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        1. Ivan Petrov   “Petey”   Russia,   Goalie

        8. Cliff Royston   ”Royster”   Canada,   Winger

        10. Devin Oppedisano   “Oppy”   Canada,   Winger

        11. Alek Denbrowski   “Denny/Alek”   Canada,   Winger

        12. Corwin Cashman   “Crash”   USA,   Defense

        17. Josh Middleton   “Ducky”   Canada,   Winger

        18. John Deeker   “Deek”   Canada,   Winger

        22. Gerber   “Gerbs”   Switzerland,   Winger

        23. Brian Barnes   “Barnes”   USA,   Winger

        25. Phin Collins   “Bongo”   Canada,   Center

        32.Braydon Mitchell   “Mitch”   USA,   Goalie

        33. Lars De Vries   Netherlands,   Goalie

        44 Justin Johnson   “JJ”   Canada,   Defense

        57 Whittaker Cooper   “Coop”   USA,   Defense

      

        

      
        Coach Osgood:    Canada

        Coach Salo:    Sweden

        Scout:    Trainer
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        We’re Not Going to Make It

      

      

      

      Justin

      

      Eleven years ago, August

      

      My phone pings again and I groan. Mia and I don’t get a lot of time together, just the two of us. Most of the time she’s helping her family and I’m working out or training for hockey, especially since New York drafted me a couple of months ago. Time like this, when we have the house to ourselves? It’s precious.

      Another ping. I don’t want to answer it, but… “I’ll just check who it is.”

      She would do the same, worried that something had happened to her family, so she nods. I press one last kiss to her belly then grab the phone.

      There’s a text. The annoying message is from Dad. It’s important to talk to me. In person. Right away.

      I show it to Mia. “I don’t know what his problem is, but I’d better go see him. I’ll drop you off. Sorry.”

      Mia straightens her T-shirt. I wanted to do more than make out today, but I bite back my frustration. I hope we’ll still find time to meet like this once university starts in the fall. But in four years we’ll both head to New York, if I’m playing there. Or wherever. We’ll have all the time together we want. It’s what I dream of, more than playing in the NHL. Me and Mia. Forever.

      “I hope everyone is okay.”

      For a moment I worry about my twin, Jess, still vacationing in England. I double-check messages on my phone, but nothing from her.

      “If it was something about Jess, he’d want Grandma too.” I’m reassuring myself as much as Mia.

      “Maybe they want you to go to New York.” Ever since the draft she’s been worried.

      “Mom and Dad don’t care. I told New York that I was going to college before I was playing. You, me and Jess are all going to be freshmen at Simon Fraser, so we’re good.” I kiss her. Quickly, or we’ll never leave. “There’s nothing to worry about.”

      I pull on my shirt and tug her up from my bed. Even if we didn’t get to have sex, my sheets will smell of her tonight, so I smile. We head downstairs.

      Mia looks around the empty house. “Do you think your grandmother knows what we do when she’s out?”

      I shrug, but she does. She makes a big deal out of letting me know when she’s going to be away for a few hours. If I tell Mia, she’ll be self-conscious. She worries about her own family so much, I want coming here to be relaxing for her.

      I drop her at the Bailey house, with a few more kisses, and then head to the condo Mom and Dad have in Vancouver. It’s a penthouse with a water view, but Jess and I stay with Grandma. Mom and Dad travel so much that the place is empty most of the time anyway. It’s not home. Grandma’s house is.

      I send Jess a quick text while I ride up in the elevator. It’s probably too late for her, but I want to make sure she’s okay.

      Mom and Dad are waiting for me, and I stop in the doorway. Dad’s hair is a mess, like he’s been running his hands through it, and Mom is chewing her fingernails. I’ve never seen her do that. They both look panicked.

      “Come in, Justin. Something’s happened.”

      No shit. Mom doesn’t comment on the sweats I’m wearing, so that also tells me she’s really worried.

      “Have you been listening to the news?”

      I shake my head, now positive something happened in England. What’s wrong with Jess? But I don’t ask, as if these few extra seconds before I find out will somehow mean she’s okay.

      “The Denbrowskis have fled the country with all their clients’ investments. They were running a Ponzi scheme.”

      It takes a moment for that to work through my head—I was so focused on my twin. “So nothing is wrong with Jess?”

      Mom frowns. “Why would anything be wrong with Jess?”

