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Free Drop: A golf rule that allows you to take relief from a bad shot without a penalty stroke assessed.
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Jimmy Hart hadn’t been home in four weeks, and it would be another ten days before he flew into Phoenix from Florida. Of course, Ray wasn’t surprised by this. He was on the Florida leg of the tour, and it didn’t make sense to crisscross the country every week when he could be using that time for training and resting instead of traveling. There were times when Ray didn’t come home for months, choosing to live out of hotels and focus on the tour, using his condo as a glorified storage unit. In those days, Ray preferred hotel rooms to his condo. When he was jumping from one impersonal suite to another, he didn’t have to worry about luxuries, only necessities, and he didn’t have to focus on anything beyond his game—fixing what was wrong, enhancing what was right, tweaking his schedule to maximize every minute.

Most of the other golfers on the professional tour were married, or at least involved in serious relationships, and had children. Ray hadn’t thought too much about what it must be like to live on the road when you had a family waiting at home because he never had anybody waiting for him anywhere. But now that he was essentially in the WAG role, he wondered how those poor women ever put up with it. Being left at home to raise the children and see to the day-to-day realities so nothing would distract their men from their tournaments. Ray didn’t mind seeing to the day-to-day realities, but he really, really missed Jimmy.

When Jimmy came back to Phoenix, he planned to say for a full week before flying on to Augusta. Ray was excited to see him, but he had doubts that Jimmy would actually return to Arizona, and so he didn’t make any firm plans or even indulge in fantasies of what he would like to do with his boyfriend. Jimmy was a young player, it was his first year on the tour, and it would make more sense for Jimmy to go straight to Augusta and start preparing for his first Masters tournament. It would be beyond selfish for Ray to expect his attention before such an important moment in his career and his life. You never forgot your first time on that hallowed ground, and Ray was desperate for Jimmy to do well. To really make a statement.

It wasn’t like Jimmy wasn’t doing well, of course. Every week, he gained more points to advance in the world rankings, and he was making a tidy little sum in prize money. In four weeks, he had a top five finish, a top ten finish, and two top twenty finishes. Each one worth some cash, and even his worse placings were making a statement—he was there to stay. They were mentioning him more and more on the Golf Channel, breaking down his rounds and chatting about his chances of winning one of the major tournaments. Granted, that talk wasn’t very serious, but the fact that his name was mentioned at all was a good sign of things to come. Ray practically lived for those references, and he kept the Golf Channel on in the background throughout the day, hoping for a glimpse, a couple of seconds of an interview, even a few highlights. Which was a little too teenaged-girl-crush, but Ray couldn’t help it. He definitely felt like a teenager with a crush. His infatuation with Jimmy hadn’t faded at all during his absence; if anything, it felt more intense. Like it really did make his heart grow fonder.

As the warmth of winter gave way to the heat of spring, Ray had a decision to make. The Player’s Tournament was approaching—which wasn’t anything Ray worried about in the four years after his retirement—but this year was different.

The thing about retiring was that Ray was never done. Not really. He couldn’t just stop playing golf, even if his daily passion was reduced to a weekly round of nine with Jimmy (when he was in town). He would never be able to stop watching, even if he wasn’t absolutely fascinated by every hole of golf Jimmy Hart played now. And he would never be done with the Tour, either. It was part of his life for too long, and he wasn’t really aware of anybody who had ever just walked away completely. As much as it might hurt, that chapter of Ray’s life would never be fully closed. Today he received a very solid reminder of that little fact.

Of course, the invitation to the Player’s Gala came to him in the mail with beautiful calligraphy and an official seal embossed on the envelope. It was written like an invitation—requesting the honor of his company—but it felt more like a summons. Did he want to decline because it felt like an obligation or because it wasn’t enough of an obligation? He definitely wouldn’t have any fun. He knew that from experience—he never had fun at the events that happened before the major tournaments; he wasn’t a guy who liked to mingle and chit-chat. He viewed the other players as co-workers at best and hated rivals at worst, and wasn’t interested in small talk with any of them. Now they weren’t even coworkers anymore, and they definitely weren’t rivals. He was washed-up, unlikely to ever swing a club professionally, and he literally had nothing to say to anybody.

