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      Coming up with a name for a fictional sports team is no easy feat, so naturally I asked my readers for help. They did not disappoint me!

      After receiving almost a hundred ideas, I found I could name an entire league. But now I had a new problem. How do I choose the right name from all the excellent choices for my Boston hockey team?

      In the end, it was a case of love at first sight. I fell in love with the name submitted by Phyllis Hamilton and the Boston Brawlers hockey team became my fictional team and the world of my hockey romance series.

      Thank you so much, Phyllis! This one is for you.
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      He Has Trouble is the first in the Boston Brawlers Hockey Romance Series.

      This story contains steamy love scenes, adult language, some hockey  action and deep shattering angst about loss and regret, followed by redemption and hope and a satisfying happy ending complete with an epilogue.

      I hope you enjoy Brady and Angela’s story of second chance love.
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      Pulling into the driveway of my childhood home, I took a long shuddering breath. Slap shots coming at my face at a hundred miles an hour didn’t cause a blink of my eyes, but the prospect of facing my dad had trepidation freezing my soul. I let out a breath and watched the small fog of air in the cold as I sat in the rental car. Maybe it was the New Hampshire winter freezing me in place.

      Shaking myself free from dread, if momentarily, I couldn’t help trailing my eyes to the house next door. It was all lit up while my dad’s house was dark. Cars were parked up and down the suburban street, clustered around that house. It had to be the Rizzo’s’ annual Christmas Eve party in full swing. A half smile forced its way through the trouble on my face.

      Still sitting in the car, I took in another long cold breath. My eyes traced up the dark drive to the undecorated front door of dad’s house, then turned back to the bright lights of the Rizzo’s’ house. I’d been welcomed there, felt at home there since I’d moved into the neighborhood when I was five years old.

      Fuck. It was a no brainer. It had been three years since I’d seen my dad. What was another few hours? He was probably already asleep—or passed out. Dad had seemed surprised when I’d called to let him know I was coming home, as if he hadn’t heard about the two-game suspension for shoving a ref—the only reason I had time off to come home for Christmas in the middle of a crowded NHL schedule. I didn’t know whether to feel hurt that my father hadn’t followed the team’s news or relieved that the old man wouldn’t know enough to berate me for screwing up. At least not about this.

      I pushed open the door of the rental car, letting in the cold crispy air of the New Hampshire night, drinking in that distinctive pine scent. Unfolding myself from the car, I sauntered over to the Rizzo’s’ house where I could hear the music and laughing. A zip of nervous tension ignited in my gut and I stopped.

      The anticipation thudding in my veins had nothing to do with coming home after so long, nothing to do with dread. The spark I felt had everything to do with seeing my girl next door, Angela Rizzo. The ultimate tom-boy transformed into a sensual siren sometime in seventh grade--around the time I started needing cold showers every time I looked at her. Same time I knew I’d never look at anyone else the same way, with the same longing. Heart thudding, I swallowed down the familiar instant lust.

      It had been too long since I’d seen her for me to get all excited, hadn’t it? Maybe I had no right. But there it was. My insides were all knotted up the same way they’d been that night eight years ago when I’d walked over to her house for our first official date. We’d been sixteen and simple.

      And now things couldn’t be more complicated.

      After three years of absence, everything had changed. For one, no way could I walk in the front door of that party unnoticed. Unlike at my father’s home, I knew what kind of reception I’d get at the Rizzo’s’ house. Mrs. Rizzo had practically adopted me when my mother died. She was the only one I’d kept in touch with, although I was a bad son, even if unofficially adopted, spotty with my communications.

      Even so, I knew for certain the whole family would make a big deal about me, the prodigal son returning home. Mrs. Rizzo had kept a scrapbook of my high school and UNH college hockey accomplishments. The Brady Mackenzie Big Shot Book she’d called it. She’d kept in touch with me more than I did with her since I left for the NHL, the big time. Hell, she’d been the only one to keep in touch. Relentlessly, in spite of my sparse replies.

      After a few exchanged calls in the beginning, I hadn’t heard much from Eddie, Angela’s brother and my former best friend. I hadn’t bothered reaching out after he turned down the tickets to a game I’d sent him. Maybe sending him the airfare had been too much, but hell, I knew he couldn’t afford it.

      But the scrapbook was ancient history and, if truth be told, I was embarrassed about my suspension. Hated that the troublemaker tag that had dogged me since my first fight in junior high. It was high time I got myself under control. I was no angry kid anymore. And I sure as hell didn’t want to be an angry man. Was that what I’d become?

      Bypassing the brick path to the Rizzo’s front door, I went up the driveway and along the cement walkway that ran between their garage and house. It would be best if I eased into the party through the back door. Maybe grab a beer from the keg they’d inevitably have out on the deck.

      A nice buzz would be very helpful before I faced Angela after all this time. I wondered how she looked now, though I had no right to wonder. Had no right to feel the flip in my gut as I pictured her the last time I’d seen her. She’d been my first love. My last love too, if I was keeping track.

      I’d known her all my life. First as the skinny little girl who watched me shoot pucks in my driveway as a kid. Until she grew up and I realized she was hot, that how I felt was not fraternal at all, so I dated her. And then I left her.

      When I got to the back corner of the house, I stopped again, my heart pounding. There was no sense trying to kid myself. She was the real reason I’d come home. Not to see my dad. Forcing myself to move forward, I only got a few more steps before I heard voices. One of them was Angela’s.
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      “How many beers have you had, Tim?” she said.

      “Why? You keeping count now?” I heard the belligerence in Tim Cheskowitz’s voice. Frozen to the spot, my hands fisted and I swore under my breath.

      “I’m going back inside. You can drink by yourself.” Here voice sparked. My heart thudded, listening hard.

