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      February…

      “Easy now. Don’t move.” The voice is coming from above me. I don’t recognize it at all. Is it a teammate? Blum or Hudson? Maybe Garlov? No, Garlov has a Russian accent, and this voice doesn’t.

      Did I get hit? On the ice? Why is it so wet and… thick? The ice feels thick. Like mud?

      “We’re gonna put a collar around your neck, okay?”

      “No. What? Why?” The words are coming out of my mouth, right? Am I saying them? Loudly? It feels like I am, but no one is acting like they’ve heard me.

      “Hey. No. Don’t do that!” The voice gets stern and deep. “Stop moving. You could be making your injuries worse. Hey! I need help over here. He’s agitated.”

      There’s another pair of hands on me, and then a wave of pain crashes over me so intense I get nauseous and then everything goes black.

      The next time I open my eyes, I immediately close them because everything is painfully bright. I’m not on whatever wet, thick surface I had been on. Now I’m on a bed… I think. It’s not comfortable at all, though. There’s talking and beeping, like someone’s ignoring an alarm notification on their cellphone. I try to say something, but my mouth is dry and numb. My throat is raw. Am I at the dentist? Did they give me too much Novocain?

      “Mr. Richard? Are you awake?” The voice sounds official and distant, like the woman speaking is in a different room. But when my eyes try to focus, I see three of the same person, and they look closer than they sound.

      I feel like I’m going to puke, so I close my eyes. “What happened?”

      I force the words from my battered throat, and they come out in a voice I don’t recognize. I’m weak and hoarse.

      “You had a fall. You fell off the roof of your house. And you had an extreme amount of alcohol in your system. You have a concussion, a shattered right shoulder, and a compound fracture of your left humerus. You’ve been in surgery for five hours already, and you’ll need another one tomorrow or the next day.”

      “Surgery?”

      “Your parents are on their way. Your… coach?” she says uncertainly. “Your coach is in the waiting room.”

      “Fuck. Sorry. Fuck.” I’m reeling. Confused and terrified. “No. How? How did this happen?”

      “We are expecting you to tell us,” she replies. “But with the amount of alcohol you had in your system, I’m not surprised you don’t know. Rest. I’ll have a nurse give you something to help you… Stay calm.”

      “I’m calm.” I try to sit up, and everything in my body suddenly radiates with intense, heart-stopping pain. I sag back into the uncomfortable mattress.

      “Yeah. You’ve been through it,” the doctor tells me. “And there’s a lot more to go through.”

      “My parents,” I croak. “My family?”

      “On their way.”

      “No. Don’t tell them.”

      “I didn’t,” the doctor replies. “They saw your social media post. Plus, your team contacted them.”

      “Media post?” I whisper, confused.

      “Look, just rest,” the doctor orders gently. “You’re in good hands.”

      I want to get up and walk—no run—out of here, but it’s impossible. So when the nurse injects something into my IV, and I start feeling dopey, I let myself tumble into sleep… and wonder if it would be better if I didn’t wake up.

      When I wake up next, it’s dark in my room. The only light is a blue, annoying one coming from all the monitors by the head of my bed. I blink until my eyes regulate. I’m starving, and my arms are radiating with an extreme, dull ache. I try to look at my body, but I can’t see much. I think my right shoulder is wrapped in gauze, and my left arm is in a cast from my shoulder to wrist. This is potentially career-ending, I realize, and nausea courses through me again.

      I don’t know how or when I’ll be able to play hockey again with my arms like this. And what if they don’t set right? What if I can’t play ever again? What the fuck have I done to myself?

      There’s a lump in a chair in the corner of the room. A person-sized lump turned away from me. And another lump in a chair pulled to the foot of my bed, their head on the mattress by my ankle. That head is covered in near-black hair with silver strands that glint in the monitor’s light. Silver strands I caused, I’m sure.

      “Mom?” I whisper, and it takes a second, but her head lifts off the mattress beside my foot.

      Her big brown eyes find mine, and they flood with tears. “Baby.” Rose Richard stands and walks to the top of my bed to gently cup the side of my face.

      “Don’t cry.”

      She sniffs and nods, but tears trickle down her cheeks. “How are you feeling?”