But the Gala was technically in his honor—but only barely on that technicality because it was to honor all of the past winners of the tournament, and he had taken that trophy three times. The other thing to consider was Chloe. She would definitely be interested in attending a Gala. Plus, if he brought her to the dinner, he would have an excellent excuse to get the fuck out of there at the earliest possibly opportunity. They’d have to fly to Florida, but he could charter a jet to fly out right after he picked her up from school, and they would arrive in time for the dinner.

The other option was to arrange for Chloe to stay with her friend for the weekend, join Jimmy at the gala, then watch the first major tournament of his professional career. That thought was more than a little tempting. And Ray wanted to give into that temptation. He didn’t mention it to Jimmy, though. There were too many variables. If it all worked out, it would make a nice surprise, and if his plans fell through, there wouldn’t be any disappointment to distract Jimmy from his match. The last thing he ever wanted to do was be a distraction.
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Ray’s plans didn’t fall through. Mary’s mother, Jane, was very happy to take Chloe, and the girls were excited to have a whole four days for a sleepover. Ray tried to give Jane money to make up for the cost of the food and the general inconvenience, but the look on her face stopped the offer in its tracks and he put his wallet back in his pocket without opening it. Jane had been a tennis pro before she retired to have a family and her husband was one of the biggest sports agents on the west coast, so they definitely didn’t need Ray’s money, but letting somebody else pay Chloe’s way made him uneasy.

“Oh, stop with that. Mary loves having her here and so do we. She’s a great kid.”

“She is,” Ray agreed without hesitation. “I just don’t want to take advantage.”

“Are you kidding? When she’s here, Mary actually wants to play and run outside. Did I tell you she asked me for a set of golf clubs?”

Ray was torn between beaming with pride and apologizing. “Does Chloe take her to the club?”

Jane laughed. “No, but she does talk a lot about how much fun it is. Dale dug out an old set that Jax used to play with and they spent a whole afternoon practicing chip shots in the backyard.”

Now Ray knew he needed to apologize. “I’m sorry. Did they destroy your lawn?”

“Just a little patch. It wasn’t a big deal. My point is, you’re doing me a big favor by letting her come over.”

Ray loved to hear that Chloe was practicing chipping on her own time, even if he hated it a little bit, too. She still insisted they go to the driving range every day after school, even though Jimmy was on the road and wouldn’t be there to meet them, and she had a stream of questions every time they turned on the Golf Channel to watch Jimmy. She was really, really taking to the game, to the point that Ray was worried he was actually ruining her life. If he hired a coach, he could get her fitted for a proper set of clubs, and install a virtual golf course in the garage, then maybe sign her up for a junior tournament and set her up for a life of the highest highs and lowest lows imaginable.

Ray couldn’t remember a time when he didn’t play and love golf. He was pretty sure he had a club in his hands before he could walk, and his earliest memory was dancing treetops against the blue sky, as though he’d been sitting in a golf cart and staring at the top of trees while his father drove around the course. It never really felt like he had a choice. He was born to play golf. He didn’t want Chloe to feel like she didn’t have a choice. If she did take up the sport seriously, Ray wanted her to understand it was her choice whether or not to play every single day. Never an expectation. He didn’t know when Jimmy started playing, but considering the fact that Chloe was playing with his old clubs, he must have been young. Did he love it from the first? Or was it a passion that developed because he was good at it? For some people, it was just another sport, something they could eventually master and play at a high level. Was Jimmy one of those people? Or had it always been something in his blood? Something that called to him until he could only give in?

Ray added it to the ever-growing list of questions and inquiries he had for Jimmy Hart. He wanted to know literally everything about the younger man. The way he was driven to learn everything about the game they shared. He wanted to be the world’s preeminent Jimmy Hart expert. He wanted to know how to play the course of his body perfectly.

* * * *
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The Player’s Gala was black-tie, which was very annoying, but Ray looked good in a suit. He would wager any amount of money that Jimmy would look perfect in a suit. Clothes hung from his body so beautifully. He could have a second career as a model if he wanted. Ray had no doubt that he would get more and more clothing offers as sponsors realized that he was the perfect shape to show off their threads. Ray looked alright in his monkey-suit. He wasn’t self-conscious about it. He had gained a little weight since he was measured, but it still fit him well. He thought he could carry it off. And this was one of the few rooms on the Tour where he would be a totally average age, no longer the youngest but certainly nowhere close to the oldest. Comfortably middle-aged and brand new to his retirement.

He dropped Chloe off to school on Wednesday with two extra hugs
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