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 Chapter 1
The rehab room at the Cyclones practice facility had a smell Bryn Callahan could have identified blindfolded, dropped into the building from a helicopter, with her hands tied behind her back. Cold rubber, eucalyptus rub, the faint tang of the ice that lived two corridors over and leaked into everything. Eleven years of working on athletes, and that smell still landed in her chest like a homecoming. She breathed it in, set her coffee on the corner of her desk where it would not get knocked into the equipment, and turned on the lights.

Six thirty in the morning. The room was hers for another twenty minutes before anyone else clocked in, and she used those twenty minutes the way some people used prayer. She walked the floor. She checked the tables, the bands, the cable stack, the cryo unit, the little fridge of recovery drinks that the rookies treated like a personal vending machine. She ran her thumb along the seam of the treatment table she liked best, the one by the window, and found the tear in the vinyl that had been threatening to open all month. Still threatening. Good enough.

This was the part nobody saw. The press saw the games. The fans saw the highlight reels and the bodychecks and the goals. Bryn saw the after. She saw the men who limped into this room at the worst hour of their morning and trusted her to put them back together, and she took that trust the way you took a baby someone handed you, both hands, full attention, do not drop it.

She had wanted this room since she was twenty-two and interning for a minor-league club, mopping ankles and refilling ice machines and watching the head therapist work and thinking, that, I want that, the whole job and not the edges of it. It had taken her nine years and three cities and one thing she did not let herself think about before coffee to get the head chair in a building like this one, and she had no intention of giving any of it back. She had earned the corner office with the window and the budget she controlled and the roster that, to a man, did what she told them, and she had earned it by being better and more careful than anyone around her, and careful was not a thing she planned to stop being now.

Her phone buzzed against the desk. Joss.

You in yet, the message said.

Where else would I be, Bryn typed back.

A second buzz. Coffee. The real stuff, not the swill in the lounge. Be there in ten. We need to talk before the day eats you.

Bryn set the phone down and felt the small clean dread that the words “we need to talk” produced in any human being who had ever been employed. She knew that dread was usually wrong. She knew that ninety percent of the time, “we need to talk” meant somebody wanted to gossip about a rookie's new tattoo or complain about the parking situation. But she also knew the other ten percent, and the other ten percent was why she got to work an hour before she had to.

She pulled the day's schedule up on the wall screen. Maintenance work, mostly. Tendinitis on the second line. A defenseman named Okafor whose shoulder she had been babysitting for three weeks and who would, she predicted, try to talk her into clearing him before he was ready, and whom she would, predictably, not clear. A goalie's hips. The usual run of small breakdowns that a hockey season produced in human bodies that were, when you got right down to it, not designed to be slammed into boards at twenty miles an hour for eighty-two games a year.

And then, at the bottom of the schedule, a slot that had not been there yesterday. Nine o'clock. Ninety minutes blocked, which was double her usual. One name.

MERCER, T. RTP eval, the line read. Per Foley.

Bryn looked at it for a moment. Return to play. Theo Mercer. Per the general manager, which meant the assignment had come down from the top, which meant it was not a thing she would be asked about so much as a thing she would be informed of.

She thought, briefly, about what it would mean. A return-to-play case for a franchise center was not a normal assignment. It was the kind of work that made careers and ended them, and the difference between the two was thin and mostly outside your control. Get Theo Mercer back on the ice and she would be the woman who saved the captain, and that was good for exactly as long as he stayed healthy. Fail to get him back, or get him back and watch the knee go again under the lights in front of twenty thousand people, and she would be the woman who had been trusted with the most important body in the building and had not delivered. There was no version of this assignment that was small. She had built her whole career on small, careful, undramatic wins, on being the steady one, and they had just handed her the opposite of small.

The door opened behind her and Joss Tran came in backward, shouldering through it because both her hands were full. She set two cups on the desk and pointed at the one on the left.

“That's yours. Oat milk, because you've gotten boring.” Joss pulled her dark hair back into the elastic she kept around her wrist, a movement so habitual that Bryn had once timed it at under two seconds. “And before you read the schedule, I want it on the record that I tried to warn you in person, like an adult, instead of letting you find out from a wall.”

“Too late.” Bryn lifted her chin at the screen. “Mercer. Nine o'clock. Per Foley.”

Joss exhaled through her nose. “Per Foley,” she agreed. “Petrowski signed off. They want him benched from group rehab and put on a dedicated track, one PT, eyes on him every day, all the way back. And they want the PT to be you.”

