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Chapter One
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“You can’t even pass.”

You see that? The glint in his eyes? That’s the cold, steely gaze of a killer. If this was ten thousand years ago, he’d be a barefoot caveman hunting woolly mammoths on a grassy plain with nothing more than a spear and balls the size of coconuts. Our story, though, takes place in a more modern time, and instead of a spear, he’s wielding a hooked stick of graphite with a wicked hundred and thirty-five degree curve at the lower end. And although he’s still got balls like coconuts, his feet are encased in synthetic leather boots with stainless steel blades hammered into their soles. No grassy plain here—just a sheet of ice smooth as Tiger Woods talking a girl out of her panties and a hundred times as slick.

This particular descendant of cavemen is Hamisch Hamlisch, the first line right winger of the Fort McWilliams Fighting Aardvarks hockey team and the owner of the most unfortunate combination of first and last names since Boutros Boutros-Ghali.

***
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The puck squirted free from the defensive zone and Hammie wheeled around to chase after it like a prehistoric hunter running down his next meal. His dark, sweaty curls flew out wild from under the edges of his helmet as he skated after his hard rubber prey. All they needed was a little bit of offense, something to get the team’s spirit back so the Fighting Aardvarks could live up to their name. He heard a whistle to his left, glanced over, and saw that Joshie Sumner had escaped from the vicious press of the Hazelton King Crabs forecheckers, who fought to protect their three-goal lead. The slender center iceman was a four-year veteran like Hammie, which wasn’t saying much for a Western Canada Professional Hockey League team. 

The WCPHL was as low as you could get on the totem pole of NHL affiliations. It fed into the league that fed into the league that fed into the NHL. You could make just as good money working the fryer at Tim Horton’s as you could in the WCPHL. Hammie knew that because his mother constantly reminded him of that fact.

Hammie picked the puck off the boards with the tip of his stick and whipped it across the blue line. Gassed after a full ninety-second shift, he staggered after it nevertheless. He and Joshie could at least give the other guys a few extra seconds of ice time to change up while they put on a semblance of offense.

“Heads up, Hammie!” called Joshie.

Hammie didn’t need the reminder; he could hear the Crabs hundred-thirty-kilo defenseman pelting down the ice toward him. The man sounded like a rhino on the charge, puffing and blowing as he built up momentum. The Crabs goalie slipped around behind the net to play the errant puck, but somehow he lost track of his feet and tripped over the corner of the net. He went sprawling onto the ice as his stick spun away into the corner.

For one glorious moment, the puck sat unattended on the ice, just out of reach of the flailing Crabs goaltender. The net gaped open like a puck bunny’s mouth. The world shrank to its exact size, with a wide lane cutting clear to it. Hammie lowered his stick, ready to score an easy goal. Losing was bad enough, but a shutout always felt worse, especially on home ice. The few fans who’d come to the ‘Varks home opener deserved to see their team get on the board before time expired. All Hammie had to do was tap it in and they could lose with a shred of dignity. It was one of those moments where time slowed to a crawl. 

Then time sped up, and a player the size of a Tim Horton’s truck with King Crab plates slammed into Hammie from behind, squashing his face into the arena glass like a cartoon coyote. He’d have lost teeth if not for the expensive silicone mouth guard his dentist father had made for him. 

Hammie’s spinning eyes locked onto a man in the stands. The guy looked kind of like those paintings of Jesus in the homes of Hammie’s Christian friends—shoulder length hair, neatly-trimmed beard and mustache—except Jesus never wore custom-tailored Armani suits. He had a hot girl on each arm, one blonde and one with black hair, both with the pale of natural-born Canadians and lips the color of blood. The guy met Hammie’s gaze, smirked at his plight, and mouthed Lame at him. In that fraction of a second, Hammie saw the man had a mouthful of overly-long and sharp teeth like a cliché vampire that sparkled as he laughed with his gorgeous companions who likewise flashed fangs in their amusement.

Fifteen new kinds of pain wracked Hammie’s abused body. The Crabs defenseman flung him to the ice and cleared the puck from the zone.

“Didn’t you hear me yell heads up?” shouted Joshie as he skated past.

“Goddammit, Hammie, get off the ice already!” Coach Czajkowski hollered. Eli Dixon, the rookie second line right winger, already had one leg over the wall.

Hammie skated to the bench and limped through the door, shaking his head to try and clear it. He must have gotten his bell rung pretty good if he was seeing vampires in the stands. He flopped down beside Joshie on the sweat-stained wood and spat his mouth guard into his glove. “Did you see that hit?”

“See it? I think it shook the whole arena.” Charlie Sumner, Joshie’s younger brother who played opposite Hammie, thought the world existed solely for his own amusement. Fort McWilliams was a small town, and hockey tended to run in families.

“Oh, shit!” Joshie pointed into the ‘Varks zone at Sergei Novotny and Zachary Wynn, the top defensive pair. “Novie and Wynner are at it again.”