      “Because…” And then I let it drop. “So these Denn-whatevers ripped people off. Did they steal some of your money?” Mom is rich, and she’d freak out about that, since they might have to cut back on some expenses.

      “Not some. All.”

      All? They’re exaggerating, right? How the hell could someone steal all of their money? “How much did you invest with them?”

      “Your mother said. All. They had documents, referrals. The return was better than what we’d been getting…”

      Mom and Dad had been greedy. “But you didn’t touch our money, right? Not mine and Jess’s?”

      Mom chews on a fingernail again before standing up and walking to the windows. Dad watches her with furrowed brows, then answers me. “We wanted you two to have as much as possible as well.”

      Fuck. “So the college fund? The money we were supposed to get when we’re twenty-one?”

      “All gone with the Denbrowskis.”

      Math has never been my strong point, but I try to figure out what this means and what we can do. “I have my scholarship at SFU for hockey, so that takes care of me. Can you maybe sell this place and get something smaller?” Jess doesn’t have a scholarship—she never considered applying, since we have money. How can we work this so that she can still come to SFU this fall?

      Dad’s lips pinch. “We mortgaged this place. And the place in Palm Springs.”

      My jaw drops. “When you say you’ve lost everything, you really mean everything?”

      Dad nods. “Your mom’s a wreck. We’re trying to put together how much, and what we can salvage.”

      “You have a plan?”

      He looks at Mom, then back at me. “We have something, if you’re willing to help.”

      “Of course.” We aren’t super close, the way some families are, but we are family.

      “We’ll be listing the properties, hoping to sell for enough to cover the mortgage. If we don’t have the funds for a smaller place, we might have to move in with my mom.”

      His mom. Grandma. He’s talking about the house in Port Coquitlam. Holy. Shit. Things are bad if that’s an option. Mom and Grandma do not get along. And it’s a three-bedroom house. Right now, there’s a room for Grandma, one for Jess, and one for me. Maybe I’ll move into the basement? The couch isn’t great, but I didn’t ask SFU for student housing since I could commute. And what will Jess do for school? It’s too late for her to get a job, and she’s counting on her college fund.

      “So you want me to move into the basement?”

      Suddenly Mom speaks. “No. We want you to go to New York.”

      The room starts to spin around me and I drop into a chair. “What?”

      “We need everyone to help. Your dad and I can do something with the travel agency—that wasn’t touched. If you can get a hockey contract, then your expenses are covered. And maybe you can help us out?”

      “But—”

      New York wants me at prospects camp next week and training camp in September, they’ve already said. They lost their best defenseman to retirement over the summer, and a couple more to free agency. It isn’t likely that I’d play with the NHL team right away but it’s a pretty sure thing that I could make the farm team. The money isn’t as good on the AHL level, but it’s more than I can make anywhere else.

      But…as much as I love playing hockey, I have other dreams. I want to go to university and learn something. With hockey, I might get injured, not make the big league—I need a backup plan. And I want to be with Mia, not on the other side of the continent. She can’t leave PoCo, not now with her siblings so young and her mother unable to handle things on her own.

      Mom crosses to me, gripping my hands and swallowing hard. “They’ll be caught, the Denbrowskis, before long, so we just need to get through these next months. Maybe a year. I know you have plans, and I hate to ask, but if you could put them off for a year. Jess won’t be able to go to university with you anyway, and your girlfriend will understand—she takes care of her family.”

      I want to say no. It isn’t my fault, so why do I have to give up everything? But to stay here, going to school when Jess can’t, everyone packed in at Grandma’s… Can I really do that? If I ask Mia to wait for a year, she can still go to school, and maybe I’ll do three years of hockey with SFU after, if they’ll let me. Finish my degree in the offseason, if I end up playing.

      And Jess—Jess would give up her plans for me. We’ve always been close and we’d do anything for each other. It’s a lot to give up, but for one year?

      I hear my voice saying “Yeah, if you really need me to.” It’s the first time they’ve ever actually needed me. When they ask if I’ll call New York, I agree.

      What else can I do?
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      Mia

      

      Justin won’t tell me what’s wrong, just asks me to meet him at the park at the end of the block. The sun’s set, so not many people are here. A few preteens are hanging out at the swings, but other than that, the place is quiet. Justin is sitting on the bleachers at the baseball diamond. My heart gives a lurch when I see him. Every damn time.