“Why me.”

“Because you're the best one.” Joss said it flatly, without flattery, the way you'd state a weather fact. “And because the last three months of his rehab were a disaster and they want someone who won't let him push past the protocol, and they want someone he can't charm or scare, and you, my friend, are immune to both charm and scaring. It's your superpower. It's also why nobody invites you to parties.”

Bryn picked up her coffee. The oat milk was, in fact, perfect, which annoyed her, because she had been complaining about it as a bit and now she had to keep complaining about it on principle even though she liked it. “What do you mean the last three months were a disaster.”

Joss leaned a hip against the desk. “You know what I mean. You've seen him in the building.”

She had. Everybody had. Theo Mercer had spent the better part of a year being a ghost who occasionally screamed. He came in at odd hours so he would not have to be watched. He blew off appointments and then showed up unannounced and worked until somebody made him stop. He had run two PTs out of his program, not by yelling at them, which would have been simpler, but by being so relentlessly, coldly difficult that they had quietly asked to be reassigned. He was eleven months out from a knee reconstruction that the entire hockey world had already written the obituary for, and he was, by every account Bryn had heard, handling it with all the grace of a wounded animal that had figured out the vet was trying to help and resented it for that exact reason.

“So they're giving him to me,” Bryn said.

“They're giving him to you.”

“And you're warning me.”

“I'm warning you.” Joss looked at her steadily, and the humor went out of her face for a second, which was rare enough that Bryn paid attention. “Not about the work. You'll handle the work in your sleep. I'm warning you because I know you, and I know that the second a man is that difficult and that scared, some broken part of your brain decides he's a project, and projects are how you get hurt. So I'm saying it now, while it's free. He's a player. You don't do players. You've never done players. Keep it that way.”

The word hung there between them, players, and underneath it sat the thing neither of them said, which was the year and a half Bryn had spent at her last job, before Charlotte, before any of this, learning exactly what it cost a woman in her position to forget that line for even one weak month. She had not forgotten it since. She did not intend to start.

“Joss.” Bryn put a hand to her own chest, mock-wounded. “I am a professional. I have never once in my life been charmed by a man who screams at physical therapists.”

“He's not going to scream at you,” Joss said. “He's smart. He'll do something worse. He'll be quiet and decent for exactly one second, and then you'll go home and think about that one second instead of all the hours he was a nightmare. Watch for it.”

“Noted.” Bryn drained half the coffee. “Now go fix the goalie's hips before he tells everyone he can play through it, because I have a project to not get attached to.”

Joss left her with a look that said she had heard the joke and was choosing to let it ride. Bryn opened Theo Mercer's file on the screen and gave herself the full eight thirty minutes she had before the day started to do what she always did: learn the body before she met the man.

It was a thorough reconstruction. ACL and a medial meniscus repair, eleven months back, a clean surgery by a good surgeon. The early rehab notes were textbook, the kind of progress you wanted to see. Then, around month four, the notes started to fray. Missed sessions. A flare in the joint that the previous PT had flagged and that Theo had, per the note, “declined to modify activity in response to.” Strength numbers that should have climbed and instead flattened, then dipped, then climbed again in a jagged way that told her exactly nothing good. A man, in other words, who was so afraid of being slow that he had been outrunning his own healing and falling down for it. She had seen the pattern a hundred times. She had never once seen it end well when nobody got in front of it.

She read his last measured numbers twice. The quad on the surgical side was lagging the other side by a margin that would not get him cleared by anyone honest, and the range was a few degrees short of where it should be at this point, and the swelling notes suggested he was loading the joint harder than it could yet absorb and then icing it into submission so he could do it again the next day. She felt the thing she always felt at moments like this, which was not pity. It was the cold clean want to fix it. The body told a story, and the story was a man fighting himself, and she happened to be very, very good at making people stop fighting themselves long enough to get better.

There was a second story in the numbers too, the one the previous PTs had apparently missed or had been chased off before they could say out loud. The flatlines did not look like a man who could not heal. They looked like a man who would not let himself. Every dip in the chart sat next to a date, and most of the bad dates lined up with the games, the nights when the team had played and lost and the cameras had found the captain in a suit in the press box looking like a man at his own funeral. He was not failing the rehab. He was punishing himself for not being on the ice, and the punishment was the thing keeping him off it, a loop so neat and so cruel that she felt a flicker of something close to admiration for how thoroughly he had built his own cage. People who hurt themselves this efficiently were almost always the ones with the most worth saving. She had learned that the hard way, in a different building, about herself.