The two defensemen had confused their coverages and both pressed a King Crab into the corner for the puck. The Crab got his skate on the puck and kicked it behind the net. Unguarded, the other Crabs forward picked it up and made a beauty of a pass to the front of the net. The trailing Crabs defender, who’d jumped up into the play, flipped it over Cat Haley’s shoulder to light the lamp.

Cat, the ‘Varks goaltender, yanked her mask up and unloaded a blistering torrent of profanity at her defensemen. She was a hell of a goalie and one of six women playing throughout the WCPHL. Wynner and Novie both ducked their heads as if it could make them smaller targets for her fury, but Cat had already shouted her piece at them. She squirted water from her bottle into her mouth, across her face, and dark blonde sweat-dampened hair. For another woman, that would be grounds for players to whistle and catcall, but no ‘Vark had ever dared try that ever since Cat had beaten a Timber Wolf unconscious after he grabbed her ass last year.

“Jesus Christ,” roared Czajkowski as the skaters returned to their respective benches—the Crabs to celebrate the goal and the ‘Varks for an ass-chewing. “Novie, how many times have I got to tell you to cover the man, not the goddamn puck?”

“If Tubby here would take his man out, I wouldn’t have to chase it,” said Novie.

Wynner stiffened but said nothing. Everybody knew he was overweight, even though he worked his ass off in the weight room. Wynner was just naturally husky, just like Hammie was naturally Jewish, and Novie was naturally an asshole.

The Coach rubbed his fingers through his thick silver hair. “Shut up, Novie. I’m about fed up with your shit. This isn’t the worst hole we’ve been in.”

“No, last Spring the Crabs blanked us six to nothing,” grumbled PJ Haley, Cat’s older brother.

Cat sneered at him. “Shut up. If you guys would use your brains for a second, you’d see their defensemen are cheating too far up. Slip a pass in past Wilson, and you’ve got a clear lane all the way to the Crabs goal.”

“Unless you’re Hammie,” said Charlie.

Hammie shoved his line mate. “Shut up, you.”

The referee blew the whistle for them to line back up, and Czajkowski sent out the third offensive line and second line defensemen to give Novie and Wynner a quick breather. Over the next five minutes the ‘Varks put together a couple of reasonably good offensive rushes. The third line guys gave the Crabs some fits and starts, but the Crab goalie stopped all three of their shots. With three minutes to go, the ‘Varks made a wholesale line change. Hammie, Charlie, and Joshie went over the wall and raced into their own zone to rescue an errant Crabs pass. Wynner and Novie skated past, glaring at each other.

Hammie battled one of the Crabs forwards in the corner. He took stick after stick in the shins as he tried to clear the puck up the ice where Charlie hovered like a cherry picker and waited for that home-run pass. Wynner crashed into the pairing, using his weight to shove the Crabs forward off the puck, and Hammie bounced away like the skater at the end of the chain in a game of crack-the-whip.

Before Wynner could pass the puck, Novie skated in and stole it away from him to take it up the ice by himself. “Goddammit, Novie!” Wynner beat his stick against the ice in frustration.

Novie had his pocket picked by a Crab defenseman, who skated to clear ice, then shot from twenty feet out. Cat got her blocker up and deflected the puck to the corner. Wynner snagged the puck and moved up towards center ice when Novie stole it again. “Too slow, fat boy,” shouted Novie.

Wynner went for him.

***
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Okay, look. I know a lot of people don’t like the fighting in hockey. They say it takes away from the skill of the sport, but the fact is it has a place. There’s a code to it you won’t find in any rulebook. Sometimes they’re premeditated, like when an enforcer is making somebody pay for a cheap shot on your star forward. Other times, they’re completely spontaneous. In the modern world, guys are encouraged to be sensitive, to talk about their feelings, to open up and share. Everybody wants that Holy Grail, a male emotional outpouring.

In hockey, an emotional outpouring is usually followed by a right hook.

***
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The two defensemen came together in an explosion of gloves and sticks.

An official blew his whistle out of reflex to stop play, but Crabs and ‘Varks alike had already stopped, mouths agape in surprise. The puck floated unattended to center ice as Sergei Novotny and Zachary Wynn threw bombs at each other. Hammie looked over at the bench. In all his years on the ice, he’d never even heard of two players on the same team going at it. His first instinct was to jump in and pull them apart, but with their fists flailing wildly, Hammie was afraid of catching a wild punch.

Coach Czajkowski held his hand over his eyes and looked as if he wanted to melt through the floor. The line officials glanced at the referee in helpless confusion. The referee shrugged back at them. The few fans left in the arena ate it up, though, and cell phone cameras moved to follow the fight like the eyestalk appendages of some alien group mind. Hammie knew that by the time he got home, the bout would be all over YouTube and HockeyFights.com. He glanced over to where he’d seen the Jesus Armani guy, but he was gone, along with the hot babes.