      He looks up when I sit down beside him, and something is wrong. Really wrong. It looks like he’s been crying.

      I take his hands, ready to support him any way I can. “What’s happened? Is it Jess?”

      He shakes his head and swallows. “Have you been listening to the news?”

      Horrible images start rushing through my head. His grandmother, hit by a car. A worldwide financial crash. His parents are secretly Russian assets and have to return⁠—

      “Some people were running a Ponzi scheme and left the country with a lot of money.”

      Why would we care about… But then it clicks. His parents have the kind of money that gets stolen in Ponzi schemes. “Your parents lost money?”

      He nods. “All of it.”

      Whoa. It blew me away when I found out how rich his parents are because Justin and Jess live so normally with their grandmother. Though it’s obvious in the way they don’t worry about money running out that they’re in a different place than my family is. “What are they going to do?”

      He explains about losing their properties, and Jess and Justin’s college funds. Then he talks about his parents moving into his grandmother’s place, and the fallout starts to hit me Things are going to change.

      “So what are you going to do?”

      He bends over, pulling out of my hands, looking at the ground. I’m not going to like this, whatever it is, and I’m starting to feel nauseated.

      “I need to help.”

      “How?” He’s eighteen. What can he do?

      He draws in a long breath. “If I go to New York, I can probably play on the farm team.”

      My ears—they’re not ringing, but it’s like waves of sound are passing by. I might fall down if I wasn’t already sitting. Justin going to New York? That’s my nightmare!

      More words make their way through the weird bubble around me. “Just for a year, at most. They’ll catch the Denbrowskis and we’ll get our money back and I can come home and it’ll be like we planned. Just a delay.”

      It takes long moments to piece together what they mean. A year. He’s saying he’s only going for a year. For a moment, I’m hopeful. I trust our love. A year will be hard, but we can do it.

      “Mia?” Justin has reached for my hands again and he’s leaning down, staring at my face. Who knows what it looks like.

      “A year? Just a year?”

      He nods, but my brain is back online, the regular sounds around us returning to normal. Justin, as sweet as he is, has always lived in a bubble. Bad things don’t happen to his family. They don’t get sick, don’t struggle to pay bills, don’t have things go wrong. Just look at him and hockey—fairy tale on ice, with him getting drafted in the first round. They’ve never had to face hard times, till now.

      But I’m a realist. I have to be.

      “What if they don’t catch them? What if they’ve already spent the money?”

      Justin jerks back, and again we’re no longer in physical contact. “Why would you think that?”

      “Are you saying it can’t happen?”

      He gets up and starts pacing. “It can’t. That’s just not right.”

      His obliviousness hurts. What about what’s happened to my mom, some days hardly able to move with arthritis? That’s not right either. Is it just the Johnsons who get everything perfect? “But what if it does?”

      What if he goes to New York, and his family depends on him, and then…it just keeps on? Justin plays hockey in New York for what, the next twenty years? And I’m here, stuck for the next four with no chance to visit him, or go to his games, while he’s surrounded by money and beautiful women with no ties to keep them away from him?

      He stops, jaw set. “Then we’ll figure something out.”

      We should do that. Immediately. “How about we think of something else for now? Your parents have their travel agency. Did they lose that?”

      “It doesn’t bring in much money.”

      Because it’s more of a hobby for them. “Maybe it can, if they work hard.”

      “It won’t right away. And it won’t help Jess go to school.”

      It might be good for Jess to have to get a job and pay for school like the rest of us. But I don’t say that. “There’s got to be another way.”

      He shrugs. And I get angry. He’s just going to give up everything? School, BC, and me? He’s not going to fight?

      “It’s their own fault. Why do you have to give up your life for them?”

      Now he’s angry too. He crosses his arms. “They need me. We’ve lost everything. But you and me, we can still make this work.”

      “Long-distance?”

      He bites his lip. “Come with me to New York. You can go to school there.”

      He’s so out of touch. Like I can apply now, to get into a school. And somehow pay for living expenses in one of the most expensive cities in the world. And leave all my responsibilities behind. “I can’t. I have to help Mom take care of the kids.”

      “How is that different than what I’m doing?”

      Doesn’t he see? “I’m not giving up my dream to take care of people who can take care of themselves. Your family are perfectly capable. My mother physically can’t do a lot of things. The kids are five and seven—they need someone. Bruce is on the road half the time. I have obligations that mean I have to physically be here.”