      “Horrible,” I grunt and fight the lump swelling in my throat. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what happened.”

      “Yeah.” She fights a frown. “Just concentrate on healing for now, okay? We need you to get better, and then we can… deal with the rest.”

      “What’s the rest?” I ask, and she rubs my cheek with her thumb. “Mom? What did I do?”

      “You’re an alcoholic.” The voice comes from the corner of the room. The lump in the chair was, of course, my father Luc Richard. Two-time Stanley Cup champion, three-time Norris trophy winner, and all-around best dad ever. And he’s looking at me with concern and also… heartbreak. Fuck. “You’re an alcoholic who needs help. Real help. Not just your family and friends trying to get you to rein it in. We’re done with that. It didn’t work. Your coach has you on IR, and the league has announced you’re entering the Player Assistance Program, Theo. So just relax. Heal up. There’ll be a lot of time to deal with the consequences of your actions later.”

      “Consequences?” I hate that word. “Can I play still?”

      My mom looks away. “I’m going to get a nurse to check on you.”

      She leaves the room. My dad stays, still in the corner, not coming close enough so I can read his expression. But I do see his shoulders slump. “Dad… will I play again?”

      He never forced me to play hockey. He never pushed. I wanted it. It was difficult, and the pressure of being his son was ever-present from everyone but him. And it didn’t matter—I wanted to play. I still want it. I don’t know who I am without it.

      “I don’t think hockey is important anymore, Theo,” Dad says firmly and folds his arms over his chest. “It may never be again, and that’s okay. We just need you better. You need to want to get better this time. For real. Because you will die. I can tell you that. I believe that. If you don’t get help. Take it seriously. Try. You will die from this, Theo. And your mother… she may not survive it either. I know I won’t. So… heal. Your bones and then… everything else. Please.”

      He chokes up and turns to the window, rubbing his eyes with his hand. Fear and regret wrap around me like a blanket. A weighted one I don’t think I will ever shake off.
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      At five o’clock in the morning, I get out of bed. It’s an acceptable hour. Well, it doesn’t make Thelma, the night attendant, lift her eyebrows when I venture into the gym. I’ve left my room at other hours to work out—like two in the morning, four in the morning, and eleven thirty at night—and those times all got me the raised eyebrows. Five seems to be accepted. Breakfast starts at six-thirty, so Thelma probably assumes I’m getting it in before the day of therapy sessions begins.

      I flash her a brief smile as I pass the desk, and she looks up from her Stephen King novel. “Morning, Theo.”

      “Morning, Thelma.”

      “Abs day or leg day? Cardio?”

      “Arms,” I say. “They aren’t where they should be.”

      She frowns. “You’re a lot better than when you got here.”

      She’s right, but it doesn’t make me feel better. When I checked into rehab, I was still in a cast on the left side and a sling on the right. I had to have an attendant help dress me and wash me, which was humbling to say the least. Now I have really good range in my right, but I still can’t lift it all the way above my head. My left bicep is visibly leaner than my right, but not by much. The scar tissue bugs the shit out of me, making even the most basic workouts painful. But I keep trying because… what else is there to do? And getting my body back, like this colossal life spiral never happened, is the only hope I have of moving on. Emotionally, I may never heal, though, and I accept that. My stupidity… my disease… has done irreparable damage to my life, my career, and my family.

      The gym is empty, which is normal, and I shut off my brain and go through my workout like a robot. An hour later, I’m sweating, and my left arm is killing me. I do fifteen minutes of sprinting on the treadmill and then head back to my room to shower. I pass Dr. Caulfield in the hall. “Last day. How you feeling?”

      “Good.”

      “Ready?”

      “No. But good with not being ready,” I admit, and he gives me a reassuring smile.

      “That’s okay. That’s good. Embrace the uncertainty,” he says. “We’ll talk at our last one-on-one.”

      I nod and slip into my room. The treatment facility has been worth every penny. And it’s been a lot of pennies. But I haven’t had a drop of alcohol in three entire months, and I haven’t wanted to drink in two months. The first month was rough, and I would have downed a bottle of cough syrup for the alcohol if someone let me. After that month, which was peppered with surgeries and physical rehab, I went into a treatment facility. Now, the first time since I stole a beer at fourteen from a family barbecue, I don’t want to touch the stuff. Ever again.