Novie was quicker and had better balance, but Wynner was stronger and hit a whole lot harder. Novie pulled Wynner’s jersey part way off as Wynner took a few ineffectual punches, biding his time. When Wynner shook his right hand free at last, he blasted Novie once in the face and the two went down to the ice. Novie cursed; a bloody tooth skittered off like a pebble on a marble floor.

The officials got in and separated the two combatants. The King Crabs loved it. They all tapped their sticks against the boards in support as the officials escorted Novie and Wynner toward the penalty box. Hammie casually skated over to listen to the brief but animated discussion that ensued between the officials as they argued about how to handle the penalties. They couldn’t very well put both men in the same box, and it wouldn’t have been right to put one in the Crabs’ box. At last, the referee sent Wynner back to the locker room. Novie, holding a towel against the fresh gap in his grill, would have to remain in the box. With only three minutes remaining, neither of them would be back on the ice for the remainder of the game. One linesman asked if somebody should get an additional instigation two-minute penalty. Finally the referee said, “Hell if I know. Drop the puck and let’s get out of here already.”

The Crabs scored once more before the game ended.

Hammie followed the rest of the team to the locker room. Wynner sat on one of the benches and iced his knuckles. He had a bruise forming under one eye. He glared at the rest of the ‘Varks as they shuffled quietly into the locker room. Getting skunked at home took the spring out of everyone’s step. Hammie threw his skates down with unnecessary force. He might have chipped a blade, but he didn’t care. He’d had a chance to score and blew it. If he’d gotten that shot into the open net, the ‘Varks probably still would have lost, but maybe wouldn’t have made themselves a laughingstock.

“Those guys lost us the game,” grumbled Joshie under his breath as he peeled off his sweat-soaked t-shirt.

“Nah.” Hammie worked his way out of his shoulder pads. “They’re just a symptom of the disease.”

“And what’s that?”

“We suck.”

A parade of naked players, some halfway soaped up, staggered away from the shower room. “Out!” shouted Cat after them, wrapped in a towel. “You bunch of perverts. You want to see skin, go find yourselves some puck bunnies.” She yanked the makeshift curtain across the shower entrance.

Charlie stuck his shampooed head under a sink and tried to rinse his thick curls. The other players grumbled. When Cat hit the shower, it meant anywhere from half an hour to forty-five minutes before any of them would get a chance to clean up. They had no alternative; the arena didn’t contain separate locker facilities for women, and even if it did, Cat wouldn’t have used them, because she was a Team Player.

Eli stared hard at the curtain. “I never played on a team with a girl before. She’s kind of hot.”

Hammie shook his head. “Dude, you do not want to go there. She’ll knock your ass right out.”

“Is she really that much of a badass?”

Hammie shrugged. “You could always find out yourself, Rookie.”

“Well, maybe I’ll ask her out.”

“She doesn’t date hockey guys.”

“Why not?”

Before Hammie could answer, Joshie leaned over and snapped a towel on his brother’s bare ass. Charlie yelped and cracked his head on the faucet. Laughter resounded throughout the locker room. The brief jocularity died a moment later when Coach Czajkowski stomped into the room to survey the dregs of his team.

“Where’s Cat?” he asked.

“Shower,” said Hammie.

“That’s fine. She’s the only one of you who played worth a damn tonight.”

“Coach, she gave up five goals,” argued Gordie Gomez. He’d been on the team for three seasons and had yet to appear in a game. He seemed to have accepted his role as a perpetual healthy scratch with aplomb, but offered plenty of opinions about what everyone else was doing wrong.

“It’s tough to stone the opposition when your defense can’t clear the puck. You guys could all be in the NHL someday if you didn’t suck. Let me tell you, shit like tonight doesn’t fly in the real professional leagues. Why, when I played for Ottawa...”

Hammie, and many of the other veterans, silently mouthed along with Czajkowski’s words. The Coach had once played eight games on the third line of the Ottawa Senators, with average ice time of eight minutes, four seconds, during which he scored zero points and had four goals scored against him. But because he’d once been in the Big Time, it gave him a certain authority most sub-minor coaches didn’t have. He loved to reminisce about the Golden Days, as he called them. Unfortunately, with only eight games under his belt, he just didn’t have that many stories, and the players heard them all four or five times a year,.

“... We did things different. We were professionals.”

“We’re not professionals, Coach,” grunted Wynner. “A professional wouldn’t be a puck hog like Novie over there.”

“Go eat another burger, fat boy. You can’t even pass. It’s like you’re an American or something.” Novie examined the new hole in his teeth in the mirror.

Wynner charged across the locker room like a prizefighter when the starting bell rang. Novie spun around, ready for round two. Hammie and Joshie leaped to grab hold of Wynner while Charlie hooked his arm around Novie’s neck and dragged him back.

