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      Prologue



Luca





    

    
      We’d beaten Philly 4–2. I’d scored twice—a wrister from the hash marks in the second and a redirect off Callahan’s feed in the third that the MSG crowd was still screaming about when we came off the ice. The room was loud, the way locker rooms are after a win that matters—sticks banging, music from someone’s speaker, the wet-concrete smell of sweat and ice, and the sharp chemical bite of sports tape being peeled off skin and stick blades.

Ryan Callahan sat two stalls to my left, pulling off his pads with the methodical patience of a man who treated his equipment like aircraft maintenance. A 6’2,” 220-pound defenseman who could read a play three moves ahead. He’d fed me that third-period goal without looking—knew where I’d be before I knew, a blind backhand pass through two defenders that hit my tape like a letter arriving at the right address.

“Filthy pass,” I told him.

“Filthy finish.” He didn’t look up. Shoulder pad. Elbow pad. Shin guard. Everything taken off in order. Everything was placed where it belonged.

Coach Williams came in after the media cleared out. Short, bald, built like a fire hydrant that had played D1 at Boston College and never let the game leave his body. He stood in the center of the room and waited. The music cut. The talking stopped. Twenty men in various stages of undress gave him their attention.

“Good game,” Williams said. “Philly played hard and you played harder. Enjoy this for about the next thirty minutes. Then, I need your heads right, because Tuesday is a different conversation. Boston is not Philly. Boston is faster, meaner, and better-coached than anything we’ve seen in this series. If you show up Tuesday thinking tonight’s effort is enough, Boston will eat you alive on home ice.”

He paused. Scanned the room. His eyes landed on me for half a second longer than the others. I was used to that.

“Curfew tonight is nine o’clock. I don’t care what your plans are—cancel them. Nine o’clock, lights out, phones off, bodies in bed. I need you rested. I need you sharp. I want you boring. You can be interesting in June when we’re holding the Cup.”

A few guys laughed. Williams didn’t.

“No bars. No restaurants that turn into bars. No clubs. No rooftop situations. No after-parties. No ‘just one drink with the guys’ that turns into four drinks with strangers and a photo someone’s girlfriend posts on Instagram at midnight.” He was looking at me again. “I need every one of you dialed in.”

He left. The room stayed quiet for a beat, then the noise came back. Stalls opening, showers running, the low-frequency hum of a team decompressing.

I sat in my stall. Pulled off my jersey, my skates, and my pads. My compression shirt was dark with sweat. Two goals. A win. The crowd had chanted my name—MO-RET-TI, MO-RET-TI. But the sound that used to make my blood sing had landed flat. I was good at my job, but that’s what hockey had become at some point along the way . . . my job.

Ryan was watching me from two stalls down. Not staring. Monitoring. The way he watched the ice during a power play—peripheral, constant, reading patterns before they formed.

“Some of us are heading to Carbone’s,” he said. “Pasta. Early night. You in?”

“Maybe.”

“That’s a no.”

“It’s a maybe, Ryan.”

“In Luca-speak, maybe means I’m showering and will end up somewhere I shouldn’t be.”

I pulled off my skates. Set them in the stall. Lined up the blades. “You’re projecting.”

“I’ve known you for six years.”

I didn’t answer. He waited. I still didn’t answer. He shook his head—a small motion, more exhaustion than judgment—and went back to his equipment.

The shower was hot. I stood under it until the water ran clear of sweat and tape residue and the grime of sixty minutes of professional violence. The tile was white. The drain was loud. My reflection in the chrome fixture was distorted—stretched and warped, a funhouse version of a man I was having trouble locating in the original.

I dressed in a new Alessandro Cattaneo bespoke suit. Navy. The shirt underneath was white, open at the collar. I looked in the mirror above the sink and the man who looked back was ready for something, though neither of us could have said what.

The player parking garage behind MSG was cold and half-empty by the time I got to my car.

I pulled out the key fob and opened the Porsche. Put my bag in the trunk.

Ryan materialized beside me. He’d been leaning against the concrete pillar beside my spot—waiting, which meant he’d skipped the restaurant. Which meant he’d seen this coming before I had.

“Don’t do it, Moretti.”

“What?” I questioned.

“Whatever it is you’re planning on doing. It’s not worth it.” He gave me a quick once-up-and-down before adding, “And if you do . . . Don’t get caught.”

“Who said I was going to do anything?”

“Look at you. Everything about you says up to no good right now. You have that . . . look.”

“What look?”

“The one that ends up on Page Six.”

I smiled. The smile was part of the problem. It was automatic, polished. A smile that had been getting me into trouble and out of consequences since I was nineteen. “One drink. I’ll be home by nine.”

Ryan didn’t move.

“Vanessa’s been posting cryptic stuff on Instagram all week. You know that, right? Some story about karma and another one with a champagne emoji and a snake.”

“We broke up three weeks ago. She can post whatever she wants.”

“That’s my point. She’s not posting for her followers. She’s up to something. And you know it won’t end well for you.”

“You’re paranoid.”

“I’m your friend.”

I stepped around him and got in the Porsche. After turning over the engine, I gunned it for good measure. I rolled down the window. Ryan stepped back. “Home by nine,” I said, and peeled out onto Eighth Avenue, and the city opened around me the way it always did—lights and noise and the electric hum of a place that never asked you to be anything but in motion.
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            * * *

        

The bouncer at Velvet knew my name, which was the first problem.

“Mr. Moretti. Welcome back.” He unclipped the rope without looking at the line—which, at eight on a Saturday evening, didn’t exist. The sidewalk was empty. The club was two hours from full and three hours from the version of itself that made Page Six. “VIP’s ready for you.”

“Grazie, Lorenzo.”

His name wasn’t Lorenzo . . . probably. I’d been calling him Lorenzo for two years, and he’d never corrected me, which told you everything you needed to know about the kind of place Velvet was and who I became inside it.

The bass hit me in the sternum before the door closed. But without the crowd to absorb it, the sound bounced off the walls and came back hollow. Velvet at eight o’clock was a cathedral between services—black marble floors, gold-plated fixtures, the air carrying the ghost of last night’s cologne and the promise of tonight’s. The VIP section sat elevated above the main floor like a private balcony at the opera. The balcony was empty. The opera hadn’t started. Below, a handful of people occupied the main bar—early arrivals, industry people, the staff of other clubs killing time before their own shifts. The DJ was playing to a room that didn’t care yet.

The first bourbon went down at 8:15. I was in my private booth, the corner one with great sight lines. The leather was still cool because they’d been holding it for me, which was less flattering and more pathetic when the rest of the section was vacant. The waitress brought the drink without being asked. Woodford Reserve, neat. She knew my order. Everyone at Velvet knew my order. I’d been coming here since my rookie year, back when it was exciting; back when the velvet ropes and the bottle service and the women who materialized at the edges of your evening like beautiful, perfumed apparitions had seemed like proof that I’d made it.

