front door and Dom yelled from inside for him to come on in. Ben let himself in and a gush of cool air from the air conditioner enveloped him. He looked down the hall for Dom and found him peeking out of the master bedroom stark naked.
“Mornin’, Benny,” greeted Dom.
“Mornin’, Dom,” Ben replied. He added with impatience, “We need to be down at the store by two, so they can start letting people in.”
Good grief, Dom wasn’t even dressed yet. He was worse than a girl. Dom was always late and it drove Ben crazy.
“Dude, I’m running a little late,” Dom shrugged, ignoring Ben’s urgency.
“Well, get your ass in gear, buddy. The fans are waiting. Hey, I almost forgot. Did you finish that video game I lent you?” Ben asked.
“Yeah, it’s in here.” Dom motioned to his bedroom.
Ben followed him into the room and was greeted by a nude redhead getting out of the rumpled bed. Embarrassment flushed Ben’s face when she made no move to cover her bare breasts.
“Hi,” she said. Her emerald green eyes looked Ben up and down and back down again. Her lips curved into a slow smile.
“Hi,” Ben answered. A frown formed on his face. Oh no. He did not come over to be the third wheel in this party.
“I’ll be out in a minute,” Dom announced. He went into the bathroom and turned on the shower.
“Hurry up, Dom,” Ben yelled into the bathroom after grabbing his video game off of the dresser. “I’ll be in the kitchen.” Ben nodded to the redhead and went back down the hall.
Whew. 
Ben wanted no part of that scene. He was used to Dom’s revolving door of women from when he lived with Dom for a short time after he first signed with the Ravens. He had still been house hunting and it was nice not living all alone in a new town. It had been interesting living with a full-grown frat boy, but it still unnerved him. 
Maybe Ben was old-fashioned, but he liked to think of sex as something special that you didn’t just do with any random female who came along. Dom didn’t share the same way of thinking. When he was fresh off of re-signing his contract, Dom celebrated with a different girl every night. There was a steady stream of blondes, redheads, twins, brunettes, and even a few MILF’s coming and going from Dom’s bedroom. 
Come to think of it, he really hadn’t slowed down much since then. If anything, there had been more one-night stands over the years. And half-night stands. Dom didn’t let women stay for very long. He loved the sex, but he loved his own space even more.
Dom was one of his closest friends, but Ben could never respect him for the trail of discarded women he left in his wake. “Fuck ‘em and chuck ‘em” continued to be Dom’s ever-so-noble motto.
Ben went into the kitchen and decided to grab something to drink while he waited. He was rummaging through the fridge when the redhead came into the room.
“Looking for something?” she asked seductively.
Ben shot his head up out of the fridge. She was standing by the dining room table. She was tall with creamy skin and legs that went on forever. Her flame-red hair was still tousled and her makeup smudged. Bedhead hair hadn’t become a trend for no reason. She had put on a tiny T-shirt and it barely fell to her bare thigh.
“Found it!” Ben said a little too loudly. He held up a bottle of Gatorade in her direction. He twisted off the cap, letting the refrigerator door slam shut. Taking a gulp, glad for the distraction, he tried to think of something to say as he fiddled with the label. He would have gone outside to wait in the car if it wasn’t hotter than the surface of the sun out there.
“So, are you a hockey player, too?” she asked in a sultry voice. She leaned against the table, the thin T-shirt straining against her breasts.
“Yeah.” He took another sip of Gatorade.
She smiled with pleasure at his answer. “It’s such a sexy game. All those sweaty men fighting over a piece of rubber.”
Hurry up, Dom!
“I’m Roxie, by the way.” She slowly exaggerated the pronunciation of her name. 
Roxxx-see. 
He had never heard anyone say their own name in such a sexual way, but she definitely pulled it off.
“Hey, I’m Ben.” He gave her a lopsided grin.
Where did Dom manage to pick up these women? Roxie oozed sex from every pore of her lithe body. There must be a factory assembling and producing them somewhere. An island in the South Pacific where your dream woman was assembled piece by piece.
Roxxx-see rummaged through her purse on the table while Ben read the ingredient label from his Gatorade. 
Fascinating. Just what I wanted to do today. Learn about electrolytes while dodging a frisky redhead. Dom, get out of the freakin’ shower already!
She pulled a brush out of her bag and began running it down the length of her long red hair. 
Potassium—30 milligrams.
Every time she reached up, the T-shirt inched a little bit higher. 
Sodium—110 milligrams.
She wasn’t wearing any panties.
Dom, you bastard!
Finally, after no less than infinity times ten, Dom made his way down the hall dressed and ready in a T-shirt, shorts, and flip-flops. He obviously was in no hurry by the way he casually strode into the kitchen, zipping up his shorts.
“So, I see you’ve met Trixie.” Dom moved passed Ben to grab a bottle of water out of the fridge.
“Roxie,” she corrected him with a frown.
Dom ignored her. “This here is the Benjamin Price. My part-time pimp and full-time offensive genius.” He slapped Ben on the back and Ben rolled his eyes.
“Nice to meet you, Ben.” Once again, she said his name like it was a sexual position or something. 
Ladies and Gentlemen: Now introducing the ‘BenaSutra’!
“We’d better get going, Dom.” Ben gratefully made his way to the front door and away from her penetrating gaze. “It was nice to meet you, Roxie. See ya later,” he said, although he knew he wouldn’t.
Dom grabbed his keys from the counter and followed Ben to the door without a second glance at the redhead.
“Do you wanna get together later?” Roxie called after Dom. The smokiness in her voice faded into despondency. Within two seconds, she had gone from sex kitten to puppy dog.
“Sorry, babe,” Dom shrugged and took a swig of water. “I’ve got a charity dinner thing tonight. Lock up for me on your way out, will ya? Thanks for the ride, Trixie,” he yelled behind him and followed Ben to the car.
Outside, Ben shot Dom a look of confusion. “I can’t believe you are going to leave a chick, which you just dissed, in your house.”
Dom shrugged. “Dude, if she wants to take my 63” plasma TV and tuck it away in her handbag before she goes, then so be it.”