“Enough!” Czajkowski sounded like an exasperated father. “I have seen some bullshit in my time, but infighting? Not on this team. Sergei, my office, now!”

He stormed out of the locker room to leave behind stunned silence. The coach never called anybody by anything but a nickname. Novie buttoned his jeans and pulled a clean shirt over his head. Nobody spoke as he left the locker room.

“Shit.” Eli broke the silence at last. “Is it always like this?”

“You should see what it’s like after a bad loss.” Hammie tossed his uniform into his bag.

“This wasn’t a bad loss?”

“No,” said Joshie. “They didn’t score into double digits.”

“Oh.” Eli shuddered.

Conversation was much more subdued after that. Charlie finished rinsing off his hair and stopped beside his brother to rip a loud fart. Joshie shrieked and gagged. Charlie laughed as a storm of rolled-up socks flew his direction. Cat hadn’t yet emerged from the showers, so Hammie decided he’d just clean up at home later and dressed in his street clothes.

“So, what are you all doing tonight?” asked Eli.

Hammie held up his bag. “Laundry.”

Joshie shook his head. “Bedtime for me. I have to work in the morning.”

“Work?” Eli’s face fell.

“Kid, most of us can’t live on three hundred bucks a week. Me and Charlie, we have a carpet cleaning service.”

“Yeah,” said Charlie. “Slap Shot Carpet Cleaning. Tell your mom for the next time you track mud into the house.”

“How do you know I still live with my mom?” Eli blushed.

“Hey, don’t knock it,” said Hammie. “Free laundry, free rent, free food.”

“Yeah,” said PJ as he combed his hair in front of a mirror. “Hammie’s still mooching off his folks. What’re you now, twenty-two and still a Momma’s boy?”

Hammie was about to retort when the door to the Coach’s office banged open. Novie strode across the locker room with his teeth clenched. He wouldn’t look anyone else in the eye as he went straight to his locker and started throwing his gear into his bag. He swept everything off the top shelf and tore down his picture of some nameless girl wearing a bikini, helmet, and skates.

“Oh, shit,” said Charlie. “What happened?”

“I got traded.”

Wynner’s mouth dropped open. “Traded?”

“To Fraser Valley.”

Hammie shook his head in astonishment. “Seriously?” Other players echoed similar sentiments. Nobody liked to talk about being traded, because giving voice to it made it seem more likely to happen.

“At least you’re going to a winning team,” said Wynner. “You’ll get a Chadwick Cup for sure.”

“Yeah,” said Eli. “They won it five years in a row. My dad says he can’t believe they’re still in the WCPHL because they’re so good.”

Novie dragged the zipper of his bag shut so fiercely that the tab broke off and went flying into one of the sinks. “Those guys, they’re just a bunch of glory hounds. They’re not my team.”

Wynner squeezed Novie’s shoulder, all animosity forgotten.

“Only one thing to do,” said Joshie.

The others looked at him.

“Hoolie’s!” he shouted.

Hammie banged his head against his locker in disgust. Goddamn Hoolie’s. 
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Chapter Two
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“He just figured you didn’t want to get special sauce on them, Captain Cheeseburger.”

Hoolie’s is a strange dichotomy in clashing styles. The diner-style restaurant serves plenty of traditional Canadian favorites like beans and toast, back bacon, and poutine. Their burgers are slabs the size of tricycle wheels, ground fresh in the back room by a one-eyed chef named Dunkirk. Not my thing, but they’re Kosher, which is a big deal for Hammie.

Now, you probably pictured a rustic, wood-paneled restaurant with overstuffed Naugahyde benches, ceiling fans coated in yellow grease and dust, and a bar rubbed with thousands of layers of polish. The carpet would be a nondescript brown color with a pattern of slightly-less-brown circles in it that would have been popular forty years ago. The waitresses likewise would have been popular forty years ago. Am I right?

So when I say that the building has a red tile roof and the Hoolie’s sign is being held by a twenty-foot-tall statue of a laughing frog wearing a sombrero, you’d be a bit surprised. The truth is that the owner once took a lengthy trip to Mexico to escape the three women who he was married to simultaneously. While he was down there, he fell in love—not with another wife, but with the look of the place. So if you’re a tourist passing through Fort McWilliams—as unlikely as that sounds—don’t see the giant frog and expect to go inside and get a taco.

For that, you need to hit the Chinese place on the corner.

***
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Sitting inside Hoolies, Hammie reflected that sending off a newly traded teammate was like an Irish wake. There was a lot of drinking, a lot of shouting, a lot of singing, and a lot more drinking.

Hammie nursed his fourth or eighth pint of Moosehead. He’d lost count after Charlie had told the filthiest joke any of them had ever heard and Wynner had passed an entire cheese curd through his nose when he laughed with a mouthful of poutine. 

The beer helped to deaden his aching ribs and mouth. He’d been coming to Hoolie’s since high school. The food was good, the beer was cheap and the waitstaff inconsistent about checking IDs. 