Now, it was just another Saturday. The empty club was honest in a way the full version never was. Without the noise and the bodies and the performance of other people having a good time, the place was what it was: a dark room with expensive lighting and a drink minimum.

I was checking my phone—nothing from Vanessa, nothing from the team, a text from my mother that said, Call me when you can, with the lack of urgency she used when she had information she didn’t want to deliver—when the second problem of the evening introduced itself.

My father’s name on the screen. 9:07 p.m.

Baldassare Moretti did not call on Saturday evenings. Baldassare Moretti called at eight a.m., from his office, with his assistant patched in to take notes on whatever directive he was about to issue to whichever child had disappointed him most recently. A weekend call meant one of two things: someone was dead or someone was about to wish they were.

I answered. “Papà?”

“Luca.” The clipped Milanese accent. The tone that lived somewhere between a boardroom and a courtroom. “I’m calling about your sister.”

“Giulia? Is she—”

“She’s engaged. Count Vincenzo Visconti. The announcement goes out Monday.”

I sat up. The bourbon tilted in my glass. “Engaged? Since when? She hasn’t said anything—”

“The arrangement was finalized this week between our families. It’s an excellent match. The Viscontis own—”

“Arrangement?” The word sat in my mouth wrong. “Does Giulia even know?”

A pause. The pause was answer enough.

“She’ll be informed tomorrow. Your mother and I discussed—”

“You discussed. You discussed selling your daughter to some count she’s never met, and you didn’t think to ask her if she wanted to be sold? What is this, the Middle Ages? We did have a whole Renaissance, not to mention the entire twentieth century to stop that antiquated bullshit.”

“Don’t be dramatic. This is how families like ours—”

“Families like ours? Right. This is how Morettis handle things. Contracts and mergers dressed up as love.”

“You know nothing about love, Luca. You know nightclubs and tabloids and women whose names you can’t remember in the morning. Don’t lecture me about—”

“At least the women I can’t remember chose to be there.”

The silence that followed was not someone reconsidering. It was the stillness of a man deciding which weapon to select.

“You are a disgrace,” my father said, the way someone else might say good morning. Casual. Settled. A fact so established it didn’t require emphasis. “You chose that game over your family. You chose fame over responsibility. And now, you sit in whatever club you’re in—yes, I can hear the music, Luca—and you presume to judge me. I built an empire. What have you built? A highlight reel and a hangover.”

He hung up.

I downed the rest of my glass.

I stared at the phone. The screen went dark. The bass from the speakers vibrated through the booth’s leather cushions and up through my ribs, a synthetic heartbeat that had nothing to do with mine.

“Another,” I said, holding up the empty glass. The waitress appeared. The bourbon appeared. I drank it faster than the first.
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            * * *

        

The models arrived at ten. Three of them—tall, angular, sequined. They materialized at the VIP rope the way they always did, timed to the hour when Velvet filled, when the main floor thickened with bodies and the bass found its purpose and the empty cathedral became a full one.

“Luca! Oh my God, hi!” The tallest one—blonde, cheekbones that could cut glass—leaned in and kissed my cheek. “Vanessa said you’d be here.”

I should have heard the name. Should have processed it, flagged it, let it stop me. But I was two bourbons past a phone call that had hollowed out the part of my brain responsible for self-preservation, and a beautiful woman was saying my name and the music was loud and the lights were low and the only thing I could hear, on a loop, was my father’s voice.

“Sit down,” I said. “Drinks are on me.”

The champagne arrived. I don’t remember ordering it. I remember the bottle—gold foil, heavy in my hand—and I remember popping it because the sound was a punctuation mark, an exclamation point at the end of a sentence I was writing in real time, a sentence that said I am here. I am alive, and none of this stuff matters.

The blonde’s name was Sienna. Or Sierra. The brunette to my left was Katya. The third one had red hair and a laugh that carried across the VIP section like a bell, and I never learned her name because by the second bottle I’d stopped learning things.

I was performing. I understood this, even drunk—the way a drowning man understands water. Every laugh was louder than it needed to be. Every gesture wider. I was being the Luca Moretti that The Post wrote about and the fans screamed for. I was the Luca my father despised, because if I ended up being a disgrace, then I ended up being a spectacular one—the kind that made Page Six, the kind that trended.

The table happened at ten-thirty.

I don’t know who suggested it. It might have been me. Might have been the champagne, which had its own opinions by that point. What I know is that one moment I was in the booth and the next I was dancing on the table—the actual table, the VIP table, the one with empty bottles and a bucket of melting ice. And my shirt was off. Because at some point, I’d gotten hot and removed it with the theatrical flourish of a man whose brain had taken a vacation.

The music was loud. The champagne bottle was in my hand, raised overhead like a trophy I hadn’t earned. Sienna . . . (Sierra?) was pressed against my left leg. Katya had my right. The redhead was taking pictures. But then, everyone was filming and taking pictures of the crazy man in the VIP lounge.

I danced. If you could call it dancing—more of a rhythmic catastrophe, hips moving to a beat I was approximately three-quarters of a second behind, arms wide, head thrown back, full-body commitment.

I didn’t see the bouncer at the rope, talking into his earpiece. I didn’t see the manager cross the floor; his expression was that of someone whose liability insurance was flashing before his eyes.

The champagne bottle, gold and heavy, arced through the air as I swung it in a gesture that was meant to be celebratory and was, in fact, a physics problem I hadn’t bothered to solve. It left my hand. Described a lazy parabola. And connected with the VIP section’s centerpiece, a crystal chandelier that hung six feet above the table.

The sound was spectacular. Not a crash . . . a detonation. Crystal fragments erupted outward and downward in a glittering spray. Sienna screamed. Katya ducked. The redhead kept filming.

I stood on the table, shirtless, sloshed, surrounded by crystal shards and champagne foam and three women I’d met thirty minutes ago, and I laughed. Threw my head back and laughed, the deep, reckless, catastrophic laugh of a man who had just destroyed something expensive and felt, for one wild second, like he’d destroyed the right thing.

The manager arrived. “Mr. Moretti. You need to come down.”

“I’m good up here.”

“Sir, I need you to—”

“Put it on my tab.”

“Mr. Moretti—”

“I said, ‘put it on my tab!’” Louder than I needed to. Louder than the music.

The manager’s expression changed. Shifted from service-industry patience to something that resembled one of my defensemen before he was about to throw down his gloves. He said something into his earpiece.

I came down from the table—not gracefully, one foot catching the ice bucket, sending it clattering—and decided the correct next move was the main bar. The VIP section had gotten too quiet. Too many people making eye contact in the way that meant they were already composing their tweets. I needed movement. I needed noise. I needed another drink.

Brushing past the irate manager, I headed to the main bar and ordered another bourbon. The bartender hesitated—a flicker, barely visible, but I caught it. The hesitation of a professional deciding whether to serve a man who was visibly past the line.

“Please,” I said. The word came out sincere. That was the worst part.

He poured. I drank. A guy in a fitted cap at the end of the bar leaned over. “Yo, you’re Luca Moretti.”