      “Don’t go away mad, Angela. This is Christmas. A guy’s entitled to a few cocktails. Besides, I want to talk to you.”

      I heard some shuffling on the deck, but no door opening and closing. Part of me wanted Angela to escape Tim’s obnoxious company. The selfish part of me wanted her to stay and throw him off the deck. When her mother told me she’d started dating Tim I couldn’t believe she’d ever put up with his shit. The asshole had never been good enough for her.

      What I heard next made me sick.

      “I wanted to wait until tomorrow, Angela, but I may as well ask you now. I—that is—will you marry me?”

      I held my breath, horrified at what I was hearing, sick that this nothing shit was in a position to ask Angela to marry him. It occurred to me that I should give them privacy, that would be the right thing to do. But there was no way in hell I wasn’t going to stay to hear Angela’s answer.

      “Tim . . . I don’t know what to say. I thought we agreed⁠—”

      “We agreed that we couldn’t go on the same way we were. So I’m getting serious. I’m willing to commit. That’s what women want from men, isn’t it?”

      Silence. Cold swept over me and I forced my fist open. Maybe I didn’t want to know her answer after all, couldn’t take hearing it, couldn’t stand listening for another second. But that didn’t mean I was leaving this shit with her. I didn’t give a fuck about giving him privacy or politeness. My legs moved me forward, leaving my head behind to think things through while the rest of me took action.

      “No, Tim. It’s not what every woman wants. I don’t want a commitment from you. I want to wait for . . . the right man. For someone who will think of me as special enough to gladly marry me, to love me.”

      “I do love you, Angela. You know that.”

      I didn’t stop moving forward while I listened, my churning gut motivating me to stop the debacle. Determined to be there to pick up the pieces of this train wreck, whichever way it went.

      “I don’t know that, Tim. More importantly . . . I don’t love you.” Her voice had gentled, her words easing my pain even if they were meant for Tim.

      The couple came into view when I got to the bottom of the few short steps up to the deck. Just as Tim reached out to take her arm, she pulled away from him. Then her eyes locked with mine.

      “Hello, Angela.”

      Tim spun around. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      “Hello, Brady.” Her smile spoke volumes, congratulating me on having the worst-best timing in the world.

      “Get lost, Mack. We’re having a private discussion here.”

      “Sounds like the discussion is over to me.”

      Angela heaved a sigh. “He’s right, Tim.”

      Tim looked back and forth between me and Angela and his face took on a mean, snarly look, not far off his usual bad act. But I was used to professional snarlers, hell, I was a pro at snarling myself. So his anger meant nothing to me.

      “Oh, I get it,” he said. “You had this planned all along, didn’t you? You knew Brady was coming back and you figured it was time to throw me aside?” He snapped an accusing glare at Angela.

      “No—”

      “No one knew I was coming back,” I said as I climbed the steps to the deck. “Except my dad. And I don’t think he mentioned it to anyone.”

      Tim smirked. Everyone knew my father had become a reclusive, ornery drunk. I owned it. No sense trying to pretend otherwise. If I hadn’t paid a housekeeper on the regular to look in on him a few days a week, I wasn’t sure my old man would still be alive. I knew the Rizzo’s looked after him too. Knew they knew about his drinking from way back.

      “You’re a piece of work, you know?” Tim said and stood his ground. I took the spot at Angela’s side, not close enough to touch her, but close enough to make my heart race. Tim continued, “Thinking you can come back here and pick up where you left off—coming back with your tail between your legs because you’ve been suspended. A troublemaker as always.”

      “That’s enough from you, Tim. You can leave now.” Angela used the magic tone of voice that some women could employ to make men break. She must have learned it from her mother.

      Tim gave her a long look and then slammed through the back door into the house.

      Then she turned to me, her eyes flashing with accusation, and I knew I’d have hell to pay.

      “I’m sorry⁠—”

      “For what? For eavesdropping on a private conversation? Or for leaving without a backward glance three years ago?”

      Ouch. “I’m sorry on both counts.”

      “Apology accepted for count one.”

      I moved close to her, watching her heave cloudy puffs of air into the cold night.

      “What about count two? What do I need to do to get you to forgive me for that?”

      “I’m not sure, Brady.”

      My chest tightened. The words struck me and I felt as if he might shatter like ice in spite of knowing the truth all along. In spite of not knowing I still cared so much. Or not allowing myself to acknowledge the empty pit that had once been my love-filled heart.

      “It’s cold out here,” I said. Not that I cared.

      “Let’s go inside. My mom will be thrilled to see you.” She paused a beat, softening, “And you look like you could use a hug.”

      “I could. But not from your mother. Not yet.” I looked around in the direction of the detached garage. “You still got the net and some sticks?”

      “You know we do. Want to shoot pucks?” She spoke like we were still neighbors and I’d stopped by. The tightness in my chest eased.

      “That would be groovy,” I said. Our old inside joke. She smiled, the smile I’d seen in my dreams ever since I’d left her behind. I reached out a hand because I was indulging myself and took hers.

      Miraculously, she didn’t pull away as I led her down to the driveway. Her hand felt cold in mine and I wanted to warm her up. Needed to warm her hand and her heart, needed to have a shot at having her back.

      There it was. The urgent need blasted through the blockade I’d erected to protect my chicken shit heart. I was so bad I couldn’t even feel shame about my emotional cowardice, though I knew I should. She knew it too. I let go of her and she opened the garage door, then dragged the net outside. I grabbed two sticks from the rack where they’d always been and a couple of pucks from the bucket.

      “Are these pucks the originals we slapped around a dozen years ago?” I held one up. It had a chunk missing and I could swear I remembered the night it happened. Another angry late-night puck shooting session. I’d come over to the Rizzo’s’ because I couldn’t stand staying at home with my old man. My drunk old man.