      He shrugs his shoulders in a way that makes me want to hit him. “Then we’ll do long-distance until they catch the Ponzi people, or till I can get traded back here.”

      “How likely is it that you can do that?” I researched very extensively after the draft. The chances are basically nil. “I’m not going to wait around for some vague time when you might be playing here. I’m not going to watch you give up everything you want for people who don’t even appreciate what you’re sacrificing.”

      Like me. Don’t I count in his calculations?

      Justin swallows. “This is all I’ve got. There’s no time to come up with something else.”

      He reaches his hand to me, but I don’t take it. I just know that if he does this, we’re not going to make it. I need him to know what it’s going to cost if he doesn’t try something else. So I walk away.

      He doesn’t stop me.
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            First Mistake

          

        

      

    

    
      Justin

      

      I didn’t like answering the phone. It never was good news.

      If I hadn’t, I wouldn’t be balancing on my skates now, pain shooting up my arm, body shaking with adrenaline and anger. I cradled my aching right hand, fingers jutting out at weird angles that made me queasy to look at. My gloves were on the cold surface of our team’s practice arena, and my teammate, Alek Denbrowski was sprawled on the ice. What the fuck had I done?

      First mistake? I’d answered the fucking phone.
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      Twelve hours before, my cell phone had buzzed. I recognized the Vancouver area code, but not the number. Since I never answered when Mom and Dad called, chances were they’d gotten a new number or borrowed a phone. Phone calls from them never led to anything good.

      Jess usually dealt with them for me, making sure they didn’t guilt me into sending them money. But damn it all, why did she always have to be the bad cop? Lately, she’d been happier. Something good was going on, and I was waiting for when she’d be ready to share with me. Her job? A new friend at her book club? A guy? She hadn’t dated for a while.

      The phone buzzed again. For once, I could just ignore Mom and Dad’s pressure and tell them no myself. I paused the hockey game on the living room TV and slid my thumb right on the phone to answer. “Justin Johnson.”

      “Mr. Johnson?” Definitely not Mom and Dad. “This is Parkview Manor. We’ve been trying to reach Jessica, but she hasn’t answered, and you’re the next contact for Ida Johnson.”

      The room chilled around me. Parkview was a senior center, the place I paid to take care of Grandma—Ida—since her dementia made it impossible for her to live on her own. I really wanted to hang up and pretend this wasn’t happening, going back to watching our crosstown rivals lose. Not an option now.

      “Is there a problem?” The words made it through my dry mouth.

      “We’re very sorry to tell you that on our last rounds, we found your grandmother in her bed, no longer breathing. She passed peacefully.”

      My hands clenched on the phone but I was speechless. Grandma gone?

      “Jessica is the point person for next steps. We were hoping you could either contact her and ask her to call us, or if you know what those plans are…”

      Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck. I had no idea what the funeral plans were for Grandma. Jess was in charge of that. How had I let her take on the burden of everything for me?

      I could at least take care of this phone call. I sat up, shoulders back. “Uh, thank you for letting me know. I’ll get a hold of Jess, and either she’ll call or I’ll find out what’s supposed to happen and get back to you. How late will you be available? I’m in Toronto, so we’re three hours ahead of you.”

      “I understand. Nothing will be done till morning, so if someone can speak to us then, that will be early enough. Allow me to offer our condolences. She was a lovely woman.”

      “Thanks.”

      The stranger hung up and I sat, staring at my phone.

      Grandma was gone. She’d been one of the foundations in my life, until dementia stole her memories and her personality before taking her physical health. But somehow, knowing she lived was still a comfort. With her gone, and Mom and Dad the way they were, that left just Jess and me. I sucked in a breath.

      There was also the team. The Toronto Blaze. We were tight, and most of my teammates had my back. When people talked about found family, for me, hockey had provided that. I’d have to let management know. Would anyone be around to get a message tonight? Tomorrow Jess and I should head to BC for the funeral. And after, when it came to reading Grandma’s will, Mom and Dad were going to freak out. I had to be there to support Jess. I needed to do better at that.

      Why hadn’t Jess answered when they called her? She’d have recognized the number immediately. Maybe this, me getting the news, was for the best—I could tell her in person, instead of the stranger who’d called me. I’d hold her while we both dealt with the loss of the woman who’d in every sense raised us. I sent Jess a quick text.