“That’s me.”

“Dude, you guys are gonna get crushed Tuesday. Boston’s defense is—”

“Is outstanding, yes. Can I buy you a drink?”

“Hell yeah.” He turned to his friends. “Yo, Luca Moretti’s buying drinks!”

I bought drinks. For the guy in the cap. For his friends. For the table next to them. For a bachelorette party that materialized from somewhere, eight women in matching pink sashes who screamed my name and wanted selfies. I took the selfies. I signed the napkins. I was Luca Moretti, the NHL’s favorite disaster, and I was buying everyone a drink because generosity at ten-thirty on a Saturday night is just loneliness with a credit card.

A man—early thirties, finance bro energy, a cleft-chinned jaw that suggested he’d played lacrosse at a school with a Latin motto—stepped into my space at the bar.

“Hey, Moretti. Big fan.”

“Thanks, man.”

“No, seriously. Huge fan. Especially that interview where you dumped on Jake Gray. That was classic.” He was grinning. The grin had edges. “What’d you say? ‘Maybe he should stick to the minors’? Kid never recovered from that.”

The name landed like a punch. Jake Gray. The kid I’d gutted on national television three years ago because my father had called that night, too. I’d been angry about the wrong things, so I’d taken it out on the nearest target. I single-handedly crippled that kid’s career, eleven seconds of cruelty I’d pretended not to remember.

“Don’t,” I said.

“Don’t what? I’m agreeing with you, bro. Kid was trash. You just said what everyone was thinking.”

My voice lowered an octave. “I said don’t.”

I grabbed his shirt. Didn’t plan to. The hand moved before the brain issued the order—two fistfuls of Egyptian cotton, his collar bunching under my knuckles, his face suddenly very close to mine. The music kept going. The people around us stopped.

“Don’t say his name,” I said. “You don’t get to say his name.”

“Get off me, man. What the hell—”

“He’s a better player than I’ll ever be. I ruined him. You think that’s funny? You think that’s a story you get to tell at a bar? I said things about a kid who didn’t deserve it because I’m a coward. If you say his name one more time, I’ll—”

The bouncer appeared from nowhere. Hands on my arms. Big, professional hands that had been separating drunk men from bad decisions since before I was born.

“Let go, Mr. Moretti.”

I let go of the guy’s shirt, but not before I gave the finance bro a little shove. The asshole stumbled back. Straightened his shirt. His face was red—embarrassment and adrenaline and the rage of a man who’d been physically handled by someone famous in front of witnesses.

“That’s assault,” he said. “Everyone saw that.”

“I grabbed your shirt.”

“Assault!” He was louder now, playing to the audience, because this was still Velvet, there was still an audience, and every confrontation here was recorded and posted to social media by someone. “I want the police. I want this on the record.”

The manager materialized again.

“Mr. Moretti, I’m asking you to leave.”

“I’m leaving.”

“The police are already on their way. For the property damage. I’d suggest you cooperate.”

“The property . . . the chandelier? I told you to put it on my—”

“Eleven thousand dollars in damage, sir.”

“Whatever.” I pushed past the manager and headed to the dance floor.

The next thing I knew, I had a bouncer on either side of me politely suggesting I leave the building. I tried to hit the one who put his hand on me, but I slipped and fell on my ass right on the dance floor. Then, I started crying.

I remember being picked off the ground and carried outside by the bouncers as the cops arrived. Two of them, a woman with a buzz cut and shoulders like a linebacker, and a tall thin guy who looked like he’d rather be anywhere else.

“Sir, we’ve received a complaint regarding property damage and an alleged altercation. Have you been drinking tonight?”

I laughed. Not the table laugh—something smaller, sadder, the laugh of a man watching himself from a distance and finding the view unbearable. “Yes, officer. I’ve been drinking tonight. I’m at a club.” Even in my intoxicated state, I could hear the slurred words as they exited my mouth.

They cuffed me in the entryway, by the coat check, because the front door had a line of people with phones and the manager, in one final act of dwindling courtesy, had suggested the side exit. But Velvet didn’t have a side exit. What Velvet had was a narrow hallway past the kitchen that led to an alley, which led to the street, and the street had paparazzi, because, of course it did.

The cameras hit me the moment I stepped outside. Flashes. Shouted questions. The frenzy of people who’d been tipped off and were collecting their reward.

“Luca! Luca, over here!”

“Moretti! Is it true you attacked someone?”

“Luca, where’s your shirt?”

I was shirtless. I’d left it on the VIP table, or the bar, or somewhere between the table and the bar in the geography of my unraveling. The handcuffs caught the flash. The photographers got exactly what they came for: Luca Moretti, NHL star, half-naked and handcuffed, stumbling into a police cruiser at eleven o’clock on a Saturday night with crystal dust in his hair and bourbon on his breath and nothing in his expression that resembled a man who had things under control.

The back of the cruiser smelled like vinyl and industrial cleaner and the ghost of every bad night that had ever occupied this seat. I leaned my head against the divider and closed my eyes.

The cruiser pulled away from the curb. The paparazzi followed for half a block before falling behind. Manhattan slid past the window, all of it—the lights, the buildings, the taxis, the ten million strangers who didn’t care that Luca Moretti was in the back of a police car with his career in his throat and his shirt on a table somewhere on the West Side.
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            * * *

        

The holding area at the Midtown South precinct smelled like bleach. They processed me fast—mugshot, fingerprints—the officer behind the desk typing my information with the unhurried precision of someone who had processed a thousand men on a Saturday night and found none of them interesting.

“Occupation?”

“Professional hockey player.”

She typed it without reaction. “Next of kin?”

“My mother. Bianca Moretti.” I gave the number. Prayed she wouldn’t answer.

My one call was to Ryan.
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            * * *

        

Night court operated out of the Criminal Court building on Centre Street, and at midnight on a Saturday it had the atmosphere of a hospital waiting room crossed with a bus station—fluorescent lights, hard benches, the shuffling, defeated energy of people whose evenings had ended in a way they hadn’t planned. The courtroom was processing cases with the grim efficiency of a machine designed for volume. I was one of seventy, eighty arraignments that would pass through before the session ended at one.

My lawyer—Ryan had called him, God bless Ryan—stood beside me. Alan Pritchard. Silver hair, gray suit, the composed demeanor of a man who charged eight hundred dollars an hour and was worth it. He’d arrived at the precinct within forty minutes of Ryan’s call with a garment bag containing a shirt that fit me and the calm of someone whose job was to unfuck people’s lives.

I was wearing the shirt now. White button-up that didn’t exactly fit. Still no jacket. And now I had jail cell slippers on my feet. My breath stank of bourbon, and occasionally my hair flaked with crystal dust. The headache was already building behind my eyes.

“The initial charge is Criminal Mischief in the Second Degree,” Alan had explained in the hallway outside the courtroom, voice low, the way doctors deliver test results. “Class D felony. Property damage exceeding fifteen hundred dollars. The chandelier alone puts you well past the threshold. That carries up to seven years.”