  
  Chapter Three
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Number 20


Izzy showed up at Ally and Gram’s house on time for once in her life. Izzy always thought she was worth the wait. But today she was especially anxious to meet some hockey players. 
Everything about Izzy was tiny. Her feet, her bow-shaped mouth, button nose, and dark eyes. Her black hair was almost as long as she was tall. It hung in shiny layers all the way to her tiny waist. She dressed like she made more money than she actually did. Little did everyone know, most of her wardrobe was from sample sales and thrift stores. She was one helluva bargain shopper. Unfortunately, Izzy’s ego was not as tiny as her shoe size.
Today, Izzy looked extra vixen-y in sequined leggings, an off-the-shoulder blouse, and platform shoes. No doubt about it, Izzy was a firecracker. No Fourth of July necessary. She drove a cherry red Pontiac Solstice roadster, which perfectly complimented her ‘the flashier the better’ motto. The roadster was the ideal size for Izzy’s tiny 5’2” frame, but it always made Ally feel like she was riding in a miniature clown car whenever they went anywhere together. Ally half expected circus music to start playing while she tried to adjust herself next to Izzy on the leather seat.
Izzy let herself into the little yellow house and found Ally slumped on the living room couch watching television. Disappointed, Izzy blew out a puff of air from her red-painted lips.
“I can’t stand by and let you do this to yourself,” Izzy scoffed.
“Do what?” Ally looked up from her half-eaten bag of Doritos.
“Living vicariously through me is one thing, but getting all of your social skills from bad…” Izzy looked back over at the television screen, “…really bad TV is just plain wrong. And hazardous to your health. I don’t even care who Paris Hilton’s new BFF is! I can’t believe I’ve let you get this bad. You have orange fingers!” Izzy was horrified. “Why aren’t you ready?”
Ally licked the nacho cheese from her thumb. “Do we really have to go?” she whined and took a swig of Pepsi to wash it down.
“Yes. I want to meet some players and get autographs.”
“Iz, I really don’t feel like being around a million loud people right now. Hockey games aren’t my thing.”
“Well, then you are in luck, my friend. Because this is just a practice. We will have to work our way up to a game. Baby steps. Anywho, stop making excuses and get your lazy butt in gear.”
Ally remained motionless on the couch. “You know the Ravens had an autograph signing this morning. I saw them advertising it on TV. Why didn’t you just get your precious autographs then?”
“Because I was working. And what fun is it to see the players all cleaned up and out of uniform? We’re going to watch them in their natural habitat all sexy and sweaty.”
“For Pete’s sake, you’re acting like a horny teenager!” Ally griped.
“Please, Ally. Get up, get ready and come with me. We can go for fro-yo afterward.”
“All right. All right. I’m coming.” Ally turned off the TV and went down the hall to get ready. So much for Izzy forgetting about today and leaving Ally alone to entertain herself. What was so bad about being a hermit?

      [image: ]Izzy’s lead foot drove them right past the off-ramp for the NorCal Center. 
“Wait. You missed the exit,” Ally said and then clamped her mouth shut. What did she care about where they were going anyway?
“No, I didn’t.”
“What do you mean? Where are we going?”
"To the practice rink on the other side of town. The Ravens have their practices there and their games at the NorCal Center.”
“Oh.”
As promised, ten minutes later Izzy pulled into the Ravens Ice Practice Arena parking lot on the other side of town. Posted on the side of the building, Ally noticed a huge sign telling her that ‘Ravens Ice Arena was the official practice facility for the Red Valley Ravens’.
That explained why it looked like they had pulled up to a high school gymnasium.
Ally was glad to finally unfold herself from Izzy’s tiny car. She was feeling claustrophobic after Izzy had razzed her during the entire car ride about Ally’s choice of jeans and T-shirt. Over the years it had become
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