She closed the file and looked at the clock and let the small backstage part of her brain, the part that ran in the dark while the front of her worked, lay out the next twelve weeks. Take the load off. Rebuild the base. Refuse to negotiate the protocol, because a man like this would negotiate, would bargain, would try to trade her three good days for one reckless one, and the whole game was not letting him. She knew how to not let a man like that. It was, if she was honest, the thing she was best at in the world.

At eight fifty-eight, the door opened.

She did not look up right away. This was a thing she did on purpose. Athletes, especially the famous ones, expected the room to rearrange itself around their arrival, and Bryn had learned early that the single most useful thing she could do in the first ten seconds was to not do that. So she finished the note she was writing, set the tablet down, and only then turned.

Theo Mercer filled the doorway in the specific way that very large men did when they were also unhappy to be somewhere. She knew his stats and his face from two seasons of working in the same building, but she had never stood close to him, and close to him he was bigger than the file had implied, which files always failed to capture. Dark hair pushed back off a forehead that was already lined for a man of thirty-three. A jaw that had been broken at some point and reset slightly off true. Eyes the color of weak tea, set under a brow that seemed permanently braced for bad news. He was in a Cyclones shirt and shorts, and the brace on his right knee was the only soft thing about him, a black ergonomic hinge that he plainly hated, because he stood with his weight rolled deliberately off it as if to prove he did not need it.

He looked at her for a beat. Then he looked past her at the room, cataloguing it, and she watched him decide he had been here before and did not need a tour.

“You're the new one,” he said. It was not a question and it was not friendly. His voice was low and rough, a voice that had spent a decade yelling over crowd noise and ice.

“I'm not new,” Bryn said. “I've been here two years. You've just never needed me before.”

“I don't need you now.” He came in three steps and stopped, and the not-limp cost him something; she saw the flicker of it cross his face and disappear. “I've got a program. I've been doing it. I don't know what Foley told you, but I don't need a babysitter following me around with a clipboard telling me how to do my own rehab.”

“Great,” Bryn said. “Because I don't own a clipboard, and I find babysitting boring. Have a seat on the table by the window. Not that one, that one. The vinyl's torn on the other and it'll pinch you.”

He did not move. He stood in the middle of her floor with his arms folded, looking down at her from his considerable height with an expression that she imagined had made grown men on opposing teams reconsider their life choices. It was a good expression. It was built to intimidate, and it was, she suspected, the most reliable tool he owned.

He stayed there a moment longer, testing the silence to see if she would rush to fill it, which was a thing nervous people did and which she did not do. The room held still around the two of them. Somewhere down the hall a band rack rattled and a rookie laughed and the building went on being a building, and Theo Mercer stood in the middle of her floor with his arms crossed and slowly understood that she was prepared to wait there pleasantly until the heat death of the universe if that was what it took.

“What's your name,” he said.

“Bryn Callahan. Head PT. Which you know, because it's on the door, and you read it before you came in, because that's the kind of man you are.” She gestured at the table again, pleasantly. “Window table. We're already two minutes into a ninety-minute block, and I'd like to actually look at your knee before lunch.”

Something moved behind his eyes. Not amusement. He was too guarded for amusement. But a recalibration, a small one, the look of a man who had walked into a room expecting one kind of fight and gotten a different one. He had come in ready to be difficult to someone soft, or someone scared of him, or someone who would flatter him, and he had instead met a woman who had already corrected his choice of furniture.

“I don't see how you're going to tell me anything four other people haven't already told me,” he said, but he crossed to the window table while he said it, which she noted and did not mention.

“I probably won't tell you anything new.” Bryn pulled the rolling stool over and sat at the level of his knee, looking up at him without a trace of the deference he was braced for. “But I'm going to tell it to you in a way you actually do something about, which is the part the other four apparently struggled with.” She held out a hand toward the brace, palm up, asking. “May I.”

He hesitated. It was the smallest hesitation, the length of a heartbeat, and in it she saw the whole truth of him, the thing under the folded arms and the rough voice and the not-limp. He did not want her to touch the knee because the knee was the thing he was most afraid of, and a man does not hand his most afraid-of thing to a stranger without a second's flinch. She had seen that flinch in dozens of athletes and she had learned not to acknowledge it, because acknowledging it was how you made them put the armor back on.