      Problem is, I also don’t want to face my real life, and now I have to. I’ve successfully completed this rehab program. And yeah, I could afford to stay another month, but I already extended once. It was supposed to be a four-week program, and I’ve been here six. And now… I have to stop being a coward.

      I take a shower and throw on jeans, a sweatshirt, and slides, and head out to the breakfast buffet. Mila is holding a seat for me at her table, with Dusty, Mike, Rob, and Renata. I grab eggs and bacon and some cantaloupe and join them.

      “How ya feeling?” Mila asks. She’s one of the only people in here my age, so we attached ourselves to each other. She’s nice. The daughter of a film director who developed an alcohol problem at sixteen, which slipped into a drug problem by college. She was found unconscious in her UCLA sorority after too much coke and oxy. That was her first rehab stint. This is her second. She drove her car into a, thankfully, empty movie theater at four in the morning in Bakersfield, California.

      “Good.” I nod and pause. “Nervous.”

      “Where are you going?” Renata wanted to know. “Right back to work?”

      It amuses me that they call hockey work. Like it’s a nine-to-five accounting job or something. I’ve never thought of it as work. Not for a single day, until I got here, and that’s what everyone called it. My job. To me, it’s always been… my legacy. My passion. My destiny. It wasn’t something I picked. It picked me. I swallow a forkful of scrambled eggs and nod. “Yeah. I have to get back to Vegas, and I’ll be removed from the Player Assistance Program, but I won’t be allowed to play.”

      “But the Vipers made the playoffs,” Mila says with confusion. “So they’re still playing. Can’t you jump back in?”

      I smile. She just started following hockey since meeting me. “They put me on season-ending injury reserve, which is new this season and means I can’t come back. I’m sure I’m not ready conditioning-wise anyway. This is the longest I haven’t been on skates since I was three.”

      I hadn’t been told anything, specifically, by my team or my agent. The Vipers and the league are forbidden to move me, trade me, or waive me while I’m in the Player Assistance Program. And I have a no-trade clause in my contract, which ends July 1. The Vipers had reached out about an extension back in January, but they’ve since gone silent. I know in my heart my time with them is done—my time in the NHL is done. I’ve earned my label as problematic, and there’s no way Vegas is going to risk re-signing me. And no other team will pick me up either. That’s the reality I’m going to have to accept. I’ve already started looking at European options.

      “You’ll figure it out, Theo. I have faith in you,” Mila says and pats my hand where it rests on the table. I smile at her and hope it looks equal parts appreciative and confident.

      My last meeting with Dr. Caulfield happens at three, and after that, I get to leave. It’s weird. I haven’t left the grounds of this facility in months. I could have. We weren’t shackled or locked in after the first two weeks. But I didn’t want to. Dr. Caulfield pushed me on that as the weeks went by, but I explained it was the celebrity aspect of my life. I had been on the cover of newspapers across North America and not just in the sports section. People loved a good fall from grace story, apparently, even when it happened to a hockey player, America’s fourth-favorite sport.

      Really, I just didn’t want to see anyone or do anything. I preferred spending my downtime between therapy sessions thinking about what a fucking idiot I was. I haven’t told anyone when I’m getting out. I mean, my parents have a vague idea it’s sometime this week, but I told them I would handle it on my own. I don’t need them here to move me out like a kid leaving a college dorm. It’s bad enough they brought me here. And then they forced me to FaceTime with them once a week. Did they not know I could see the way they looked at me? The disappointment? The pain. The worry. I could see it all in vivid detail, and it killed me a little bit every time.

      I deserve to feel that pain, though. It’s probably only a fraction of the pain I’ve caused everyone else, but still.

      So after I pack my things, say goodbye to everyone, and drag my suitcase to the lobby to call an Uber, my parents are sitting by the door with my sister, Harlow. My heart sinks. I grip the front desk counter with my free hand, physically stopping myself from turning around and heading back to my room.

      “Hey, kid,” Harlow says as she walks over and hugs me. I try not to bristle, but I don’t hug her back.