      “Forget about it, Brady.” My eyes snapped to hers and I could swear she’d read my mind. “Drop the puck. Let me shoot a few at you. Might help me get over my complex about being deserted.”

      I laughed because she gave me a wry smile. It was all I could do not to close the distance between us and hold her, feel her warmth against me. But since I wasn’t so sure about the warmth, I dropped the puck and passed it to her. She caught the pass and one-timed it past me without missing a beat, right into the back of the net.

      I let out a whistle. “We could use a shot like you on the team. What are you doing next week?”

      She laughed and banged her stick on the ground. “I’m just getting started.”

      Grinning, I dug the puck from the net and passed it back to her. But this time I wasn’t going to stand around and watch. I moved in to play defense and deflected her shot in a lightning move to make it miss the net.

      “Since when do you play defense?”

      “I’ve always been on the defensive. Didn’t you know? According to all the psychologists, I have defensive defiance disorder.” She made a face at me, trying to keep it light. But God help me, I moved closer, because nothing tempted me more than Angela joking around, teasing and playful.

      I reached her and dropped my stick, then took hers from her hand.

      “What are you doing, Brady?” Her words sounded more breathless than wary and that sent a shot of something hot and urgent through me. I put a hand on her arm, then pulled her with me back to the garage.

      “It’s too cold out here. Let’s go inside the garage.” I took her inside the open door and she came with only the smallest bit of reluctance.

      “You’re not cold. I know you. You’ve never let the cold bother you all your life.”

      “It’s you I’m worried about.”

      She snorted and laughed. “Out of the blue you’re worried about me?”

      “I’ve always worried about you. Always cared.”

      Her mouth clamped shut and she stared at me, daring me to keep going.

      I leaned against the side of the old car inside the garage. Glancing at the open door, I thought maybe I should close it, give us some privacy, but that might be one leap too far. For both of us.

      Tugging on her arm again, I pulled her in close so that she was up against me, and I circled my arms around her, swearing to myself when my hand shook. I remembered being in this position with her before, when we were both too young and inexperienced. Innocent. All I could do now was stare into her eyes the same way I’d done then.

      When I did, I saw the memory in her eyes too.

      “You can’t do this, Brady. You can’t just come back here and pretend like you never left me high and dry, like you never broke my heart, and expect to pick up where we left off before you turned into a self-important, cold-hearted bastard.”

      Even if I hadn’t heard the break in her voice, seen the tears glistening in her eyes in the dark shadowy light, I wouldn’t have felt the hurt, the pain and heartbreak. It seared through me, through all the scar tissue of my damaged heart and soul and slammed into me, choking me up. I closed my eyes and breathed, willing myself to hold it together, arms shaking.

      Without realizing it, I’d squeezed her closer to me and caressed her back through the wool coat. My leather jacket was open and I could feel the buttons of her coat pressing into my chest.

      “Don’t you dare clam up. You need to answer to me, you⁠—”

      I shot a hand up to the back of her head and pressed it forward, capturing her mouth with mine, needing to communicate how I felt yet unable to form words. Turmoil swirled a mess of confusion in my head and heart. I couldn’t tell where my head was, whether my heart had banished it forever.

      All I knew was the need to feel her lips, to taste their sweetness again, to test their magic. To see if they still held the power to calm my soul, to ease the excruciating pain of loss. Most of all, to cut through the numbness I’d shrouded myself in these past years without her.

      Her stiffness relented within two heartbeats as she opened her mouth to me, warm and velvety. My heart thumped wildly, my head buzzed with drunken desire, and my cock leapt to life. Damn. Plunging my tongue into her depths, I imagined plunging my hard cock inside her. She was my magic elixir, still, my lifeline to sanity and peace. How had I forgotten that for so long? Why had I refused to believe it?

      Because I was a worthless piece of shit and she deserved better.

      Was that still true?

      I feared it was truer than ever and let her mouth go, let go of her hair, slid my arms down her back. But before I could take my hands from her so that she could escape, I looked into her eyes.

      “You are so damn beautiful. Inside and out. I never did deserve you.”

      She grabbed the front of my jacket and pressed against me, startling me with her force.

      “Don’t say that. It wasn’t true then and it’s not true now. You deserve everything in the world, Brady Mackenzie. I don’t know where you ever got it in your head⁠—”

      “I got it from life.”

      “Bullshit.”

      I almost smiled at that. “Spoken like a lucky little girl from a warm, loving family.”

      “Your family. We’ve always been your family too, Brady.”

      “Right. The adopted son.” I paused and then decided to test my limits. “If that’s true then the last thing I should be doing is kissing my sister.” My words weren’t playful. They were dark. As dark as her eyes went now as she glared back at me. She’d never been the kind to back down. I’d always loved that about her.

      Still did, if the colossal gulp in my chest meant anything.

      “Adopted sisters are perfect for kissing. Didn’t you know? How many kisses, how many times did we need to make love for you to realize that?” Her words were soft and pleading now and disconcertingly vulnerable. I didn’t know if I could stand her letting down her defenses. Maybe I’d counted on her to hold me back, to keep me away from her, from destroying us both. I was trouble, right?

      I touched her forehead with mine when I knew touching was the last thing I should be doing. When I should be shoving her away from me to protect her from getting swept up in my self-destructive streak.

      “You know I’m a selfish bastard, right?” My voice lacked the conviction and strength it should have had. I cleared my throat.

      “I know exactly who you are. You’re a sorry, self-pitying martyr.”

      I lifted my head and studied her serious, angelic face. She was the same Angela. Only older, wiser maybe. These were the words I’d heard only one other person tell me.

      “Have you been talking to your mother?”

      She shook her head and frowned. “Why would you ask that?”