He’d like it a lot better if his girlfriend didn’t work there.

He’d like it a lot better if his girlfriend didn’t work there. 

Wait, he’d already had that thought, hadn’t he? He took another swig of Moosehead.

Most of the guys had regular girlfriends when they were at home, but they hit up puck bunnies on the road. When a bunch of studly young athletes blew into town, it was open season at the local meat market, and the young ladies—and cougars, to be honest—who preferred imported boys to domestic nearly always found players willing and able to satisfy their lusts.

But Hammie didn’t pick up girls on the road. With all his teeth intact and his nose still straight, he was surprisingly good-looking for a hockey player, and the ladies wasted no time lavishing attention upon him. He just didn’t reciprocate it because he had a girlfriend. She was a complete headcase, but he figured the least he could do was be faithful to her.

He met Mylie Stepanik last year at Hoolie’s after a game that had resulted in one of the rare wins for the Aardvarks. She’d blown into town from a small farm to the east, landed an apartment and a job on the same day, and on her first night she was the only waitress on hand when the ‘Varks overran Hoolie’s like monkeys after an overturned banana pushcart. Hammie had cut loose and joined the impromptu, liquor-fueled conga line. Mylie had been a real sport as she’d served up batch after batch of hot wings and pitchers of whatever swill Hoolie’s had on special that night. She’d fended off every pickup line flung at her by the other players. At the end of the night, she’d picked up Hammie and taken him back to her apartment to “break in the new bed,” as she’d put it.

Since then, she’d been his girlfriend. Early on, Hammie realized he didn’t like her very much, but dumping felt like more work than it was worth. He’d rather focus on hockey than her. Nobody from Fort McWilliams had ever made it into the NHL.

He wanted to be the first.

Hammie finished his beer and waved at Mylie to bring him another.

“Hi, baby.” She bent to kiss his cheek. She was pert, with pale skin, eyes like onyx chips, and hair that she dyed black and flat-ironed daily to maintain her Gothic waif look. The other players stared at her bubble butt, barely disguised by her frumpy light blue waitress uniform. “You doing okay? You want some wings or something?”

“No, I’m fine,” said Hammie.

“I wrote today,” she whispered. “I want to share it with you.”

Mylie fancied herself a horror writer. Or, as she had to remind Hammie, an urban fantasy writer. He wasn’t sure exactly what that meant, except she liked to write stories about slender, pale, beautiful vampire boys who seduced slender, pale, beautiful human girls. They all seemed about the same to Hammie, except that the names and settings changed. 

“Yeah, I guess I can,” he said.

He knew how the night would go. He’d come over, she’d read to him, and then he’d have to do that thing she liked. He knew it wasn’t normal, because no other girl had ever asked for it, and it creeped him out. He’d looked it up on the internet one night, and discovered that it not only had a name, but numerous websites devoted to it, which only made it worse, because it was always listed in the Fetishes sections.

“Listen up, you hosers.” Wynner held his mug high in one hand, the other arm wrapped around Novie.

“Schmucks,” suggested Hammie.

“Schmucks, then, thanks to the Kosher Ham over here. A toast...” Wynner struck the classic pose. “To Sergei Novotny, or Novie to his mates. The only asshole who ever got me to drop the gloves.”

Hoots and catcalls resounded from the team.

“He just figured you didn’t want to get special sauce on them, Captain Cheeseburger.”  Charlie banged his mug on the table and slopped beer everywhere.

“You watch yourself.” Wynner lowered his glass to point at Charlie. “I could get to like beating up my own teammates, and I owe you a knock on the head for that joke.” He raised his glass again. Novie grinned and swayed, already well-toasted. “To Novie. May he do well with the Vamps, except when he plays us.”

“Because then he’s fair game!” shouted the rest of the players. They upended their glasses, quaffed, and slammed them down.

Without fanfare or fuss, Novie slid underneath the table.

Joshie turned to Hammie and slurred, “So who you think th’ Vamps unloaded on us to get Novie?”

“Hard to say. I can’t see why they’d make a trade at the beginning of the season.”

“Maybe somebody pissed off his coach,” said Charlie.

Eli Dixon, who had convinced Mylie to bring him a few beers with a lengthy story about how a King Crab stole his ID from his locker during the second period, weaved unsteadily toward the table where Cat Haley sipped her drink with Jarvik Swendsen, the backup goalie.

“Uh-oh,” Hammie said.

“Kid’sh gonna to get himshelf killed.” Joshie burped and settled back to watch the fireworks.

“Should we go get him?” asked Charlie.

Hammie shrugged. “He’s got to learn sooner or later.”

Eli leaned over Cat’s table. She glared up at him. “Well, let’s have it.”

He looked confused. “Have what?”

“Your best line. But after you say it, I’m going to hit you in the face with this mug.”

“They say you don’t date hockey players,” said Eli. “I wanna know why not. You’re hotter than a puck bunny.”