      “I didn’t know you guys were coming.”

      “I wanted to be here, Theo,” Mom says, and she hugs me next. I manage to get one arm around her. Mom’s hugs are still better than any drug I’ve ever tried. And more soothing than booze. She’s the best, and I don’t deserve her.

      “We have a lot to navigate, and I figured it would be best to do it in person,” Dad says. He doesn’t hug me. It’s not entirely out of character, because he’s not a big hugger to begin with, but, well, he does hug, and this feels like the time to do it.

      Fuck. I don’t want them here. Now I feel all this shit I don’t want to feel. I swallow hard. “I kind of had a plan. I mean, I have a hotel booked by the airport, and then I have a flight back to Vegas tomorrow morning.”

      “Do you have a place to stay in Vegas because your house is… gone.”

      “Gone?” I echo and stare at my dad.

      “We ended the lease. And we’ve got all your stuff in storage,” he explains, and my jaw drops.

      “Why the hell did you do that?”

      “Because it was a waste of money to keep the place,” Harlow steps in and levels me with her deep, dark brown eyes. “And it had bad juju. We’ll get you another place in thirty seconds, and you know it. If you need it.”

      I inhale slowly, trying to calm my entire nervous system, which seems to be short-circuiting. Harlow is right. Also, I’d told my parents to handle my life while I was in here, so they did. “I’ll probably be dropped by the Vipers at the end of the season anyway.”

      “Come on,” Dad says and takes my bag. I decide not to tell him I can carry my own bag, but I want to.

      “We have an Airbnb in Santa Monica,” Mom explains. “Three bedrooms. Stay with us.”

      I can tell it’s not a request, so I just nod. I have to remind myself I may be an adult, on paper, but I’m their kid always. Dr. Caulfield explained that to me, and also reminded me that I’m barely twenty-six, which isn’t actually that old, no matter how much money I make. He’s right. Being an elite athlete who makes three million a year gave me a false sense of entitlement, invincibility, and maturity. So I will spend the night with my family and act like it isn’t ripping me apart. If that’s what they need, I can do it. I owe them.
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      I stare at the dude, making sure my face stays passive. Unbothered. He looks like he might actually froth at the mouth, he’s so angry. “So your options are Coke, Sprite, Canada Dry, or water. And I’ll even give it to you on the house.”

      “I said whiskey, double, neat,” he snarls back and slaps his palm on the bar. “Is English not your first language? Are you slow?”

      “Nope,” I say, and lift a hand in the air and snap. I know Todd has been watching the whole thing out of the corner of his eye since he told me to tell Drunky McDrunkerson he was cut off. “I’m none of those things, but what I am is in charge, and you, sir, are cut off. So either take a soda or take a walk.”

      Todd and his hulking six-foot-four frame are right behind me by the time the drunk jock calls me a cunt, so the decision is made for him. Todd hops the bar like it’s as short as a blade of grass. He takes the asshole by the arm, and when the asshole swings and misses, Todd puts him in a headlock and drags him out of the bar.

      I turn to the guy who had the misfortune of standing beside that asshole. “What can I get you?”

      “After that show of force, whatever you want.” He smiles. My eyes narrow skeptically, and he lifts his hands in the air. “I’m not with him. I swear. Just making jokes. That was… impressive. But also extreme.”

      I decide to believe him because he has a nice smile and is way more sober-looking than the other guy. If they were together, they’d likely be equal levels of drunk, and I don’t think I’ve served this guy before. I would remember because he is hella cute. Dark hair, hazel eyes, tall, dressed in a button-down with the sleeves rolled up, and thick, muscular arms on display. “What can I get you?”

      “Just a lager. Light. Pint please…” He reads my name tag and smiles again. “Lola.”

      I smile back and reach for a glass to pour his beer. A girl bounces up, probably my age, and wraps her arms around his shoulders. I feel the slight dip of disappointment, which is silly. “You are a lifesaver. I can’t thank you enough for finding my phone!”

      “No worries, Lori.”

      But then she says, “You’re the best boyfriend’s BF a girl can ask for!”