      
        
          
            
              
        Where are you?

      

      

      

      

      

      Maybe she hadn’t recognized the number, and thought it was a telemarketer. She’d answer me though. I started looking up flights while I waited. No use traveling tonight. With the time change, flying out in the morning would let us arrive rested while still being there when things got going in BC. Assuming we could sleep.

      Still no response from Jess. That wasn’t like her.

      
        
          
            
              
        It’s important. Call ASAP!

      

      

      

      

      

      Maybe she was out with that group—the alternative to the team’s Wives and Girlfriends. Jess had never been a part of the regular group, since she was my sister, not my romantic partner, but there were women who weren’t traditional WAGs, and they’d invited Jess to join them. I loved that she had friends who understood what it was like to be around a professional athlete.

      She hadn’t complained, but sometimes people took advantage of her because she was my sister, and they wanted to get something from me—time, a selfie, an autograph, tickets, money. So she did her best to keep our relationship quiet, and Johnson was a common enough name that most people didn’t know we were related.

      It was easier to think of shit like that than what had just happened. But I couldn’t do that indefinitely. And still nothing from my twin.

      I opened the tracking app we had for each other. If she was keeping a low profile after coming to a game, it helped us meet up without her hanging out in the friends and family room. She liked being able to see where I was when I was traveling. And now I could find out where…

      What the—was she here in the condo? How’d she snuck in without me hearing?

      I went to her room, but it was empty. Just to be sure, I walked through the whole place. Even the closets, in case she’d forgotten her phone. No Jess. And no phone.

      I double-checked the tracking app. She was in the building, but not in this condo. The only other person we knew here was Fitch. Was he the reason she’d been happier lately, spending time with my teammate? She wouldn’t find a nicer guy. I wasn’t sure why she wouldn’t tell me, maybe worried about team chemistry, but I wouldn’t be upset if they got together.

      I brought up Fitch’s contact info, ready to call him, but paused. I could be wrong, and if I asked him if Jess was with him, that might be a little awkward. Worse—what if they were…together, together? In theory, Jess and Fitch dating was okay, but I really didn’t want to experience it. I’d go down and knock. See if anyone answered. Even if it was Alek fucking Denbrowski, Fitch’s roommate.

      At our door, I noticed Fitch’s keys in the bowl we kept there. He’d left them as an emergency spare, and I shoved them into my pocket. Instead of risking seeing Denny, I could just open the door, call for her… No, call her phone and listen for it. If she was with Fitch, I could leave them alone for a while.

      For a moment, my throat tightened, eyes starting to water. No, this was not the time to give in to grief. First, sorting things with Jess. I’d bring her back here to tell her, and then we could cry in privacy.

      I shoved my feet into running shoes and took the two flights of stairs down to Fitch’s condo.

      I knocked softly, but there was no answer. Should I knock louder? Alek Denbrowski was rooming with Fitch, and he might answer. I definitely didn’t want to talk to him. He was a teammate, but with the history we had— I didn’t need to see his smug face when I was already on edge.

      I slipped out the key and unlocked the door. I stepped inside quietly, ready to call my sister, but didn’t need to. Jess was there, heading toward me.

      It was obvious why she hadn’t been answering calls. She was wearing someone else’s T-shirt, her bra in her hands. Her hair was mussed and her makeup mostly missing.

      “Jess?”

      “Justin?” She sounded…embarrassed. She didn’t need to be. If she’d been with Fitch… But when I looked past her, it wasn’t Fitch mostly naked with Jess’s T-shirt in his hand. Alek fucking Denbrowski was the guy with sex hair.

      Fitch stepped out of his room then, still dressed. “JJ?”

      The betrayal hit me like a cross-check. Jess and Denny. The guy whose parents destroyed our lives. Grief about Grandma already scraped my emotions raw, but now fury rocketed upward. I clenched my fists and barely restrained myself from punching through a wall.

      “Grandma is dead.” I wasn’t worried about making it easy for her now. How could she? “Your phone showed me you were here. Check your messages.”

      I turned and slammed out of the condo, heading for the stairs and running down them fast enough to trip. Jess would follow me and I could not talk to her right now. I’d say something unforgivable and I needed to get away.