Seven years. The number sat in my chest like a swallowed stone.

“That’s what we’re walking in with,” he continued. “That’s not what we’re walking out with. The complainant on the assault declined to press charges, so that’s off the table. You have no prior record. You have the means to make full restitution tonight. I’m asking for an ACD.”

“A what?”

“Adjournment in Contemplation of Dismissal. The judge adjourns the case for six months. You pay restitution, complete community service, stay out of trouble. At the end of six months, the charges are dismissed and sealed. No conviction. No criminal record. It’s the best outcome available to you, and it’s only available because you’ve never been arrested before.” He straightened his tie. “If the judge grants it, you walk out of here tonight. If she doesn’t, we’re looking at a bail hearing and a felony trial. So when we get in there, you say nothing unless I tell you to. Understood?”

“Understood.”

The judge looked up from her docket. Night court judges had a particular brand of patience—the kind measured in hours and cases, the kind that had seen everything and was seeing it again and would keep seeing it until one a.m.

“Mr. Moretti.” She looked at me over her reading glasses. “Criminal Mischief in the Second Degree. Eleven thousand dollars in property damage at a nightclub. Alleged assault—complainant has declined to press charges.” She set the file down. “Quite an evening.”

“Your Honor—”

Alan’s hand found my arm. A grip that said shut up with the precision of a surgical instrument.

“Counsel?”

Alan stepped forward. “Your Honor, my client is a first-time offender with no prior criminal record of any kind. He’s prepared to make full restitution for the property damage tonight. We’re requesting an ACD under 170.55, with conditions the People and the court find appropriate.”

The judge looked at the prosecutor—-a young man with tired eyes and a coffee stain on his tie. “People?”

The prosecutor shuffled his notes. “The People don’t oppose an ACD, Your Honor, given the first-time status and the willingness to make restitution. We’d request community service . . . fifty hours . . . an order of protection barring the defendant from the premises, and random drug and alcohol monitoring.”

The judge studied me over her glasses. The look was not unkind, but it was thorough. She looked me up and down, taking inventory of who I was as a man and found me wanting.

“Mr. Moretti, I’m granting the ACD. Here’s what that means for you. Your case is adjourned for six months. During those six months, you will pay full restitution—eleven thousand dollars—to the property owner. You will complete fifty hours of community service at a location to be coordinated with your counsel. You will not go within a hundred feet of the premises of . . . ” She checked her notes. “Velvet nightclub. You will not drink or take any drugs that are not prescribed by a medical provider. And you will not get arrested again. If you violate any of these conditions, the ACD is revoked and the felony charge is restored. All of it. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Your Honor.”

“This is not a slap on the wrist, Mr. Moretti. This is the justice system giving you one chance to walk away from a felony conviction. I’d suggest you take it seriously.” She picked up the next file. I’d been arraigned and released in under four minutes. Night court didn’t linger. Night court had sixty more cases and forty-five minutes of session left.
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            * * *

        

Ryan was in the lobby.

Of course he was. He wore a Titans hoodie and sweatpants, arms crossed, leaning against the wall across from the metal detectors with a coffee in one hand and an expression that contained every emotion a best friend can feel when he finds out that his worst prediction has come true.

“Don’t,” I said.

“I wasn’t—”

“You were.”

“I was going to say I told you so, yes. I’m choosing not to, because you look like you’ve been inside a washing machine and I’m a generous person.”

We walked out. The city was wide awake—Saturday night in full swing, cabs and rideshares jockeying for position, groups of people moving between bars and restaurants, the sidewalks performing their midnight choreography. Manhattan didn’t care about my arraignment. Manhattan was busy.

The air hit me like cold water. I was wearing Alan’s white shirt and my suit pants and shoes I didn’t remember putting on.

A rideshare was waiting for us. Ryan opened the door. Didn’t say anything until we were both inside and the driver had pulled into traffic.

“Chandelier?”

“I threw a champagne bottle.”

“At a chandelier.”

“In the general direction of a chandelier. It wasn’t targeted.”

“Eleven thousand dollars of not-targeted.”

I leaned my head against the window. The glass was cool. The city moved past—buildings and scaffolding and the late-night energy of a Saturday that was only halfway done for everyone who wasn’t me. “My father called.”

Ryan’s expression shifted. The sarcasm drained out, replaced by something quieter. He’d met Baldassare once, at a team dinner. Hadn’t spoken about it afterward, which was its own kind of review.

“What’d he say?”

“He arranged Giulia’s engagement. To a count. Without asking her.”

“Jesus.”

“I told him what I thought about it. He told me what he thought about me.” I paused. “Then, things got out of hand.”

Ryan didn’t argue with that. The cab turned onto Fifth Avenue. My building was sixty blocks uptown, and each block felt like a mile and a confession.

“Your phone’s going to explode,” Ryan said. “It’s probably already exploding. Tony’s called me six times since I left the apartment.”

“I know.”

“Nike will see the photos.”

“I know.”

“Hargrove will lose his mind.”

“I know, Ryan.”

“Do you, though?” He turned to face me. The streetlight caught his jaw, the stubble, the exhaustion in the lines around his eyes—a thirty-year-old who’d been woken by a phone call and had driven to a precinct to pick up his idiot friend and hadn’t complained once. “Because this isn’t a bad night, Luca. A bad night is losing a game. A bad night is saying something dumb in an interview. This is . . . ” He stopped. Chose the next words with the precision of a man who understood they mattered. “This is a pattern. The clubs, the drinking, the women, the tabloids. You’ve been doing this for years and getting away with it, and tonight the bill came due.”

“I know.”

“Stop saying I know. You don’t know. If you knew, you wouldn’t have been on a table at Velvet on game night before the biggest playoff series of your career.” His voice cracked. Not anger. Something under the anger, softer and harder at the same time. “You’re my best friend. I can’t watch you do this to yourself anymore.”

I didn’t answer. The cab pulled up to my building. The doorman—Gerald, who had seen me in every state a human being can occupy and had maintained the same professional neutrality through all of them—opened the door without comment.

Ryan walked me to the elevator. Pressed the button. Waited.

“Go home,” I said. “Get some sleep. I’ll call Tony in the morning.”

“You’ll call him in the morning.”

“First thing.”

The elevator arrived. I stepped in. Ryan held the door with one hand.

“Luca.”

“What?”

“Whatever’s eating you . . . you have to deal with it. Not with bourbon and models and a credit card. Actually, deal with it.”

The elevator door tried to close. His hand held it. The mechanism hummed, patient and insistent.

“Because the next time,” he said, “I might not be there to pick up the phone.”

    

  

    
      Chapter 1



Luca





    

    
      The headache arrived before consciousness did.

It came in waves. A dull, rolling pressure behind my eyes that pulsed in time with my heartbeat, which was doing something aggressive and unnecessary for a man lying perfectly still. I was on my back. The ceiling was white. The sheets were tangled around my legs and the bourbon aftertaste of my life choices from the night before lingered on my breath and in my mind.