      “Never mind. Maybe you’re right.” I had no choice but to capitulate. But the words didn’t sink in, I didn’t feel the weight or depth of them. Self-pitying martyr was a meaningless label.

      But they ended up in the same place as self-destructive bastard. Didn’t they?

      “Is that all you have to say for yourself? After three years?”

      “I missed you,” I said. The truth I couldn’t controvert. Without thinking, I took hold of her jaw and moved my mouth to cover hers again, to claim her whether I had a right to or not because I was only human and I couldn’t resist her. Forgot why I needed to while the war of my desire and longing won out over my self-pitying martyrdom.

      Somewhere in the hazy background I heard a door close, maybe heard clumsy footsteps on the steps, but I kept my mouth and hands on my Angel, holding her as close as I possibly could through the winter clothing and starting to think about how to get rid of those clothes.
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      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Tim’s words rushed at me like a bucket of ice, too close, and snapped me around.

      “Tim—” Angela pulled away as if she felt guilty. That hurt more than the clumsy punch to my jaw that came next.

      Stepping away from Angela after the blow from Tim, which wasn’t easy to do and not only because she was clutching my jacket and asking me, begging me not to. Because she knew I had a knack for fighting. I relished it, really. Didn’t even mind getting beaten up on rare occasions. I yanked myself away from her good sense and moved around Tim, keeping my arms up and my eyes on him until we were out in the driveway.

      “You have no business being here, Brady. Go home. Go back to your team. Oh wait—that’s right. They don’t want you anymore either.” Tim was loud and belligerent and stupid. But his words hit all the right marks on my bruised soul.

      In spite of the back door opening and closing and the sounds of the stunned audience gathering behind me, I didn’t back down.

      “Brady, don’t. He’s drunk.” Angela’s was the only voice I heard, the only one I listened to. I put my hands down.

      “Go home, Tim,” I said.

      The stupid man came at me. “You go home. You don’t belong here!” Tim swung and I easily moved out of range of the slow punch. Then Tim tried kicking and caught my knee. I’d moved, but not far enough. A pain shot through my right knee, but I shook it off, swearing a string of curses under my breath to the pagan gods that it had better not be injured.

      “You shit-head.” I backed away another step, leading Tim down the driveway. He laughed and then lunged forward.

      “You can’t make it. You’ll never make it. And you’ll never have Angela.” Tim swung and missed again, but he was getting closer, his fury building. He sneered and said, “That bitch is mine.”

      Red rage filled my vision at the disrespectful words. My insides went cold. I stopped moving backwards and fisted my hands.

      “What did you call her?”

      “Brady, no—” I heard Angela in the distance, singled out her voice from among all the other noise and all the other people. But this time I didn’t listen.

      “You heard me. She’s my bitch.”

      As Tim moved toward me, I snapped my left hand forward in a quick jab, hitting him so hard, square in the nose, that in spite of his forward momentum he stopped short, then staggered back. Blood spurted everywhere as I caught Tim before he fell and spun him away toward the street.

      The crowd of people in the driveway came into focus as I looked around, holding my left hand in my right and feeling it start to throb and swell. Fuck. I’d used my left hand purposely to save my right, but I shouldn’t have hit the bastard so hard. Testing my knee I took a step as Angela came to my side. There was a twinge, but nothing serious. Ice and two days rest—the two days I had to spend here—would cure it.

      Mrs. Rizzo was right behind her daughter, giving me a wan smile with her arms open.

      “Welcome home,” she said. Then she clutched me in her usual motherly embrace, making me remember what I’d missed, making me shake with the crumbling of defenses around my soul.

      “Merry Christmas,” I said, hugging her back. My words were only partially ironic and I knew my second mother would get it. She let me go. Mr. Rizzo and Eddie went to Tim as he held his nose. Eddie pulled Tim’s head back by the hair.

      “You’re supposed to keep your head up and back when you have a bloody nose, dimwit.”

      “You’ve had too much to drink,” Mr. Rizzo said. “I’m calling you a cab.”

      “You should call an ambulance.” Tim pointed at me. “You’ll be sorry you did this, hot shot. I’ll get you in so much trouble no one in the NHL will want you.” He took out his phone.

      “What are you doing?” Mr. Rizzo said.

      “Calling the cops.” Tim stared at me. The cold in my gut froze. This idiot could get me into deep fucking trouble, a world of trouble worse than I was already in. I couldn’t afford another scrape with the police. Especially not now while I was on suspension. The league would put me on probation. That would put my entire fucking career at risk.

      I didn’t want to think what would happen to me if I managed to derail my career. The one thing I had going for me. Up until now. I thought of my old man, broken and alone and I sucked in my pride.

      “What’ll it be worth to you to put your phone away?” I knew from experience that money talked.

      Angela gasped and lunged forward, as quick as ever. “No way.” She tore the phone from Tim’s hand. “You’re not calling anyone. You took the first shot and I’ll swear to my grave that Brady was protecting me from you if you so much as think of telling anyone anything different.”

      “You wouldn’t lie for him.”

      “Look, no one has to get in trouble here,” I said.

      “You’d get in big trouble with the league if this went public and I don’t care because that's my fiancée you were playing fucking games with.”

      I flashed a look at Angela. She looked furious. I knew the look well.

      “I’m not your fiancée, you delusional ass,” she said, voice loud. “And if you don’t get out of here right now, I’ll be spreading some nasty rumors about you to give everyone in town some reasons why I’m not.”

      “What are you talking about?” Tim sounded less sure of himself now. “Give me my phone back.”

      “No.” She dropped it on the ground and then slammed her heel into it, grinding it until it was clear the phone would never work again.

      “You crazy bitch!” Tim took a step toward Angela, but there was no way I was going to let him move an inch closer. I stepped in front of Angela and put raised my fisted hands. Eddie stepped in front of me and Angela with his arms folded.