      My knees were feeling it by the time I made it to the bottom of the high-rise. I had no idea where to go or what to do. I started walking. After several blocks, I was cold and tired. I went into the next hotel I passed, and for once, I was grateful that so many people knew me in Toronto. I booked a room using only the credit card in my phone wallet, and after signing a few things and promising game tickets if they kept my privacy, I was free. I took the elevator up, and after a hot shower, crawled into the bed naked.

      My body was exhausted but I couldn’t sleep, staring up at the ceiling, a strip of light showing there from where the curtains didn’t quite meet. Grandma, Jess… It was easier to focus on what Jess had done than think on Grandma being gone. No wonder Jess had kept things quiet. Fuck!

      Alek Denbrowski hadn’t done anything to us—not till now. But his family had stolen our money and my dreams. Jess’s dreams too. What they’d done had changed my life and I hated them for it. That day…

      I’d kept that day in a box. Carefully closed and put away. I had several boxes of things I couldn’t face: Grandma and dementia; Sharleen, my ex-wife; Mom and Dad. Any one of them was enough to mess me up. But the biggest box was Mia. And here, after seeing Jess with Alek, the lid was pushing open…that first day I saw her in science class, our first kiss, first⁠—

      I rolled over in bed, taking deep breaths and forcing down those memories and the pain attached. Reliving more of that time would rip open wounds that I couldn’t deal with, not right now. It wasn’t easy, but I managed to close the lid—in my mind, I shoved it down and latched it. Locked it. Tossed away the key. But my hands were shaking and my eyes burned.
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      I must have finally fallen asleep. I pushed up, blinking as my internal clock woke me up and I remembered where I was and why. I wished I hadn’t.

      My phone was almost out of juice, but I booked a ticket for Jess. First class, first flight out. I’d have to talk to her, apologize, but not yet. I wasn’t proud of what I’d said and done last night, but Alek Denbrowski was one thing too many for me to handle.

      I sent a message to the team, telling them my grandmother had passed but that I’d come in for morning skate. I couldn’t imagine being stuck on a plane with my twin for five hours while we did or didn’t talk about her and Denny. Going to practice meant I could fly out later.

      Physical activity, turning my mind off, would be a reprieve. Then I’d have to get my shit together enough to fly to BC and handle the funeral and the fallout from Grandma’s will. I wasn’t totally sure I could do it.

      The team messaged that I could fly with the Seattle team to the West Coast after their game tonight with our crosstown rivals. Perfect.

      I booked a rideshare to the practice facility. Here, I didn’t have to deal with my shit, I just had to work my body, keeping everything locked down. I’d forgotten that I’d have to face Denny. It wasn’t easy, but I avoided him and managed mostly not to think about him.

      Coach called everyone in at the end of practice and told them my grandmother had passed. They’d call up Luke Walker from the Inferno until I was back. There were murmurs from the players. Coach released us, and I’d rather have done suicide drills than be calm and polite while the guys expressed their condolences.

      “You need anything, you let me know.” Cooper slapped my back. “What’s the address to send flowers? Or would you prefer donations?”

      “Donations, I think. Might help someone else, right?”

      “Tell Jess we’re thinking of her too.”

      I nodded, unable to swallow. Without Jess and my teammates, I’d be lost.

      Then Denny skated over. “Sorry for your loss. I know she did a lot for you.”

      Everything I’d been shoving down—Jess and this fucker, Grandma, the marriage and disastrous divorce with Sharleen, Mia—came spilling out of those boxes in a burst of red-hot fury.

      “You know, do you? Jess tell you all about it while you were screwing around?”

      He went still. “Just wanted to offer my condolences.”

      “I don’t want your fucking condolences. Just keep your hands off my sister.” He started to back away, but I couldn’t stop. “Or was that your plan the whole time? Fuck and run? You haven’t screwed us over enough already?”

      “That wasn’t me!” Now he was angry too, and that fed the beast inside me. “I am not responsible for my parents!”

      Somehow it was never anyone’s fucking fault, and yet I got screwed over. Every. Single. Time. I couldn’t just shove it down and pretend it was nothing. Not this time. My fists clenched and I wasn’t stopping. I dropped the gloves and let my hands curl up.

      “We shouldn’t do this⁠—”

      I needed to shut him up. I aimed for his face, left fist, then right. Pain shot through my hand and up my arm as I connected with his helmet.