Cat finished her drink. “Is that it?” 

“Yeah, I guess that’s it, sweet thang.” Eli leered at her.

Clunk.

Hammie pushed his chair back. “I think we can go get him now.” 

They took Eli outside to the bus bench after Mylie told him to quit bleeding on the carpet as she was leaving, her shift done. “Don’t be too late,” she said to Hammie before hurrying up the street.

“Ow.” Eli’s voice was muffled from behind a baggie full of ice from the soda fountain. Hammie had drawn the short straw, so he was stuck Minding the Rookie, a chore all veterans loathed and none could avoid. 

“We told you she doesn’t date hockey guys,” said Hammie. “And you shouldn’t have compared her to a puck bunny.”

“What, is she a dyke or something?”

“You want to ask her that yourself?”

“No. Shit, I think she broke my nose.”

Hammie clapped him on the shoulder. “Welcome to the WCPHL, Rookie.”

A bus rolled up to the stop and the door opened. “Hey, are you guys getting on or what?” called the driver.

Hammie waved him off. “Nah, we’re all good.”

“Aren’t you guys Aardvarks?”

Hammie nodded and grinned.

“You guys suck.” 

Eli and Hammie each raised a hand to flip off the departing bus.

“Always nice to meet a fan,” said Hammie. “You going to make it home okay?”

“Yeah, I think so. If I don’t bleed to death on the way.”

An expensive Mercedes SUV glided past. In the back, Hammie caught a glimpse of the Jesus Armani guy nuzzling the neck of one of his girlfriends. Her gasp of pleasure slipped out past the window and the whisper-quiet engine.

Hammie stood up. “You’ll be fine, Rookie. See you at afternoon skate.”

“Where you going?”

“To get laid, I guess.” He’d rather have gone home, but if he didn’t show up, Mylie would come unglued at him the next time she saw him. He trudged the few short blocks to her apartment.

Lacy black shawls hung from the walls of Mylie’s apartment. Her IKEA bookshelves were wedged full of candles and hardcovers with Gothic lettering and bloodstains on the covers. 

Hammie sprawled next to her on the couch. He’d taken a quick shower while she changed into her writing clothes: a skintight black dress, black lacy shawl that matched the ones spread across the walls, a pewter hairband with black stones set in it, and shoes that could only be described as fuck-me pumps. He longed to turn on the television and watch NASCAR or curling or anything so he could fall asleep, but to interrupt Mylie when she shared her writing was to invite her wrath.

“You think this one might get published?” he asked.

“Definitely. I found a publisher on my own. This one is going to be a best-seller, and then we can get out of this two-bit town and go someplace cosmopolitan, like Vancouver!”

“Vancouver would be all right,” said Hammie. “I could probably get onto a team there.”

“What are you going to do if nobody will sign you?”

“Maybe I’ll be a coach.”

Mylie snorted. She opened her laptop. “Here. This is brilliant.”

“Which one is this? Blood Wine?”

She pouted at him. “Sundown, Bloody Sundown. I started it last month.” 

“You write so much I can’t keep track of it all.”

“This is some of the best writing I’ve ever done, Hammie.” She returned her attention to the laptop. 

“Lay it on me.”

“He was glistening in the setting sun, as motes were coalescing around him like they were dust in afternoon sunlight that was shining deliciously through the window of my bedroom. He was so beautiful, and he made me feel beautiful too. ‘You’re beautiful,’ he said to me deliciously, making delicious shivers run down my spine like they were children on the slide of a playground.” Mylie squeezed his thigh. “Isn’t that wonderful?”

“Yeah, it’s great, eh.”

She took a deep breath and moaned a little in contentment. “I love reading my own writing aloud. It’s such a turn-on.”

Hammie groaned inwardly. He knew what was coming.

Mylie shut her laptop. She leaned over and whispered into his ear. “I’m not wearing any underwear.”

“Oh.”

Her teeth sparkled in the candlelight. “Go get a glove and my special oil.”
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Chapter Three
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“Ma, she’s my best friend. It would be like sleeping with my sister.”

There are two kinds of walks for a player who returns to his team the morning after a night spent with a puck bunny. There’s the Walk of Fame, which means your head is held up high, you’ve got a swagger in your step, and maybe even you’re whistling. You got laid last night, by a chick of at least fair-to-middling hotness, and you want everyone to know exactly why your sorry ass is going to be dragging through afternoon skate.

Then there’s the Walk of Shame. That’s when you wake up next to some beast of questionable gender—and species—and realize that the beer goggles were plenty thick the night before. You consider chewing off your arm at the shoulder rather than risk moving it and waking her up. Your teammates rib you mercilessly about your lack of taste/depth of desperation because they all saw who you left with. And all you can do is try to defend your choice by saying how she made you laugh, or that she was pretty hot for a 45-year-old. Hey, it happens to all players at some point, but I always look at it from a practical standpoint. If you’re going to get laid, you may as well enjoy it.