So she just waited, hand out, easy.

He unfastened the brace himself, which most patients did not do, and set it on the table beside him with a control that told her he had practiced not slamming it down. Then he extended the leg, and she got her first real look, and the look told her two things at once. The first was that the surgery had been done beautifully. The second was that he had been quietly punishing it for months. There was heat in the joint that should not be there at eleven months. There was atrophy in the quad that she could read with her eyes before she ever put her hands on it.

“Okay,” she said, and she meant it the way she always did, as a starting point and not a verdict.

“Okay what.” His voice had an edge now, because she had gone quiet, and quiet from a medical person was the thing every injured athlete had been trained by experience to fear.

“Okay, you've been working hard.” Bryn looked up at him. “And okay, you've been working wrong, which is not the same as not working, and which I can fix, but only if you stop deciding you know more about tissue healing than the tissue does. How's that for something the other four didn't tell you.”

For one second, exactly the one second Joss had warned her about, the armor slipped. It was not a smile. It was something behind the eyes, a flash of a man who was so tired and so scared and so badly wanted someone to just tell him the truth that the truth landing had knocked the breath out of him a little. It was there and then it was gone, folded back behind the brow, and he said, “Just look at the knee, Callahan,” in a voice that was meant to put the wall back up.

But Bryn had seen it. And as she set her hands on his knee and began, with total professional calm, the slow careful work of finding out exactly how this man had been hurting himself, she felt the floor of her own stomach do a slow, unwelcome, entirely unprofessional tilt, the kind she had not felt in years and had promised herself she would never feel at work again.

She kept her face still. She kept her hands sure. She walked him through every test, named every finding plainly, refused to soften a single number, and watched him be furious about it and listen to it anyway. He was, she realized about forty minutes in, the most frustrating patient she had ever evaluated and also the most honest body she had read in a long time, a man whose every guarded answer was contradicted by tissue that could not lie to her. He hated being read that accurately. She could tell. He hated it the way people hate being seen.

She had him do a single-leg balance test, just standing on the surgical leg with his eyes closed, a small thing that looked like nothing and told her everything. He wobbled, corrected, set his jaw, and tried to pretend the wobble had not happened. She wrote it down without comment. She had him talk through his pain on the scale she used, the one that did not let athletes get away with the brave zero they all defaulted to, and she watched him try to round eleven months of fear down to a four and then watched her own steady silence walk him back up to the truth. When she pressed along the joint line and found the spot that made him go quiet in a particular way, she did not press it twice. She did not need to. She had it now, the whole map of him, the heat and the lag and the careful lies and the body underneath them that was, despite everything he had done to it, still trying its level best to heal.

“You're guarding it,” she said at one point, not unkindly. “Every time you load it, you brace, you shift, you take the work somewhere else. That's eleven months of teaching your whole body that this leg can't be trusted. We have to teach it the opposite, and we can't do that while you're treating every rep like it might be the one that ends you.”

“It might be the one that ends me.”

“It might,” she agreed, because she did not lie to athletes, ever, it was the foundation everything else stood on. “But you ending it with fear is a lot more likely than the rep ending it. So we work the fear too. That's part of the program, even if it's not on the sheet.”

He looked at her like she had said something in a language he half recognized. He did not answer. But she felt the leg ease, fractionally, under her hands, the smallest letting-go, and she filed it away as the first thing that had gone right.

At the end of the ninety minutes she had a plan, and he had a list of things he was not allowed to do that he was clearly already planning to ignore, and they had said perhaps eleven sentences to each other that were not strictly clinical, and most of those eleven had been mild combat.

He rebraced the knee himself, stood, rolled his weight off it again out of habit, and looked down at her with the wall fully back up.

“Same time tomorrow, I assume,” he said, like a sentence being handed down.

“Same time tomorrow,” Bryn agreed. She handed him a printed sheet, the modified program, with the things he was not allowed to do listed plainly at the bottom in a box she had drawn around them on purpose, because she had learned that a box made men take a thing more seriously, the way a fence made them take a closing time more seriously. He took it without looking at it, which told her he intended to read it later in private and resent it. Fine. Let him. “Ice tonight, twenty minutes, not the two hours I know you actually do. And Theo.” She said his first name on purpose, evenly, the way she would have said any patient's, and watched it land on him as something almost no one in this building used. “The reason you've been stuck is not that you're not tough enough. You're the toughest patient I've got. You're stuck because you've been treating your knee like an enemy you can outwork, and it's not an enemy. It's just hurt. Same as the rest of you.”