I was still wearing the suit pants. The shirt, Alan Pritchard’s white emergency, was twisted sideways, one button undone, the collar damp. No shoes. When did I even remove them?

The clock on the nightstand said 1:47 p.m.

1:47. I’d slept through the morning. Through practice. Through the phone calls that had been accumulating on the device, buzzing facedown on the nightstand like a trapped insect.

I turned my head. The movement produced a sound inside my skull—not pain exactly, but the threat of pain, a seismic preview. Maybe I’d just moaned, I wasn’t sure. My phone buzzed again. I reached for it and the screen lit up with a notification count that looked like a small emergency: 47 missed calls. 112 text messages. Nine voicemails. My agent’s name, Tony Ricci, appeared six times in the missed call log. Ryan Callahan, four. My mother, three. My father, twice.

I opened the browser. The Post’s website loaded. There I was on Page Six, the lead story, a photograph so perfectly composed it could have been staged. Which, as it turned out, was the point.

The image: Luca Moretti, shirtless, standing on a VIP table at Velvet nightclub, champagne bottle raised overhead, three women in sequined dresses arranged around his legs like decorative accessories. My head was thrown back. My abs were on full display. Someone had caught the exact moment between triumph and disaster—the champagne bottle airborne, the chandelier one second from detonation, the grin of a man who had not yet calculated the cost of the evening.

The headline: MORETTI MELTDOWN: NHL STAR ARRESTED AFTER NIGHTCLUB RAMPAGE.

I scrolled.

The article was thorough. Whoever wrote it had sources; the club manager, two witnesses, and my ex.

“Luca has a disease,” Vanessa had told them. “I tried for two years to help him, to get him to see someone, to stop the drinking and the partying and the self-destruction. But you can’t save someone who doesn’t want to be saved. What happened at Velvet was devastating but not surprising. That’s who he is when the cameras aren’t rolling. That’s who he is when he’s not playing that game.”

She’d given them everything. The timeline of our relationship—selectively edited, every unflattering moment amplified, every quiet Tuesday night erased. The breakup—recast as her walking away from a man who wouldn’t stop hurting her, rather than what it was, which was her leaking my flight schedule to TMZ and getting caught. And the Velvet night itself—described not as a man having a bad night after a worse phone call, but as the logical conclusion of a personality disorder she’d heroically endured. Of course, what she left off was the number of nights she’d been at my side at Velvet or other clubs. She didn’t talk about the time when she’d hurled an entire decanter at my head during one of our arguments. She didn’t discuss how she racked up thousands of dollars on one of my credit cards without me knowing she’d “borrowed” it. Then there was the time she lunged at a paparazzi with the full intent of assaulting him. Instead, I’d stepped between them and taken the hit instead. Admittedly, she just hit my chest, but I bruised. The article painted her as the victim in our relationship. She was anything but. I wasn’t without my faults. I was aware of my failings. And if I didn’t know them, I had my father to point them out in grave detail, which was one of the many conversations my hangover brain was not ready to deal with.

The photographs were worse. Someone had captured the exit. I was shirtless and handcuffed. I looked at the picture and noticed I was barefoot. Where were my shoes? Another showed the police cruiser. Another, the paparazzi scrum. And then the video—embedded in the article, autoplay enabled, fourteen million views and climbing. Set to a Pitbull song. Of course it had been.

I watched it once. The man on the table didn’t look like me. He looked like a character in someone else’s story—louder, wilder, more reckless than the version of Luca Moretti who was lying in bed with a headache.

Then there was social media. I made the mistake of opening X.

#LucaMoretti was trending, and not for a good reason. I scrolled up and I’d been trending since the early hours. I didn’t check the hashtag. I didn’t need to. I could construct the content from memory—the memes, the hot takes, the strangers performing outrage and amusement in equal measure, the machinery of public humiliation operating at the speed of Wi-Fi.

I set the phone face down on the nightstand. Got up. The room tilted, steadied, tilted again. I made it to the bathroom.

The mirror was unkind. Crystal dust still in my hair—tiny fragments catching the vanity light like glitter at the world’s worst party. A bruise on my forearm from the table’s edge. My eyes were bloodshot and rimmed with something darker than exhaustion. The man in the glass looked like the “before” photo in a cautionary tale, which was appropriate, because that’s what he was.

I showered for twenty minutes.

I dressed. Jeans. A T-shirt. Sneakers. No cologne. No watch. The closest I’d come to civilian clothing in years.

My phone rang.

Tony Ricci, my agent. The seventh call. I picked up this time.

“Where the hell have you been?” Tony’s voice carried the tension of a man who’d been up half the night managing a crisis and was running low on patience and coffee. “I’ve been calling you since last night. Since this morning. Since—”

“I was asleep.”

“You were asleep. Great. Beautiful. Your career and personal life is a raging dumpster fire, and you were asleep.”

“Tony—”

“Shut up. Don’t talk. Just listen.” A pause. The sound of papers being shuffled. Tony organizing his disasters. “Nike pulled the campaign. Not paused. Pulled. Done. Gatorade dropped you at eight this morning—their PR team sent a statement that used the phrase ‘no longer aligned with our brand values,’ which is corporate for ‘we saw social media.’ ESPN’s running clips on a loop. They’ve got a panel discussing whether you should be suspended.”

“Suspended?”

“TMZ has the arrest photos. Page Six has Vanessa—”

“I’ve read—”

“Then you already know your name is trending on every platform that exists. You are, as of this moment, the most famous hockey player in America, and not for hockey.”

I sat on the edge of the bed. The apartment was quiet around me—the soundproofing that had cost a fortune performing its single function, sealing me inside five thousand square feet.

“What do I do?”

“You get to MSG. Now. Practice was at ten. You missed it. Hargrove knows. He’s been in his office since nine and he called me an hour ago, which is not something Bill Hargrove does unless the situation is . . . ” Tony stopped. I could hear him choosing words. “It’s bad, Luca. I’ve been in this business thirty years and I’m telling you, the temperature is bad. Hargrove asked me to be there for the meeting.”

“What meeting?”

“The meeting he wants to have with you. Today. This afternoon.”

“You’re going to be there?”

“Yes. That’s not a good sign. When a GM invites the agent, it means—”

“It means he wants a witness.”

“It means the decision is already made and he wants your representation present so nobody can claim the conversation didn’t happen.”

The silence that followed was the silence of two men who understood what was being said without saying it. I’d been in enough rooms with enough powerful men to recognize the architecture of a done deal. The meeting wasn’t a discussion. It was a notification.

“I’ll be there in forty minutes,” I said.

“Luca. Listen to me. Whatever Hargrove says in that room, don’t argue. Don’t negotiate. Don’t give him the charming bullshit. This is past the point where charm works. Do you understand?”

“I understand.”

“And Luca—”

“What?”

“The league’s been talking to the team about their options. Your contract has one year left and nobody . . . ” He paused. “We can discuss it when I see you. Get here.”