      Fuck.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Best Left in the Past

          

        

      

    

    
      Mia

      

      Even I had to appreciate the beautiful spring morning as I drove home, though all I wanted was a few hours in my bed. Night shifts paid well but were murder on my sleep cycle. Despite my burning eyes and tired muscles, I felt good. I had a couple days off after this. Time to get some rest and maybe knock some items off my to-do list.

      After I parked the car in the driveway of our family home, I came in the side entrance and took off my shoes. Mom and my sister were talking in the kitchen. My sister tended to talk at full volume, so there was no missing what she said. I was grateful the bedroom I shared with my son was on the second floor. I’d have to get him up and ready for school, and once he was on the bus, I could sleep.

      “Mia would know, right? She dated him.”

      I paused. What did Cora think I would know?

      “Don’t ask her, hon. It’s not that important and it’s best left in the past.”

      Please listen to Mom…

      “But it’s so juicy. Like, why would he do that? Hockey players fight, but to punch a teammate in practice? Was it the money thing? Did the guy insult his grandmother? It would be so cool to be able to tell everyone at school the real story.”

      They had to be talking about Justin Johnson, NHL player and my high school boyfriend. But that was more than ten years ago. Port Coquitlam liked to claim Justin as a local boy, but he rarely came back. I did my best to block out any information about him. But this, hitting someone? That was so not Justin. Maybe Cora was wrong.

      Arne’s footsteps sounded on the stairs so there was no chance to hear anything more. “Mommy?”

      My heart turned over. This kid was the best thing in my life. His blond hair stood up on end, but his blue eyes showed how happy he was to see me. He was wearing his favorite soccer pj’s, which were already getting short on him. “I’m here, sweetie.” I squatted to get my morning hug.

      “Hey, Mia, can I ask you⁠—”

      “Not right now, Cora.” I tilted my head at Arne. There was no reason for him to hear any of this.

      “Arne, sweetie, let’s get you ready for school.” Mom tried to stand, but she barely lifted herself off the chair before wincing.

      I waved her off. “No, Mom, I’m good.”

      Her brow wrinkled. “You’re tired.”

      I was. But I treasured these moments with Arne. And Mom looked to be having one of her bad days, when she needed her walker to get around. Cora didn’t offer to help. Instead, she stood up with her coffee mug.

      “Have a good day, tiger.” She ruffled Arne’s hair on her way up to her room, ignoring me.

      “She has class soon,” Mom apologized, apparently reading my feelings on my face.

      Despite being a healthy eighteen-year-old, Cora was the last person to help around the place. When it came to Arne, I didn’t expect her to be my babysitter. But for Mom?

      I shoved it aside. I had a six-year-old who needed breakfast and to get dressed before his bus came. I poured him juice and sat it on the table in front of him. “How do you want your eggs?”

      He bit his lip while he considered one of the bigger decisions of his day. “Scrambled? With cheese?”

      Excellent. Quick and easy. “For you? Absolutely.”

      I opened the fridge to get the eggs and milk and cheese. Mom asked Arne about the soccer game he had tonight, and I took a moment to check the calendar on my phone. Almost empty—another win. I noted that Pajama Day was coming up, which meant I’d have to find just the right pair. Where Arne used to not care, now there was a lot of concern about what was too babyish. I’d gone over his spelling with him last night and packed his backpack. Lunch was ready in the fridge.

      I covered a yawn and then cracked the eggs, making enough for everyone. Mom and I ate with Arne, and then I herded him upstairs to brush his teeth and get dressed.

      I’d worked hard to get him into a gifted school, and I was grateful every morning when he didn’t fight about going. The class size was smaller, and the extra attention meant he enjoyed learning. To afford it, I worked a lot of nights and traveled all around the PoCo area, but it gave me funds for the extra resources he needed.

      “Barney is gonna play hockey,” Arne informed me as I tossed his pajamas in the laundry basket in the corner of his room.

      I froze for a moment. “He is, is he?” Barney was his best friend, and they were on the same soccer team. Soccer, fine. Hockey, however…

      “Yep. He sometimes wears a hockey shirt to school.”

      Please let this be a request to get a hockey jersey, not to play the sport. I didn’t have the time or money needed if Arne was going to get sucked into hockey. After Justin, I’d done my best to cut hockey out of my life.

      “Do you think I’d be good at hockey, Mommy?”