      Ah, so not her boyfriend, my brain tracks, and then I shake the thought off because no. I do not need to pick this guy up tonight. Or any guy. Even though I’ve been in a dry spell since I moved to Portland in June and started my summer job here.

      Bartending in Portland, Maine, is my reality because it’s not easy establishing yourself as a doula in a new city, fresh out of school. Eventually, I want to open my own natural birthing center, but this is the “pay your dues” portion of my career plan. I was registered with the Doula Coalition of Maine. I had assisted with two births and had been hired for postpartum care with another person. All had gone… okay. I wouldn’t say well. I mean, it went fine for the mothers and the babies, and that’s what counted. But for me, the experiences had been less fulfilling than I’d hoped. I was left more frazzled and exhausted than elated and inspired. I’m hoping it was just first-job jitters.

      My doula work wasn’t sustaining me, and sure, I could ask my parents for help, but I didn’t want to so I’m working at Salty’s Bar and Billiards. I live rent-free with my twin brother in a condo forty minutes away, near my other brother and his boyfriend. Callan, my twin, had been drafted by the same NHL team that our older brother Landon played for—the Portland Riptide. This job gives me extra cash and some time away from the family and their obsession—hockey.

      In the fall, when Landon and Grady get back from summering in Silver Bay, a lakeside town Grady grew up in, a couple hours from Portland, I’ll have a new job—taking care of my niece Randie. Landon and his boyfriend, Grady Garrison, the goalie for the Riptide, will need help when they have road trips and games. I’m very excited about the job. I love kids, it’s one of the reasons I got into this field, and Randie is as close as I may ever get to kids of my own, so I’m going to relish every second I get with her.

      I hand cute guy his beer, and he hands me his credit card. “Tab?”

      “Sure.” I take his card.

      “That way you have my name and also, I’ll get to come back and see you again,” he says, and his smile appears again.

      He glances at me twice over his big, broad shoulder as he walks away to join his friends. Todd comes back behind the bar using the little gate this time instead of just hopping over it. He shoots me a wary look. “You okay? I got rid of the trash.”

      “Thanks. All good,” I promise. “Mr. Belligerent Whiskey Neat was not even in the top five of douchebags I’ve dealt with at this place in the last two months.”

      “That’s sad,” Todd replies and turns to a new customer who orders four pints of Sam Adams. Todd reaches for the glasses and pops the first under the draft nozzle. “I keep telling management if we’re going to hire female staff, we need to pay them more. You guys deal with way more than I do.”

      I shoot him an appreciative smile and serve the next person. “That’s why women would pick you over the bear, Todd.”

      Two hours later, Todd tells me to take my break. It’s quieted down enough that he can spare me. I argue it should be him because he’s working a double shift, but he insists. I’m dying to get off my feet so I thank him, pour myself a soda, and do what I always do, head out the back to the alley by the dumpsters. On my way through the bar, I take my phone out of my back pocket.

      Landon has sent a new pic of Randie to our sibling group chat. She’s in a bathing suit, a pink polka dot hat covering her almost bald head. She’s blonde, like Landon, and her hair is taking its time growing in. She’s grinning and lifting her pudgy arms as she sits in the grass at the edge of a lake. She’s adorable, and every time I see her, my heart swells. I’ve always loved kids. I always thought I’d be engaged and pregnant before I turned thirty. But what I want and what life is giving me aren’t the same thing lately.

      My high school boyfriend, the one I followed to college like an idiot, who I thought I would marry, broke up with me junior year when he ditched college for the NHL. Looking back, we should have broken up long before that. Like, probably before we graduated high school. I see him clearly now and know he was a gaslighting, passive-aggressive asshole. The king of mind games. I dated a bit after him, anyone but a hockey player, but my confidence was rocky. Nothing felt right. So I stopped dating to work on me. I took myself on solo dates, picked up drawing and painting again, which is something I used to love. I was lonely but fulfilled. I started dating again, and then… I ended up at the urgent care clinic with abdominal pain so severe I thought I would pass out.

      They were worried it was appendicitis, so they rushed me to the hospital. It wasn’t. It was a fibroid on my uterus, and after an emergency surgery, I was left with no uterus. At twenty-two. So my dreams of ever having my own kids were gone. Forever. It’s a blow I’m still not entirely over. I push the memory of that dark time, only eight months ago, out of my head and smile at Randie’s picture.