He hung up.

I grabbed my keys and left the apartment without looking back.

Only then did I realize my Porsche was still at Velvet’s, assuming the cops hadn’t towed it. I grabbed my second set of keys, the one for the less flashy Rezvani.
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            * * *

        

Tony was in the lobby at MSG.

That was the first wrong thing. Tony did not wait in lobbies. Tony arrived at meetings with the punctuality of a man who billed by the hour and the confidence of a man who’d been negotiating contracts since before I was born. He met you at the table, not in the hallway. The fact that he was standing by the security desk, coffee in hand, watching the elevator bank, meant he’d come early. He was nervous.

“You look terrible,” he said.

“Thank you.”

“I’m not being funny. You look like a man who got arrested last night, which is exactly what you are. Hargrove will see it the second you walk in.”

“Do I have time to—”

“No.” He fell into step beside me. We walked to the elevator. Tony pressed the button for the executive floor without speaking. The elevator rose.

“How bad?” I asked.

Tony looked at the ceiling. The fluorescent light was not generous to either of us. “I made calls this morning. After Hargrove’s call. I reached out to every GM I have a relationship with—Seattle, Dallas, Chicago, Nashville, and Long Island.”

“And?”

“You were put on waivers this morning at eight a.m. You’re on the wire. So far, nobody wants you.”

The words arrived without cushion. Tony’s style—he didn’t soften impacts, he delivered them and let you absorb.

“Nobody?” In twenty-four hours I’d either be claimed by a new team or cleared to the minors.

“I called nine teams. Nine. And every single one said some version of the same thing: the talent’s there, the baggage isn’t worth it. The video, the arrest, the tabloid history—you’re a PR liability, Luca. You’re the player that sponsors drop, fan bases argue about, and team owners have to answer questions about during press conferences. And right now, no GM in the league will touch you.”

The elevator opened. The executive floor was quiet.

“Hargrove’s already tried,” Tony said, lowering his voice as we walked. “He spent this morning working the phones. Offered to eat half your salary. Nobody bit.”

“So, what happens to my contract?”

“That’s what the meeting is about.”

Tony stopped outside Hargrove’s office. The door was closed. Through the frosted glass, I could see Hargrove’s shape behind his desk—solid, still, the silhouette of a man who had made a decision and was waiting to deliver it.

“Remember what I said. Don’t argue.”

“Tony—”

“Don’t argue, Luca.”

He opened the door.
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            * * *

        

“Sit down, Luca,” Bill Hargrove said, the Titan’s GM.

I sat.

“I’ll be direct because I don’t have the energy not to be.” He pulled his glasses off and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “You’re done here.”

The words landed flat. No echo. No dramatic swell. The air conditioning hummed. A pigeon landed on the windowsill behind him, pecked at something, and left.

“You’re off the ice. Effective immediately. You will not play for the Titans again.”

“Bill—”

“I’m not finished.” He opened the folder. “Your contract has one year remaining. Twelve million a year. The organization has no interest in buying you out, and a buyout would require your agreement regardless. But we also can’t have you here. Not in this building, not on this ice, not in this city. The optics are untenable.”

“Then, trade me.”

Hargrove looked at Tony. Tony looked at the carpet.

“Waivers went out this morning,” Hargrove said. “I know your agent already tried shaking a few trees. As of right now, nobody wants you. As you know, the other teams have twenty-four hours to claim you. If not . . . ” The words just kind of sat there. Everyone knew what that meant.

“You’re twenty-nine with two All-Star appearances,” Hargrove continued, “and a highlight reel of tabloid disasters that my PR department can recite by heart. Last night’s little . . . stunt was the last straw. Your mugshot will be on TMZ for the next six months, and your ex-girlfriend is doing a media tour that will keep this story alive through the summer. No GM in the league will put that in his locker room during a playoff run.”

“So, what—you just bench me for a year? Pay me twelve million to sit in my apartment?”

“No.” Hargrove slid a second sheet across the desk. “If you’re not claimed by eight a.m. tomorrow, you are cleared for a transfer to one of our feeder teams. We’re assigning you to the Harlow Creek Huskies. Vermont. Independent minor league affiliate. You’ll report to Coach Helen Morrison by end of day Wednesday.”

“The Huskies.” I stared at the paper. “So, you’re sending me back to the minors?”

“I’m sending you to the place where I believe you can do the least amount of damage and, God willing, get your life together.”

“Bill, it’s the playoffs. I can help this team—”

“You’ll be glad to know your new team has absolutely no chance of making the playoffs.” Hargrove’s voice was dry. Arid. The driest thing in a room full of leather. “Which will give you the summer to sort yourself out. Think of it as a gift.”

“A gift.”

“A gift. Because the alternative—and Peter can walk you through this if you’d like—is a formal suspension review, which, given the arrest and the property damage and the very public nature of your evening, the league would be happy to conduct. A suspension means no pay. An assignment means full salary. I’d take the assignment.”

Peter Holt looked up from his laptop. Nodded once. Went back to his screen. His contribution to the meeting.

“There’s more,” Hargrove said. He slid another document. “Not sure what you remember about your little appearance in night court, but you were charged with Criminal Mischief in the Second Degree. That’s a Class D felony, Luca. Up to seven years.”

The word felony landed different in a GM’s office than it had in a courtroom at midnight.

“Alan Pritchard got you an ACD—the charges are adjourned for six months. You pay the restitution, do your community service, stay out of trouble, and the whole thing gets dismissed and sealed. But if you screw up—if you get arrested, if you miss your hours, if you so much as jaywalk in front of the wrong cop—the felony comes back. All of it. And at that point, neither Pritchard nor God himself will be able to help you. And by the time you get out of prison, your playing days will be long over.”

He let that sit.

“The judge set conditions. Fifty hours of community service. We talked to Pritchard this morning and gave him the heads up about the Harlow Creek transfer. The court’s already coordinated with a liaison up there. They’ve placed you at a public library. Pritchard will be in contact with more details.”

Fifty hours. Community service in a library. In Vermont. I did the math before I could stop myself—fifty hours at four hours a session, three days a week, was roughly four weeks. A month of my life spent in a town I’d never heard of, shelving books and whatever else you did in a library that warranted a month of a man’s time. And six months of a felony hanging over my head like a blade on a fraying rope.

“Barring a huge change in your situation between now and eight a.m. tomorrow morning, you have forty-eight hours to make your arrangements and get to Vermont,” Hargrove said. “Report to Coach Morrison by end of day Wednesday. Tony will handle the paperwork. And Luca . . . ” He leaned forward. “This is not a vacation. This is not a sabbatical. This is your last chance to demonstrate to this organization that you are worth the investment we’ve made in you. Twelve million a year. One year. Twelve million dollars of the Titans’ money riding on whether you can go to Vermont and prove you’re not the man in that video. Do you understand?”

“I understand.”

“Good.” He closed the folder. “Any questions?”

A hundred. A thousand. None that mattered.

“No,” I said.