Hammie’s used to the Walk of Shame, but it only happens when he’s coming back from Mylie’s.

***
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Hammie fumbled for his keys in the brightness of the morning. The front door faced east, and the brilliant white paint gave off a glare like an outdoor ice rink. He’d left his sunglasses in his locker at the arena, which did nothing to improve the quality of his hangover. Hammie was ready for a nap. At least the morning was refreshing and cool with a crispness in the air that reminded him winter would arrive any day.

After several abortive attempts, the right key finally found the lock. After last night’s debauchery, the metaphor was not lost upon Hammie. Whenever he hooked up with Mylie, he felt drained, dissatisfied, and vaguely disturbed. He trudged into the house, careful to step out of his shoes and leave them by the front door.

“Who’s that?” called his mother from the kitchen.

“It’s me, Ma. Who else would it be?”

Nancy Hamlisch stuck her head out of the kitchen door. “Well now, I don’t know, or else I wouldn’t have asked.” She had her black hair pulled back into a bun and wore an apron over her workout suit. “Where were you all night? Probably with that gentile girl.”

“Her name’s Mylie, Ma. You know that.” Hammie set his bag at the foot of the stairs. “We went to Hoolie’s last night. They traded Novie to the Vamps so we had to send him off right. Is there any milk?” He wandered into the spotless kitchen and opened the refrigerator.

“Look at you, you’re a wreck. When’s the last time you were outdoors, Hamisch?”

“I was outside just now, Ma.”

“Walking in from the gentile girl’s car doesn’t count.” She slapped his hand away from the milk bottle. “Sit down. I’ll make you something.”

“Really, Ma, just a bowl of cereal would be fine.” Nevertheless, Hammie took a seat at the nook and poured himself a cup of coffee. His father had left the morning paper neatly folded on the table. Hammie rifled through it to find the sports section and check the box scores and see how his teams had done. The Lightning lost to the Rangers. The Canucks fell to the Flames.  The headline for the ‘Varks home opener read All In The Family, along with a beautiful picture of Wynner pasting Novie right in the grill.

“All in the family,” he murmured. “That’s clever.”

Nancy cracked some eggs into a bowl, added milk, tossed in some mysterious blend of spices, and started to whisk the mixture. “I’m making you an omelet. You need real food, not that junk they serve at the stadium.”

“It’s an arena, Ma. The stadium is where they play baseball. And we don’t eat the concessions.”

She dropped a dollop of margarine into a pan and turned on the electric range top. “So I was talking to Janice Nussbaum yesterday. She said her niece Joely is going to be visiting next week.”

“That’s nice,” mumbled Hammie into his coffee cup.

“She’s quite a lovely girl, apparently. And smart. Janice says she’s going to study marketing in Vancouver. Isn’t that interesting?” The egg mixture went into the pan.

“Fascinating, Ma. How old is she?”

Nancy dumped a handful of grated cheese into the omelet and folded the edges up with her spatula. “I’m sure she’s at least seventeen.”

“Seventeen? She’s in high school?”

“Naturally. She’s a little young for college.”

“She’s a little young for me, Ma! Underage.”

Nancy set the nicely-sculpted omelet onto a plate, added some melon slices, and a whole-grain English muffin. “I was only seventeen when I married your father.”

Hammie sighed. Until he settled down, his mother would keep trying to set him up with a nice Jewish girl. “I’ve already got a girlfriend, Ma.”

“A gentile girlfriend who we’ve never even met. Why don’t you ever bring her home? It’s been a year now, Hamisch.”

“I’ll bring her around sometime. I promise.” Hammie didn’t intend to do any such thing, but so long as he kept living under his parents’ roof, he needed to try to keep them happy.

“Eat your breakfast.”

Hammie scarfed down the food while his mom cleaned up her kitchen once more. The article about his team’s loss was brief and didn’t pull any punches. At least the writer didn’t mention Hammie specifically by name, which he supposed was a good thing.

“What about Betsy?” asked Nancy at last.

“What about her?”

“You’ve known her a long time. Why don’t you get involved with her?”

“Ma, she’s my best friend. It would be like sleeping with my sister.”

“You’re breaking my heart, Hamisch. Absolutely breaking your mother’s heart. Your father’s going to come home from the clinic tonight to find me dead on the floor with my heart in a dozen pieces.”

Hammie set his dish in the sink. He put his arm around Nancy and kissed the top of her head. “I promise I’m not going to marry Mylie, Ma. You won’t have to worry about any goy grand-kids.” He headed for the stairs to go to his room.

“Married? Who said anything about married?” called Nancy after him. “You need to get a real job and move out of here first, Hamisch.”

Hammie thudded his feet on the stairs to drown out the ongoing chastisement.

“And get some sun, for goodness’ sake. You look like a vampire.”