      How my eldest brother ended up with a baby and a boyfriend is a plot twist I didn’t see coming. Neither did he, to be fair. I wasn’t all that close to Landon growing up. He’s eight years older than me, and he never seemed interested in what my twin and I were up to, even when Callan got into hockey.

      But then Landon got leukemia and, thankfully, recovered. He went back to hockey after he beat cancer, won a Cup with L.A., and then got traded to Portland. That’s when his whole world seemed to shift. He started a group chat with Callan and me, which, because I truly am a pessimistic bitch, I almost left. I didn’t want to give Landon a second chance to be the big brother I always wanted. But now, I’m so glad I did.

      He’s funny and supportive and a bit of a mess. I mean, he did knock up his ex-girlfriend. Then he came out to the family as bisexual and told everyone he was in love with his team’s goalie. All at the same time. But I loved it. He’s authentic and good-hearted, and I’m learning the hard way that isn’t easy to find in men. At least not the ones attracted to me.

      “Are you looking at a picture of your boyfriend?”

      I glance up and find the cute guy from earlier standing a few feet away. “No. My niece.”

      He smiles. “Good. I like that better. Gives my delusional brain the thought that someone as awesome as you could be single.”

      “I am,” I reply, turning my face back to the photo of my adorable niece. “But just because I’m single doesn’t mean I’m looking.”

      “Trust me, I know.” He replies without even a second of being offended or stunned by my attitude. “And I really shouldn’t want a shot with a woman who is clearly out of my league, but watching you hand that drunk guy his ass earlier was… well, I swooned.”

      Okay, now he has my attention. I look up from my phone again and take a quick sip of my ginger ale. He is just as cute as I originally clocked in the bar. And he’s got one hell of a smile, which he is flashing at me right now. “How is someone that looks like you, with such game, single?”

      “I wasn’t,” he replies. “Until recently.”

      “Oh.” I’m not against being someone’s rebound. In fact, it kind of works for me because I don’t want a relationship. “So you’re looking for a rebound?”

      “Not necessarily.”

      “What did you major in?” I have to ask because I have rules. I don’t date finance guys, and I don’t date anyone in a sports program—whether it’s sports management, physical education teacher, or kinesiology. The first is because they’re usually right-wing jackasses, and the other is because they freak out when they find out who my family is. Especially in Maine, where hockey was a religion long before they got their own team. And I have the misfortune of being from two hockey families. My dad, Eli Casco, was a goalie who played for San Francisco with his brother Levi. My mom’s brother, Jude Braddock, also played for San Fran, and she worked for the team.

      “Marine biology,” he says and shrugs. “Grew up on the coast. Obsessed with the sea.”

      “Maine?” A local boy is a bonus. I like Mainers. They’re down-to-earth and kind.

      “Nova Scotia,” he says, then adds, “Canada. Came here on a scholarship, then snagged a job and am in grad school part-time.”

      I smile before I can stop myself. A nerdy Canadian is even better than a Mainer. The Braddock side of my family is Canadian, but spend summers here in Maine. I have a soft spot for Canadians, too. They’re funny, and kind, authentic, and passionate. “Do you watch hockey?”

      He laughs like I just asked him if water is wet. “I said I’m Canadian.”

      Okay, so not long-term material, but that’s cool. I don’t think either of us is looking for that. “I’m from California originally, but I live here now.” That’s as much info as he needs from me. And my first name, which he has. But I don’t have his. “I didn’t catch your name.”

      “Pete. Wallace. Guess my trick to get you to look at my credit card didn’t work.” He laughs.

      “And you never ordered another beer.”

      “I’m not much of a drinker.” Pete shrugs again, and damn… he has a dimple in his left cheek. Yeah, okay. I may need to go home with him.

      I look at my phone again. My break is basically over.

      “I have to go back to work.” I turn and reach for the door. “Don’t forget your credit card.”

      “I was hoping to pick it up at the end of the night,” he says sheepishly as he adds, “and use it to get us an Uber back to your place.”

      I stare at him, and he looks like he might apologize for that. I pull open the door, then turn and say, “Make it your place.”