      “You touch my sister and you’re dead meat,” Eddie said. “Whatever’s left of you when I get done with you, he’ll mop up and throw in the trash.” There’d been a reason Eddie Rizzo had been my best friend growing up. I loved him like a brother, though I hadn’t behaved like it lately.

      A taxi pulled up at the end of the driveway and Mr. Rizzo opened the door, handing the driver some bills and giving instructions. Mrs. Rizzo shoved her way into the fray and gave Tim a cold cloth. “Tim, you go home now and don’t come back again unless you’re ready to apologize.”

      Eddie ushered Tim into the cab and, when the door was closed, I looked around for Angela. She was nowhere to be seen. Before any of the Rizzo’s or other guests had a chance to besiege me, I figured I ought to disappear too and I trotted to the gap in the hedge along the driveway and slid through. I’d brought a bottle of Jack Daniels with me and in spite of the burning need not to end up like my father, I would open the bottle. Hell, I might need to drink half of it before I could sleep. In my old bed in the small bedroom down the hall from my snoring old man. Like I’d done for years, dreaming of the day I’d escape the misery of the place.

      Sitting in the dusty living room on the old sagging couch while my old man snored away upstairs, I hardly watched the hockey game on the television. After my third shot of JD, when I couldn’t get the feel of Angela in my arms, the taste of her lips from my head, I knew I’d need to figure out a way to get her back. It would take more than shooting a few pucks and stealing a kiss in her garage. We weren’t sixteen anymore.
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      When I’d gotten back to my old man’s house that night I’d found him sleeping in his chair. I’d tried waking him but it had been no use. He’d snarl at me in between his snores and settle back into a deep sleep rhythm. He hadn’t been sleeping, not a true restful sleep. He’d been passed out.

      But the way his head had fallen and his body was bent had looked damn uncomfortable. I couldn’t leave him there like that, even knowing he’d probably spent many a night passed out in his chair. But that night would be different. He had me to take care of him. His big strong son, those familiar words had been the ones he’d used to describe me to any and all who would listen all my life. Even when I’d been a bastard and he’d been a drunk S.O.B.

      I’d lifted him from the chair. He’d been disconcertingly light. It had been too easy to carry him up the stairs to his bed. Pulling down the covers with one hand, I’d laid him down. Undressing him, I’d removed his shoes, socks and pants, leaving on his shirt. He’d been scrawny, skin and bones with a distended stomach all out of proportion to the rest of him. All signs of him being the drunk I’d already known he was.

      Even so, having seen his condition worried me as I’d pulled the covers over him. It had been easy to forget that he was old now, not having seen him for three years. And in that moment, as I’d looked down at his sleeping face, resting peacefully in his bed, the snoring quiet, it had been easy to remember him as the father who drove me to hockey every Saturday and Sunday morning. Up until Mom got too bad to be left alone.

      Sleep was fitful for me that night. I dreamed of Angela. And then I dreamed of the bloody face of the ref I’d punched and the immediate horrifying regret.
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      Regret still gripped me in the morning as I came down to the old disheveled kitchen. I heard a loud knock and with my hair still wet from the shower, I opened the back door to find Angela standing there with a basket of muffins and a thermos of coffee. The sight and smell made me want to drop to my knees and promise myself to her forever. But I kept my cool out of habit.

      “There’s a reason they call you Angel.”

      “Yeah. It’s part of my name. Let me inside before I freeze.”

      She came inside the dingy kitchen and transformed the place, replacing the stale air with the scent of cinnamon and coffee—and whatever the hell that intoxicating perfume was that I knew as Angela. She looked as delicious as she smelled, but I didn’t dare tell her that. I’d already gotten into enough trouble kissing her last night. She’d deserted me after the fight was over and I was certain it had something to do with my out of control behavior. But damn if I could regret punching that bastard Tim.

      “I wasn't sure if you were still talking to me after I ruined your party last night. Not exactly the impression I wanted to make on my homecoming.”

      “It’s not your fault my ex-boyfriend is an ass.”

      “Glad he’s your ex. I heard you’ve been seeing him for a few years.”

      “It hasn’t been good between us for a while. I don’t know what I ever saw in him.” She looked away and shook her said. “No, that’s not right. I should be truthful with you. I only saw him in the first place because I’d had my heart broken and needed someone. And there aren’t a lot of young men to choose from around here.”

      “Why did you stay?”

      She shrugged. “I had a job and a home and family. And . . . no one gave me a reason to leave.”

      “You could have⁠—”

      “What? Followed you to Toronto? To another country where I know no one and had no job?”

      I remained silent because I knew she was right. I hadn’t asked her to come with me, had made no promises, no commitment. And for the life of me, I couldn’t think now of why the hell I’d left her behind when I’d wanted her so much. How the hell had that ever seemed like a good idea?

      Then it all came back when Mack Mackenzie walked into the kitchen. I hadn’t been good enough for Angela. I had been no good. Period. Not yet. I’d been too angry at the world, at my old man.

      The old man grunted at us and went back out of the room toward the bathroom.

      I’d needed to escape from my father, to leave the heartache of my life behind and start over fresh. Create a new spotless reputation. I’d needed to become someone who deserved Angela.

      “I was a fool. I wanted a clean slate. Thought I could leave my past behind if I didn’t look back. Make good.” Come back some day for you when I wasn’t a self-destructive idiot. She’d haunted me in my dreams. Right alongside my dead mother and my drunken live father. Nothing had changed. In spite of my intentions, I was still the same troubled troublemaker.

      “I was a fool too,” she said. My heart hurt to see the pain in her eyes now. “Maybe it’s time to let the past go.”