      Oh crap. What was I supposed to say? He didn’t want to hear that hockey was expensive and ate up time that I didn’t have. He didn’t understand concussions and brain damage that a violent sport incurred. He certainly didn’t want to hear that very few kids who played hockey ever made it to the professional leagues.

      I needed a balance between “it’s good to try new things” and “no way in hell am I enrolling you in a dangerous and expensive hobby.” Chances were he’d tire of it eventually, but with my luck? He’d decide he loved it.

      “I don’t know. Is Barney?”

      That made him pause. “He hasn’t started yet. His brother plays. He got a prize from his team, but I don’t know if it was a prize for being good, or just for being on the team. Like the one I got in soccer.”

      I didn’t ask if Barney’s brother had fun playing because he probably did. “I think hockey is over now. It’s almost summer vacation, and hockey is a winter sport.”

      Arne pulled his T-shirt over his head. “I’ll ask Barney when he’s gonna play. But the grown-ups are still playing. Barney watches them on TV.”

      Yep. NHL playoffs started soon, in the middle of April. I might try to pretend hockey didn’t exist, but there was a professional hockey team in Vancouver who currently qualified for those playoffs, so ignoring it altogether wasn’t possible.

      We didn’t watch much TV here, except for my stepdad, so we missed hockey and commercials which was a win/win as far as I was concerned. If Barney’s family was going to be watching the playoffs, would my son suddenly ask to? I did not want to start watching hockey, but I couldn’t really explain why to a six-year-old. Time for distraction.

      “You have soccer tonight. That should be fun, right?” Despite being a “gifted” kid and loving to read, he also loved to run and play with the other kids. A mix of my ex and me. The husband ex, not the hockey player ex.

      “Yeah, but in hockey they get a stick to hit the ball with.”

      “Puck,” I corrected without thinking.

      “Yeah, the puck. I think I’d like a stick.”

      No, no, NO! I glanced at my watch. “We gotta get going, buddy, or you’ll miss the bus.” We’d set up a rule not long after he started school. If he missed the bus, no dessert at dinner.

      The reminder got Arne going, and I didn’t hear anything more about hockey. But the respite wouldn’t last. It was a popular sport, and Arne’s friends would be talking about it, especially as they got older. I was probably safe till fall, but I’d need to figure out how I was going to handle it when he asked to play. Maybe I could distract him with skating lessons first?

      We got to the end of the driveway just before the bus arrived. I gave him a kiss and hug, which were still allowed, and waved him off.

      Mom was in the kitchen with an empty coffee cup. I poured some coffee for her. The pan of eggs was empty, dirty plates were in the sink, and my siblings were gone, based on the silence in the house. I sighed as I started to run the water.

      “Let me do that,” Mom said.

      “It’s fine. It will just take me a few minutes and then I’ll get some sleep while it’s quiet.” But I’d put in earplugs, because once my stepfather woke up, there was no guarantee the silence would last.

      “I don’t know what we’d do without you, Mia.”

      I made myself smile. I didn’t know either. The hardest decisions of my life had been forced by the fact that my family needed me so much.

      I was tired. Tired physically from a stretch of night shifts. Tired mentally from holding this family together. Heart tired that my half-siblings were as selfish and unhelpful as my stepfather, but I had no influence over them. Tired for my little boy that Erik, his father, was AWOL and probably wouldn’t ever come back.

      I put the last dish in the rack. “Okay, Mom. I’m heading up. Are you good?”

      “I’m fine, dear. I’m not helpless, you know.”

      Not totally, but with her arthritis she was sometimes pretty damn close. I gave her a hug then went up to the room I shared with Arne.

      After a quick shower, I pulled my hair back into a ponytail and rubbed on some lotion. Back in our room, I put on sleeping shorts and a T-shirt and crawled into my twin bed. I put the earplugs in my ears, punched the pillow, and settled in. My body relaxed into the familiar mattress and I closed my eyes, ready for a few hours of needed rest.

      But why was today hockey day? First Cora asking about Justin, and then Arne talking about it. I’d mostly had a hockey-free existence, except when I dated Justin, so why was it such a hot topic this morning?

      What had Justin done? He’d always been quiet and almost shy, surprisingly so for a hockey player. I’d been the nerdy science girl, so Justin and I had never been right for each other. But for those three years…we’d tried to be.
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