      And then I disappear inside.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Theo

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        September…

      

      

      I stare at the text, wishing it would evaporate. Willing it to stop existing. Praying to whatever Gods actually exist to make it go away. But it stays there. Four words that bring fear, pain, anxiety, and crushing guilt. I black out my screen and place my phone face down on the coffee table. Then I grab the remote and decide I’ll give myself a time-out. Watch a little television. Allow myself a second to zone out and ignore the text.

      That numbing quality booze always brings would be fucking epic right now. The TV comes to life, and it’s a Sports News show on TSN, because of course it is. It’s training camp for the NHL, and everyone is talking hockey. The first preseason games will start in two weeks. It’s going to be heartbreaking to watch the season start without me, but it’s also what I deserve.

      “The Riptide’s going to come so close this season, just like last season. But the simple fact is, they have a hole in their defense that I think will continue to keep the Cup out of their reach.” The broadcaster’s lamenting, like they always do before a puck has even dropped. They act like they can predict the whole damn thing. They’re rarely ever right, but no one seems to remember that by the end of the season. “Their lines are filled with rookies or guys who are one injury away from retirement. They need a couple solid players in their prime to go along with Casco, Conner, and Grady Garrison.”

      “I think Vegas is in the same boat,” the other announcer adds, and I close my eyes because I know what’s coming. “Losing Richard was a big blow.”

      “Not like they had a choice there. Can he even still play? His injuries were nearly catastrophic,” the other guy replies. “And no one is going to spend three mil a year on a risk that big. If Richard wants to keep playing, he can do it in Europe and then maybe in a year, if he stays on track there, an NHL team will consider him a safer bet.”

      I turn off the TV and sigh. He may be right, but I’m not going to Europe. I don’t feel solid enough in my sobriety to disrupt my life that much. I need familiarity at the moment, which is why I’ve been renting an Airbnb in Portland, Maine. It’s familiar. I want to play hockey, but I can’t risk my sobriety. So… I’m here, renting ice on my own and running drills and considering reaching out to farm teams to see if anyone will have me, or at the very least let me practice with them.

      I reach for my phone again, but I ignore the text and doom-scroll Instagram instead. And that’s when I see the podcast bros. I fucking hate this particular podcast. A bunch of pretty boys who failed at hockey and now make a living making snide comments and jokes about guys who did make it. So why do I let the video clip play without scrolling? Because I see my cousin Grady Garrison’s name in the caption. They wrote, “How will Garrison and Casco handle the homophobia?”

      “Look,” the guy with the skinny, angular face and accountant haircut says, “I’m not saying it’s right because of course it’s not, but hockey has fostered a don’t-ask-don’t-tell culture when it comes to being gay. And now, they’ve told. There have been videos all summer of fans burning their Casco and Garrison jerseys. There’s a petition online to have them traded or waived. How do you handle that pressure? It’s gotta be tough.”

      “First of all, it’s important to note that the petition only has a couple hundred idiots who signed it,” the dude with unkempt bleached hair adds. “And people have been burning jerseys for lots of stupid reasons over the years. If I were Grady Garrison or Landon Casco, I would use the hate as fuel. And that includes the hate toward Theo Richard for outing them in the first place.”

      I suck in a breath.

      “We don’t know if there’s hate there,” the third podcaster in this trio pipes in. “I mean, aren’t Garrison and Richard related or something? Garrison said in an interview right after it happened, one of the only times he’s addressed it, that his only concern was that Theo get healthy.”

      “Oh, trust me, assholes, there is hate,” I mutter and close Instagram, which I watch through a burner account I called PuckingLoser000. There is hate. I hate myself so much for what I did that sometimes it keeps me up at night.

      It’s one thing to get wrecked and decide to climb up on my roof to “chill” and then fall off of it and break my bones and ruin my career. But it’s another thing to do it while live-streaming on Instagram because I wanted to show everyone the stars and ramble on like I was some kind of Shitfaced Yoda, giving slurred advice on how to handle pressure, which I clearly wasn’t handling. And then, in that rambling, I reference how proud I was that my cousin Grady could handle anything that came his way, like being traded all the time, fighting for a starting position every season as a goalie, and being a step-parent to his partner Landon’s baby.