Hargrove stood. Peter Holt closed his laptop. The meeting was over. Four minutes, maybe five—the duration of a man’s career implosion.

Tony walked me to the elevator. We stood in the hallway while the light above the doors counted floors, and neither of us spoke until the elevator arrived and we were inside and the doors had closed.

“Twelve million a year to play minor league hockey in Vermont,” I said.

“Twelve million a year to have a career at the end of this.” Tony pressed the lobby button. “It could have been worse. A suspension review would have been worse.”

“Would it?”

“Yes. The league would have made an example of you. The players’ association would have gotten involved. It would have been months of hearings and media coverage and your name dragged through every sports desk in the country. This is quiet. This is Hargrove doing you a favor.”

“A favor?”

“The best one you’re going to get.”

The elevator opened. The lobby was bright and a handful of staff moved around the room. A couple shot me glances. The Titans’ logo on every surface. My team. My arena. The building where I’d scored my first NHL goal at nineteen, where the crowd had learned my name and made it a chant, where I’d spent eight years of my life in a jersey that I would not be wearing again.

“I’ll send the Harlow Creek details tonight,” Tony said. “Coach Morrison’s contact info, the guest house address, the court liaison for the community service. Don’t talk to the press. And stay off social media—your mentions are a war zone. Keep your head down. Oh, and call your mother. I am not your family intermediary.”

“Tony.”

“What?”

“Thank you. For being here.”

He looked at me.

“Call your mother,” he said again, and walked toward the parking garage.
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            * * *

        

I called my mother from the car.

She answered on the first ring, which meant she’d been holding the phone. Bianca Moretti—fifty-four, elegant, warm in the way of Italian women who’d learned to be soft inside a hard marriage, who loved in secret because loving openly was not something her husband permitted.

“Tesoro.” The word—darling, treasure—arrived in Campanian Italian, the dialect of her childhood, which she used only with her children and only when the conversation required tenderness. “Sei okay?”

“I’m okay, Mama.”

“I saw the news. The video, the—” She stopped. I heard her breathing. The controlled breathing of a woman who had decided not to cry on the phone. “What happened?”

I told her. Not the version The Post had, not Vanessa’s version, but the version that started with her husband’s phone call and ended with night court at midnight. She listened the way she’d always listened—completely, without interruption, with the stillness of a person who understood that the value of listening was not in the response but in the space.

“Papà called me,” I said. “About Giulia. The engagement.”

A pause. “I know.”

“You knew? Mama, she doesn’t even know this count—”

“I know, Luca. I’ve spoken to your father about it.” Her voice shifted—not louder, but firmer. The voice she used in the rare moments when Bianca Moretti stopped being Baldassare’s wife and started being herself. “It’s being addressed.”

“Addressed how?”

“It’s being addressed. That’s all I’ll say on the phone.” A pause. “What is happening to you?”

I gave her the shortened version.

She was quiet. I could hear the apartment around her—the hum of the Upper East Side, the ambient sound of a twelve-room apartment in a building my father owned, the gilded cage she’d inhabited for thirty years with the grace of a woman who’d learned that some prisons are upholstered.

“Maybe it’s what you need,” she said.

“Mama—”

“Luca. Listen to me.” The Campanian cadence, the rhythm of a language that shaped its wisdom in melody. “You’ve been unhappy for a long time. Don’t pretend you haven’t. I’m your mother. I see it in your face. I hear it in your voice on the phone. You call me less. You laugh less. You have this life—the apartment, the money, the fame—and none of it has made you happy. Not in years.”

I didn’t answer. She was right and we both knew it.

“Go to Vermont. Do what they ask. And Luca—”

“What?”

“Let yourself be still. You’ve been running so long you’ve forgotten what it’s like to stop.”

My father’s name appeared on the screen. Incoming call. I watched it ring—BALDASSARE MORETTI, the name displayed with the formal precision of a man who existed in my phone the way he existed in my life, as a title rather than a person.

I let it ring.

“Your father is calling,” my mother said, hearing the tone through the phone.

“I know.”

She didn’t press. Bianca Moretti understood the geography between her husband and her son—the distance, the damage, the terrain that neither of them could cross without drawing blood. She’d spent twenty-eight years standing in the middle of it.

“Call me when you get to Vermont,” she said. “Ti voglio bene.”

“Ti voglio bene, Mama.”

I hung up. My father’s call had gone to voicemail. He would not leave a message—Baldassare Moretti did not leave messages, he issued summons, and a voicemail was beneath the dignity of a man who expected the world to answer on the first ring.

He called again. I sent it to voicemail again.

A third time. Voicemail.

The calls stopped. He’d made his three attempts, which was the Moretti maximum. Three was effort. Four was need. Baldassare Moretti did not need anyone.
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            * * *

        

Sadly, the apartment wasn’t a home. It was a set. I’d been living on a stage for eight years and the curtain had come down. By Wednesday morning, my bags were packed and I was ready to make the drive.

I locked the door. Left the key with Gerald at the front desk.

“Going somewhere, Mr. Moretti?”

“Vermont.”

“For how long?”

“I don’t know.”

Gerald nodded. He’d been the doorman for seven years. He’d seen me arrive at four a.m., leave at four a.m., and bring women home and send them away. He’d seen me stand in the lobby at three a.m., staring at the street like a man trying to remember why he lived here. He’d never commented on any of it.

“Take care of yourself,” he said.

“I’ll try,” I said, and meant it in a way I hadn’t meant anything in a long time.
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            * * *

        

After packing everything into the Rezvani Vengeance, I pulled out into the morning and pointed my car north. The city fell away in layers. First the bridges and the skyline shrinking in the mirror. Then the suburbs—strip malls and chain restaurants, the commercial exoskeleton of a metropolis that didn’t know where it ended.

Somewhere past Middlebury, the landscape changed—not gradually, but like someone had thrown a switch. The manicured hedges of the Hudson Valley gave way to working farms, red barns with peeling paint, cows standing in fields with the unshakable calm of creatures who had never once worried about trending on social media. A hand-painted sign by the road advertised EGGS $4/DOZ and FIREWOOD CALL RANDY.

I passed a general store. A church with a steeple that listed slightly left. A woman walking two golden retrievers on a road with no sidewalk. The GPS informed me I had forty-three minutes remaining, and for a moment I thought the app was broken because there was nothing here. Nothing that looked like a destination.

The drive from Manhattan to Harlow Creek, Vermont, took six hours. I had obeyed nothing and stopped twice.

Then the sign: WELCOME TO HARLOW CREEK, VERMONT. POPULATION 2,800. EST. 1794.

One Main Street. One stoplight, blinking yellow. A brick building with the words TOWN HALL and a clock tower that was seven minutes slow. A flower shop with buckets of wildflowers on the sidewalk. A diner with a handwritten specials board propped against the door—meatloaf, $8.99. A library on the corner. A post office was on the next block. The town looked very Norman Rockwell.