      I wasn’t sure what she meant by that, whether it meant that she forgave me for past mistakes, or whether she was over me and what we’d had was in the past. My gut churned. I was afraid to ask. Instead I said, “I sent tickets. No one came to a game.”

      She shrugged. “No one has money to take time off and fly to Toronto for a hockey game.”

      I nodded, scolding himself. I’d known that, had maybe even counted on it at the time, wanting to make an empty gesture to ease my guilt but not ready to face my past again.

      I had no idea what made me think I could face it this time. Inevitability? Christmas holidays? Maybe after three years, I finally realized I couldn’t undo my past by forgetting about it, by forgetting the people who’d helped me through it. Couldn’t escape my ghosts by leaving because they’d followed right along with me.

      In the end, I couldn’t let my old man go, wasting away until he was a corpse, without seeing him again. Mack had been a good man and a good father before Mom died. Getting me started in hockey. Driving me to practices and games, even after mom got sick, back when we’d still had hope that she would get better. It had been a long and torturous fight. Had taken everything out of dad, leaving nothing but a husk of a man when my mother was gone.

      "I don't know why I stayed with Tim so long." Her words brought me back to the present. I studied her face. It was unchanged, simply beautiful. Creamy white skin and long dark lashes framing dark eyes full of fun and innocence, hiding a depthless strength.

      She’d held me together on more than one night, covered for me too many times to count. Shamed me into doing the schoolwork so I could qualify for the NCAA scholarship to the University of New Hampshire.

      "Yeah, why did you stay with that fucker?" I couldn’t help the anger. Force of habit. “Sorry.”

      "No apologies for calling a spade a space. I stayed—I don’t know.” She huffed a breath. “Not a lot of choices. Did you know the average age in New Hampshire is forty-one years old?"

      I laughed, though I hated thinking of her looking for men to date and was glad she hadn’t tried very hard to find someone worthwhile. Because one thing I was sure of was that if she’d really and truly put herself out there, men would have flocked.

      “Maybe you stayed with Tim because he was a shield, so you didn’t have to find someone real—or so a real man wouldn’t find you.” I held my breath, hoping she’d admit to it.

      “Oh yeah? You get a degree in psychology while you were off in the summers?”

      “No, but I did have a lot of time on my hands to think in the off-season.” In truth, I’d seen a few shrinks. Some at my team’s insistence. I’d have to go back to one of them again now, a league condition to return from the suspension.

      She nodded. “I bet. You never came home. That first summer, I kept waiting for you to show up. I’d look out the window every time I heard a car in your driveway. But it was never you.”

      “When did you give up looking?” I held my breath. We both knew I was asking when she’d given up on me, on us.

      She shrugged. “Tough question. It was a long, slow process. My hope eroded in tiny pieces. Like losing weight an ounce at a time. A little bit every day.”

      I heard the pain in her voice and felt it in my belly, in my heart.

      “I know.”

      “You know what?”

      “How that kind of loss feels. I didn’t want to have to feel it again. But I did.”

      She reached out, put her hand on mine. I looked at her delicate fingers, felt their softness and warmth and clasped them like a Venus flytrap closing. She was the cure for my heartache at some elemental level.

      “I’m sorry, Brady. I’ve always been sorry. I don’t know how to make things better for you.”

      “Don’t say that.”

      She stood. “I should go. Maybe you should talk to your dad.”

      Jumping up from my chair, I felt panic closing in like I hadn’t felt since I’d been a kid. “Don’t go.”

      “It’s Christmas day, Brady. We have things to do at the house. You’re invited for dinner. You and your dad. Mom’s expecting you to get him to come over.”

      Pride had me refusing to admit that I had no idea if I could handle my dad. I’d have to figure a way.

      “I’ll do it. What can I bring?”

      “Yourself. Wear an ugly Christmas sweater if you have one.”

      “An ugly Christmas sweater, eh?”

      “Eh? You going Canadian on us?”

      I chuckled. “I told you I’ve changed.”

      “Did you really?”

      “Not completely. I’m still the charmer you once fell for.”

      “For all the wrong reasons.”

      “You’re really going to make me work for this, aren’t you?”

      “Anything worth having . . .”

      “You’re turning into your mother.”

      “That’s the nicest compliment you’ve ever given me.”

      I raised my brows. “I’ll have to work on that then. I love your mother, but not that way.”

      She laughed and threw her hands in the air.

      “I’m leaving now.” She went to his back door and opened it, the way she’d done so many mornings, escaping from my house after spending the night to sneak back into her home before anyone in her house woke up. The well in my chest of unbearable longing to feel that bliss again, of waking up with her next to me in my bed, warm and loving and giving, almost brought me to my knees.

      What the hell had I done, throwing that away?

      I’d been a foolish angry kid.

      The question was, had I grown up enough to deserve her now?

      Or was I still a shortsighted troublemaker with a chip on my shoulder and something to prove to the unjust universe?

      She glanced back at me, as if she’d heard my thoughts and aimed those soul-melting eyes of hers at me.

      “I’ve missed you terribly,” she said. “I’m looking forward to spending some time with you.”

      Then she disappeared out the door.
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      “Dad, put your arm through the shirtsleeve. I’ll button it.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “To the Rizzo’s’ for Christmas dinner.” It was more than alarming to witness the deteriorated state of the old man’s mind. He was barely sixty years old, but he may as well be eighty. It was no wonder he hadn’t realized I’d been put on suspension for the incident with the ref. Not the first time that had happened. I’d always been convinced the refs were out to get me ever since my mother’s condition required my dad to stop paying attention to me, leaving me to hitch rides with whoever I could to get to practices and games. The Rizzo’s took over, but that hadn’t eased my anger. Maybe made it worse, piling resentment on top of the self-pity.

      My father had started out being on my side in the battles with the refs once upon a time. Then he became indifferent and finally angry. I could identify with that.