Safely ensconced in his room, Hammie flopped onto his bed and flung his arm across his eyes. He knew sooner or later he’d have to stop freeloading off his parents. For the time being, though, he would stay as long as possible. The less time he spent in a day job meant more time he could spend on the ice and build up his skills so he could someday get that shot at the majors.

He sat up and looked around his room. Posters of the great players hung from his walls as inspiration: Sakic, Yzerman, Jagr, Crosby, and Ovechkin. Hammie had developed a wrist shot like a laser, which was tough for goalies to stop when it was on target, and he could skate like he had wheels under him. He still needed to work on his aim, though—the puck blazed past the goal far more often than he would have liked. He just needed more practice, more discipline.

He fired up his Xbox and spent the next five hours playing the latest NHL game.

He jumped when his mother knocked on his door. “You going to spend the entire day locked in your room like a hermit?”

“No, Ma, I’m getting ready to leave now.”

He saved his progress and shut down the console. An envelope beside it caught his eye. It was the application to dental school, left there as a thoughtful and none-too-subtle hint by one of his parents. They both wanted him to forgo a future in hockey for something a little more stable. His father would never be rich, but a career as a dentist had given the Hamlischs a comfortable life, which in turn allowed Hammie to pursue his hockey dreams.

He owed the fact that he still had all of his teeth—a rarity for a hockey player—to his dad, who had taken him into the office one day in junior high and fitted him with a custom mouth guard. Every three months, Hammie had to return to get it refitted. 

He grimaced at the thought of ever working in a clinic named The Fifth Dentist. His father didn’t hold with the whole sugarless gum philosophy and explained that the more people who ruined their teeth, the more business he would have. Hence, when four out of five dentists recommended sugarless gum, he was The Fifth Dentist. Both his parents thought it was a very funny joke, but it just made Hammie wince.

He set the application back down. Maybe someday, when he retired from hockey, he might consider it.

Hammie pulled off his t-shirt. His Star-of-David pendant hung against his collarbone on a slender but sturdy chain. It gleamed in the early afternoon sun. He checked his reflection in the mirror. Yep, bruised ribs. He fingered the discolored spots and winced at the jabs of pain. He’d have to ask Hong, the team trainer, to work some of his magic. The elderly Chinese immigrant had a collection of salves and unguents, which he mixed from ingredients that arrived in mysterious packages wrapped in plain brown paper from exotic places like Bangkok, Nanking, and Tijuana. Where most athletic trainers prescribed therapy, Hong would slap one of his concoctions on whatever part was hurting, smack you in the head for not playing better, and send you on your way. His treatments were generally effective, but often as not, you’d smell like you’d been rolling in something a dog would avoid.

Hammie still had a couple of hours to kill before afternoon skate, so he figured he’d go to the Center. Fort McWilliams didn’t have a large Jewish population, but there was a Jewish Community Center at one end of a strip mall next to, of all things, a barbeque place called The Tasty Pig. Like his peers, he’d grown up hanging out there, playing pool and Foosball, watching hockey on television, drinking beer in the alley behind the building, and considering whether it was worth risking eternal damnation to eat some of the delicious-smelling bacon-wrapped ribs from the restaurant next door. It was a little early, but his friends Betsy and Jimmy might be there, and Hammie felt he needed a peer group.

“Ma, I’m going over to the Center before practice. I’ll be back later.” He hurried down the stairs, pulled on his jacket, and stepped into his shoes.

“Will you be back for supper?” Nancy was in the den, catching up on her backlog of True Blood episodes on the digital recorder while she folded laundry.

“I don’t know. Probably not,” he said as he grabbed his bag. “Me and the boys might grab something downtown.”

“Such a terrible mother I am,” she called from the den. “That my own son not only won’t eat the food I cook, but can’t even be bothered to kiss me goodbye.”

Hammie grumbled, kicked off his shoes, and dashed into the den to give her a peck on the cheek.

Normally, he would be content to ride the bus, but without firm plans for the evening in mind, he preferred the flexibility of having his own car available. He went to fire up The Puke.

The Puke, as everyone called it, was a lime-green 1971 Mercury Cougar. At the moment, it was much more a work in progress than something of which he could feel proud. He’d fallen in love with the car as a teen when he’d seen it slowly rotting away into nothingness in the yard of a rural farm with a faded For Sale sign in the window. When he landed a paying gig on the ice after high school, he cashed the very first paycheck and went to knock on the farmhouse door.

The farmer was an elderly Inuit who was hard of hearing and stank of cheap gin. He’d taken four hundred dollars for the car and laughed as Hammie and his friend Jimmy had wrestled it out of the weeds to tow back to Jimmy’s garage. They spent a whole winter replacing parts, fluids, seats, tires, more fluids, brakes, wiring, and even more fluids. The damn thing leaked like a poorly-glued Super Big Gulp, and one early morning Jimmy called, awakening Hammie, to complain that the piece of shit car had puked antifreeze
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