The GPS took me three blocks off Main, down a residential street lined with maples, to a cottage that looked like it had been assembled by someone who owned a hammer and a dream but not a level. White clapboard, green shutters, a porch the size of a bathroom stall. A pickup truck sat in the gravel drive.

I parked behind it. Stepped out. The air hit me—clean in a way that Manhattan air has never been and never will be. Pine and cut grass and something sweet underneath, like the whole town had been washed and hung out to dry. Then the quiet. No sirens. No horns. No bass thumping from anywhere. A bird sang something complicated in the maple tree, and I stood there in the gravel driveway in my jeans and sneakers, listening to a bird.

Madonna. This was my life now.

The screen door opened.

“Moretti?”

The woman on the porch was tall, short gray hair, broad shoulders that said she’d spent time on ice. She wore a whistle around her neck and the expression of someone who’d heard every excuse a hockey player could manufacture and hadn’t believed any of them.

“Coach Morrison.” I extended a hand.

She took it. Grip like a vise. “You’re late.”

“I hit traffic on—”

“I don’t care why. I care that you said you’d be here at four and it’s four-forty.” She released my hand and jerked her chin toward the door. “Come inside.”

The cottage was smaller inside than it appeared from the drive, which was a feat of geometry I didn’t think possible. One bedroom with a queen bed my feet would hang off. A bathroom with a shower stall, no tub. A kitchen with a coffee maker that predated my birth and a refrigerator that hummed like it was negotiating the terms of its own surrender. The living room had a couch, a lamp, and a window that faced the street.

My apartment had a wine fridge bigger than this entire kitchen.

“Rent’s five hundred a month,” Morrison said, watching me take it in. “Includes utilities. Laundry’s in the basement. Trash pickup is Tuesday. Recycling is Thursday. There’s a spare key under the mat, which is a thing we do here because nobody locks anything, but I’d recommend you lock up given your current talent for making headlines.”

“Noted.”

“Practice is six a.m., Monday through Friday. You show up, you work, you keep your mouth shut about how our facility compares to whatever palace you skated in before. My players are here because they love the game, not because they’re serving penance.” She paused. “Understood?”

“Understood.”

She studied me the way a coach studies a player who’s been hyped beyond recognition—looking for the gap between reputation and reality. Morrison was different from the scouts and the media and my father. She didn’t care about the gap. She cared about what was underneath it.

“Community service starts tomorrow,” she said. “Two o’clock. Harlow Creek Library on Main Street. They’ve got a café in there—Chapter & Brew. The director will supervise your hours. Fifty of them from what I’ve been told. Don’t be late, don’t be charming, and don’t give her a reason to call the court liaison.”

“I can be professional.”

Morrison’s mouth twitched. Not a smile. Closer to the expression a person makes before delivering news they find privately amusing. “Sure you can.”

She left me standing in the living room with a spare key, a list of house rules taped to the refrigerator, and the silence. It pressed in from every direction—through the walls, through the single-pane windows, up through the floorboards. In Manhattan, silence was something you bought with soundproofing and a high floor. Here it was free. Generous and terrifying.

I set my bag on the bed. Unzipped it. Suits I wouldn’t need. Italian leather shoes that would last about a week on gravel. The Audemars Piguet, worth more than every car I’d passed on Main Street. And at the bottom, wrapped in a soft cloth, a copy of Dante’s Inferno in the original Italian—the one my mother gave me when I left for the NHL, with her handwriting inside the cover: Per trovare la tua strada, devi prima perderti. To find your way, you must first lose yourself.

I’d laughed at the inscription nine years ago. Thought it was dramatic. Italian mothers and their poetry.

Sitting on the edge of a too-small bed in a town I couldn’t have found on a map two days ago, I didn’t laugh.

I pulled up the community service paperwork on my phone. Harlow Creek Public Library. Fifty hours. Three days a week, four hours per session. Director and supervisor: L. Gray.

Gray.

The name landed in my chest the way a puck lands when you’re not wearing pads—sudden, specific, the impact arriving before the pain.

Common name. Had to be a common name. Vermont was full of Grays. The state was probably lousy with them.

But three years ago, I’d said something terrible about a kid named Jake Gray on national television. Postgame interview. Reporter lobbed a question about rookie mistakes, and I caught it with both hands and swung. Called him talentless. Told millions of people he should stick to the minors where he belonged. I was drunk, furious at my father for a fight we’d had that afternoon, and Jake Gray was nothing but a convenient target—a soft-spoken rookie standing in front of the wrong microphone at the wrong moment.

The clip went everywhere. “Participation Trophy Player.” Jake’s confidence cracked, then crumbled. Within a year, he’d dropped to the minors. The career everyone predicted for him—the trajectory, the promise—I burned it in eleven seconds of airtime because I couldn’t manage a conversation with my father like an adult.

I never apologized. Not publicly, not privately. Not because I didn’t want to, but because I was a coward, and cowards have a gift for convincing themselves that enough time makes an apology unnecessary.

L. Gray.

Probably no relation. Probably some retired librarian type who collected first editions and smelled like lavender.

I set the phone on the nightstand. The ceiling had a water stain shaped vaguely like the boot of Italy, which was either a sign or a plumbing issue. Outside, the maple tree moved in a breeze I couldn’t hear through the glass, and the sky turned a purple hue that doesn’t exist in cities—no light pollution, no buildings cutting the horizon. Just color, slow and enormous, fading to black.

Fifty hours. A month’s worth of afternoons in a library in a town with one stoplight. How this place even managed to keep a minor league hockey team afloat was beyond me.

The bird outside had gone quiet, replaced by crickets working in shifts. For the first time in longer than I could calculate, nobody expected me to be anywhere. Nobody was photographing me. Nobody was watching.

For one sick, disorienting second, with my career in a folder and a cartoon husky on a logo somewhere in this town judging me from a distance, I was relieved.

Dio mio. What kind of person is relieved to lose everything?
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      The guest house refrigerator contained two things: a bottle of water and a package of string cheese I’d bought at a gas station outside Middlebury.

I stood in the kitchen at 5:47 a.m., jet-lagged from a drive that hadn’t crossed time zones, staring at the string cheese like it might transform into eggs and bacon if I applied sufficient Italian disappointment. It did not.

Somewhere in this town, someone must sell food.

I showered in the bathroom with the rust stain and the showerhead that produced water pressure my Manhattan apartment would have considered an insult. I dressed in jeans and a sweater that cost more than the guest house’s monthly rent before stepping outside into a Vermont morning. I took a deep breath and inhaled the scent of pine trees and something I couldn’t identify.

The Rezvani purred to life. I drove the three blocks to Main Street at a speed that would have gotten me honked at in Manhattan.. In Harlow Creek, I was ignored because there was no one else on the road. At seven a.m., the quaint town was a Rockwell painting. The storefronts were dark and the sidewalks empty. A church steeple at the end of Main Street caught the early light like it was posing for a calendar.

Joe’s Diner announced itself with a neon sign that read JOE’S in letters that had been repaired at least twice, based on the color variations. The parking lot held
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