      It was a lot easier to be angry than sad. I should know. I’d been an emotional coward for a long time. I’d been better when I was with Angela, but I’d decided all on my own that wouldn’t last, allowed myself to be convinced by my agent that I needed a fresh start. Allowed myself to believe I needed to prove something to the world before I could have her. I hadn’t realized my agent’s sister had designs on me and I’d been flattered. For a while. Before I realized I’d been a fool.

      Helping my old man to his feet, I took the knit cap with the Toronto Stars logo emblazoned on it from a bag I’d tossed on the kitchen table earlier. There’d been no tree to put it underneath.

      “What’s this?” Dad said.

      “Your Christmas gift.” I pulled the hat onto my father’s head as I watched the old man’s reaction, realization dawning on him.

      “You play hockey for that team.”

      “Yeah. I do.” I put an arm through the crook in my old man’s elbow, grabbed the bag with the rest of the gifts I’d brought for the Rizzo’s, and led him to the back door.

      “Since when did you get so tall?” My father looked up at me with bloodshot eyes as we walked out onto the back steps. Luckily there’d only been a dusting of snow.

      “Since you shrunk down in your old age.”

      “Don’t be a wiseass. I’m still strong enough to give you something to think about.”

      I snorted. I’d been given plenty to think about by my father in the years since my mother had passed. Not much of it good. But still, as I held onto my old man, walking with him the short distance to the back door of our neighbors and friends, the real frailty of him—mental and physical—sent a shot of fear through me.

      The Rizzo’s’ back door was opened for us before I had a chance to knock. I stepped inside the warm, aromatic kitchen bustling with noise and coordinated movement like a ballet of Italian family holiday cooking. My smile was automatic even as my chest tightened at how much I’d missed these holiday dinners with the Rizzos during my self-imposed exile. Now it felt like home and at the same time foreign to me because it had been a while.

      Stepping into Maria Rizzo’s open arms, I gave her a kiss on the cheek and let the solid maternal warmth of her seep in.

      “Merry Christmas,” she said and so did I, with meaning this time. Mr. Rizzo shook my father’s hand and then turned to me.

      “Sorry about that mishap last night,” he said. “You don’t need to worry about Tim bothering you. He’s been warned about opening his big mouth. And warned about blackmailing you for money.”

      “Thank you,” I put out a hand to shake the man’s hand, but Frank Rizzo clapped me in a bear hug instead. It was hard to believe this vital man wasn’t much younger than my old man. Several of the other ladies from the Rizzo clan chimed in with denigrating commentary about Tim, some in Italian, punctuated by holiday greetings while they worked at making ravioli and getting it into a pot. I caught sight of Angela in her holiday apron carrying a pot filled with water to the stove.

      “Let me get that for you,” I said. Rushing to her aid in the crowded kitchen before she had a chance to put me off.

      She pretended surprise. “I wouldn’t think of burdening our famous guest, dropping in from his world travels.”

      I raised my middle finger and she laughed. Frank grabbed my hand. “None of that now. This is a holy day, remember.” His smile belied his scolding.

      “Go on into the living room, the three of you. Watch a game.” Mrs. Rizzo shooed me, my old man, and her husband from the kitchen.

      “That’s right,” Frank said as he led us through the short hall to a cozy living room decked out with an oversize tree. “We’ll get a chance to watch the Toronto Stars play without their star player and see if they fall apart.”

      “Go ahead. Rub it in.” Funny, but I felt no resentment at the jab, not even a flicker of irritation at the reminder that I’d been suspended. We sat my old man in a recliner.

      “Can I get you anything, Mack?” Frank said.

      “A drink.” Dad was quick to respond and I noticed the shake in his hand as he gripped the chair.

      “Not yet. How about some coffee or water?” I said, gritting my teeth. My old man made a whatever gesture with his shaky hand. Frank gave me a pat on the back before he disappeared back into the kitchen. I took a seat on the couch with Eddie.

      “You staying a while?” Eddie asked.

      “You know it’s a two-game suspension. Then I go back.”

      Eddie nodded. “You should have kicked Tim’s butt, knocked him out cold.”

      “Fine way to talk about your sister’s almost-fiancé.” I couldn’t resist chiding Eddie.

      “You coming back? For the summer?”

      “I don’t know, Eddie. Maybe.” I meant it. For the first time, I truly considered it a good thing, and I knew it was all about Angela. Depended on how much we could reconnect, if I could really do it, commit to her this time. My gut knotted thinking about it, so I wiped the possibility from my mind.

      Eddie snorted. “I don’t see why not. Beautiful downtown Manchester, New Hampshire. Best place in the world, isn’t it? I mean compared to Toronto and LA and wherever the hell else you’ve been for the last three years.”

      “Hawaii. I went surfing at Waikiki last summer.” I kept a straight face.

      Eddie smacked my shoulder as I knew he would and he laughed.

      “Let me get us some beers. I don’t care if it’s only eleven in the morning. It’s Brady Mack’s homecoming and that calls for a celebration.” Eddie stood and gave me the kind of serious look of affection that I hadn’t seen or felt since I’d said goodbye to my friend. I nodded.

      What kind of fool had I been? Humility flooded me, choking my throat. I looked over at my old man sitting in the chair. He’d nodded off. He looked comfortable and peaceful.

      Kind of like I felt right now. The kind of feeling I hadn’t felt in far too long. The kind of feeling I’d been looking for, as the song went, in all the wrong places.

      Two beers and one period of hockey later, Mrs. Rizzo announced, “Dinner is served.” The assorted guests, Angela’s three other siblings besides Eddie, and aunts, uncles and cousins, stormed the dining room. I knew them all. The Rizzo’s were a tight-knit family and you couldn’t know one of them without knowing them all.