      Yeah. I just threw all that personal private information up on an Instagram live seconds before I lost my footing and fell two stories, crashing into the backyard and narrowly missing being impaled on a patio umbrella. Thank God I had woken my neighbors, and they saw it happen. They called 9-1-1 immediately, and so did a bunch of people watching it on Instagram, apparently.

      I look at my arm now, because I’m still in a tank top from my early morning visit to the gym. The scar is fucking gnarly. I was given this gel stuff to help it heal faster and fade better, but I didn’t use it. I want to have the constant reminder of how badly I fucked up everything. I don’t deserve to forget.

      My phone alerts me to another text. Grady’s name flashes across my screen again, and my chest constricts painfully. I look at it because he doesn’t deserve to be ignored.

      
        
          
            
              
        GRADY

      

      
        Answer me, T. Come on.

      

      

      

      

      

      The text I was ignoring was Grady asking if we could meet up and talk. Before I can muster up the courage and the words to respond, he texts me again.

      
        
          
            
              
        GRADY

      

      
        We just finished practice and I’m still downtown. I know where you live. Are you home?

      

      

      

      

      

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      
        
          
            
              
        GRADY

      

      
        I also know you’re reading this so answer. Don’t make this worse when I’m trying to make it better.

      

      

      

      

      

      I close my eyes and exhale. Then I inhale slowly, deeply, clench my jaw, and respond. It’s time. Whether I like it or not—and I really fucking don’t like it.

      
        
          
            
              
        THEO

      

      
        Yeah. I’m home. Standard Baking Company?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        GRADY

      

      
        Yeah. Good. Ten Minutes?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        THEO

      

      
        See you there.

      

      

      

      

      

      I get off the couch and walk into the bathroom. My hands are shaking so much I drop my phone trying to put it on the vanity. It doesn’t crack, thankfully. I bend to pick it up and immediately get dizzy. My stomach lurches as a wave of nausea crashes over me. I don’t make it to the toilet and end up puking up my recently consumed protein shake into the shower because it’s closer and the door is open.

      Ten minutes later, I’m still on the bathroom floor, but I’ve got control of my breathing, and I’m not puking, so it’s progress. I find my phone on the floor and text Grady again.

      
        
          
            
              
        THEO

      

      
        Sorry. Can you come to mine? 1221 Commercial. Front door code is 1410. Top floor. Door on the left.

      

      

      

      

      

      I feel slightly better. Yeah, I have to face Grady, but doing it in private is better than in public. In case I puke again. Or in case Grady’s going to tell me he hates my guts and he wants me to leave Maine forever. I would do it if he asked. And I wouldn’t blame him in the least for asking.

      Grady only texts back with a thumbs-up. So I get myself on my feet, splash water on my face, and quickly gargle some mouthwash. I’m rinsing out the shower when there’s a knock at the front door. My heart pounds as I turn off the water and walk through the open-concept loft to the door. I swing it open like tearing off a Band-Aid.

      And there he is, my six-foot-six redheaded wall of a (former) best friend and (emotional if not biological) relative. He’s holding two takeaway coffee mugs.

      “You still drink caramel lattes?” He holds one out to me.

      I take it, careful not to touch any of his long fingers, because if we touch, I think I’ll barf again. “Thanks. Come in.”

      Grady steps through the front door, and I close it behind him, resisting the almost overwhelming urge to run out the open door and leave him there alone. I don’t think I can do this. I know I have to, but… fuck. Is it a good sign he’s here, forcing this confrontation? Or is it a bad one? My nervous system is too busy melting down to give me any kind of gut feeling.

      “Nice place,” he says as his hazel eyes dart around the space, which is nice. It’s all brick and exposed pipes and beams. The wall facing the water has floor-to-ceiling windows. There’s a small balcony on the left side of the loft, which takes up the whole front of the building. He walks past the kitchen, past my bed, and through the dining area to the living room. He stares out the window. “Nice view.”

      “It’s an Airbnb,” I say. “I’ve got it until December.”

      “And then?” Grady turns from the view to look at me. I’m still standing at the entry, the coffee cup in my
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