      I went to my old man, who was still dozing in his chair, and nudged his shoulder. Nothing. Fuck. He couldn’t be passed out already. I put a hand on one shoulder and shook it with more determination. No way would I let him do this, ruin the Rizzo’s Christmas dinner. “Dad, wake up.” There was no response, not even a flinch or a whimper. Or a breath.

      I went still. Fuck, fuck, fuck. Taking a shaky breath, I touched his face. Cold. Pressed my fingers to his neck, to the place where his carotid artery should be pulsing. It wasn’t.

      The excruciating pain of realization shot through my chest and into my gut, nearly buckling me in two. My father was dead. Gone.

      “God no,” I growled like an animal. “Dad!” Shaking the old man, knowing it was useless, anger boiled through me bubbling to the surface, rescuing me from the pain, from the emotions stinging my eyes.

      “What is it?” Angela said from the doorway. When I turned to look at her, I didn’t hide a thing, let the seething pain pound back to the surface, twisting and wringing everything in me. Angela rushed to my side and took my old man’s wrist to feel for a pulse, patting his face softly. “Mack? Mack?”

      She looked up at me. I sunk down, hunched over the dead body of my father. My old man was gone.
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      Mr. and Mrs. Rizzo took over the logistics and let me sit like a stone all day. The only way I knew I was alive was the fact that I could feel Angela next to me. Breathing in her scent, listening to her voice kept me held together, kept the excruciating pain from surfacing again. After my old man’s body was taken away and everyone who didn’t live in the house was gone, I knew it was time for me to leave.

      When I stood from the couch, I found I had Angela’s hand in mine and there was no way I was letting go of it.

      “Come with me?”

      She nodded. She didn’t even bother bringing a toothbrush with her, just followed me to the door, still holding onto my hand as if she knew she was my lifeline. Not bothering with coats or good-nights except for Mrs. Rizzo’s quick hug at the door, I left with Angela in tow.

      When we got to my house, the choking cold of the place didn’t bother me. I didn’t bother turning on the lights. The street light from the corner of the street sifting through the windows in a ghostly glow was enough to see us to the stairs. Still holding onto her hand, I led her up to my room. The same room where we’d stayed together the first time we’d made love. And the last time.

      As I stepped inside, I flicked the light on and pulled her to face me, held her tight, leaned against the wall. I wanted to see her face, drink her in.

      “Stay with me.”

      She nodded.

      “All night. Sleep with me.”

      “Oh, Brady.” She buried her face in my chest, holding her arms around me.

      “I don’t want to talk about it,” I said. “About him. He’s gone now. With her—with my mom. Where he wanted to be all along.”

      She looked up. “He loved you, you know.”

      I nodded, though I wasn’t so sure it was true. Maybe. If love was a mean thing between fathers and sons sometimes. Most of the time. Since I was eleven years old.

      “I don’t want to talk about him.” I said it again with more meaning this time.

      “You want to talk about us, instead?”

      I checked her eyes to see if she was teasing. “You’re a bold one.”

      “I’m standing in your bedroom, about to sleep with you.” She shrugged. “I figured this might be a good time to clear the air.”

      “I thought we did that. The kiss⁠—”

      “The one followed by the fight?” She was teasing now. Sort of. It was her way. I liked it.

      No, I loved her ways.

      “Shoot then. The conversational floor is all yours.” I let her go, slipping my hands from her. And stepped away from her so I could pull my sweater over my head. She stared. When I started unzipping my jeans, she stopped staring and turned away. Reaching out, I turned her back around to face me as I kicked my shoes and pants aside.

      “Don’t get shy now. You’ve seen me naked before.”

      “You want to have this conversation naked?” She raised one brow in challenge. This was my kind of challenge.

      “It’s my experience that everything between a man and a woman goes better when they’re both naked,” I said. “Conversations, fights, making love.”

      “I guess I know what your intentions are, then.” She pulled her sweater over her head to reveal a lacy red bra barely holding in her magnificent breasts. I’d always loved her breasts. I wanted to touch them, but I didn’t. Instead I pulled off my boxers to reveal my enthusiasm.

      She smiled and pulled off her shoes and pants.

      “I feel like we should be drinking shots or playing cards as we strip. Like we’re playing a game,” she said, standing in front of me, unself-conscious and breathtaking in her beauty.

      “No games. I’m serious. I want you, Angela. I need you.”

      “Tonight?”

      I nodded. I couldn’t think past now, past this minute. If I let my mind get to the edges of the present, things started going black and pain intruded. “Living in the moment, Angel. That’s all I got right now.”

      Her dark eyes shone with understanding and she came to me, reaching out. I took her into my arms and tumbled onto the bed with her. I lost myself in her kiss as our mouths got greedy. I should be hungry for food, but all I could think about eating right now was her, eating her out, licking her slick juicy pussy until she writhed, screamed my name, made me forget the entire universe, yesterday and tomorrow.

      She arched into me as I stroked my hand over her ribs, down to the curve of her waist and up again. Reaching my hand around to her back, I flicked the clasp of her bra open and dragged it from her shoulders. Lifting my mouth from hers, I balanced over her so I could look my fill at her gorgeous breasts, their deep rose nipples swelled and begging me for attention.

      She slid her bra all the way from her arms and tossed it aside, her eyes glassy with that passion I remembered, as her hands roamed over my shoulders and arms, and came around to my chest. She pinched my nipple and said, “Don’t just stare, Brady. I want to feel you suck on my nipples, I want you⁠— “

      I didn’t give her a chance to finish her sentence, her words driving me wild, making my blood race hot and straight to my cock, hard and twitching between her belly and mine, as I lowered my mouth and sucked her nipple inside and caught it between my teeth. She cried out, spread her hands through my
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