He went very still. For a moment she thought she had pushed too far on the first day, broken her own rule of letting them keep the armor, and she braced for the cold dismissal she had earned.

Instead he looked at her for a long second with those weak-tea eyes, and whatever he had been about to say, he didn't. He just nodded once, a short rough nod, and went out the door without another word, rolling his weight off the bad knee the whole way.

Bryn sat alone on the rolling stool in her quiet, eucalyptus-smelling room and listened to his footsteps go down the hall, uneven, careful, fading. She picked up her cold oat-milk coffee and did not drink it. She thought about the one second the armor had slipped, exactly the way Joss had told her she would, and she was annoyed at herself for it, and she was annoyed at herself for being annoyed, and underneath all of that was the small clean traitorous interest she had not invited and could not seem to put down.

“Oh, no,” she said out loud, to no one, to the torn vinyl on the empty table, to the smell of the ice two corridors over. “No, no. Absolutely not.”

She got up and washed her hands at the corner sink for much longer than her hands needed, and she knew, with the practical certainty she brought to every body she had ever read, that this assignment was going to be a problem. Professionally, because the GM had handed her a star player whose whole career and a great deal of money rode on whether she got him back in one piece. And in the other way, the way she did not let herself name even in her own head, because she had felt the floor tilt, and the floor did not tilt for nothing, and she had spent eleven years and one wrecked job learning exactly how much it cost when she let it.

She dried her hands. She pulled up the schedule. She had a defenseman who was going to try to lie to her about his shoulder in fifteen minutes, and a goalie's hips, and a whole season of broken-down bodies waiting to be put back together, and she was going to do all of it perfectly, the way she did everything, because the work was the one thing in her life that had never once let her down.

And tomorrow at nine o'clock, Theo Mercer was going to walk back through that door, and roll his weight off the bad knee, and be difficult, and let the armor slip for one second, and she was going to have to pretend she had not noticed.

She wrote NEVER A PLAYER at the top of her own private notes, the way she did at the start of every season, underlined it twice, and looked at it for a while.

Then she went to go catch a defenseman in a lie.



 Chapter 2
Theo Mercer had a system for the drive home, and the system was this: he did not think about the knee until he was through the security gate and onto the highway, and then he allowed himself exactly the length of one song to think about it, and then he was done. He had read about this somewhere, the idea that you could give your worries a box and a fence and a closing time, and he had decided it was the only useful thing he had ever read that came out of a magazine in a doctor's office.

The system was failing today.

He was three songs deep and still thinking, and the thing he was thinking about was not even the knee, which was the part that annoyed him. He was thinking about the woman.

Callahan. Head PT. Two years in the building and he had never needed her, she'd said, like it was a fact and not a small clean blade, and the worst part was that she'd been right. He had spent two years not needing the rehab room because needing the rehab room was a thing that happened to other men, older men, men on the way out, and he had been thirty-one and the captain and untouchable, right up until a defenseman from Tampa had caught him from the blind side and his whole left leg had planted while the rest of him went the other way, and he had heard the sound his knee made before he had felt it, and the sound had ended one life and started this one.

Eleven months. He could do the math in his sleep now. Eleven months of a body that used to be the most reliable thing he owned turning into a problem he had to manage, a thing that swelled and ached and lagged and would not, no matter how hard he hammered it, just heal on the schedule he needed it to. He had buried three physical therapists in those eleven months. He was not proud of it. He told himself they had been soft, or slow, or scared of him, and some of that was true, but the truer thing, the thing he kept in the box with the fence and the closing time, was that he had run them off on purpose, because every one of them had looked at his knee and then looked at him with a face that said the thing he could not stand to hear, which was: maybe not.

He had spent twenty-six years being a sure thing. Six years old on a frozen pond outside Thunder Bay, the only place his father ever seemed glad to see him, and then juniors, and then the draft, and then a decade of being the name the building chanted in the last two minutes. He had never once not known what his body would do. You told it to go and it went. You pointed it at a man twenty pounds heavier and it won the puck anyway. The contract he had signed three years ago, the one Foley's predecessor had built the franchise around, had been an institution betting a great deal of money on the simple fact that Theo Mercer's body did what Theo Mercer told it. And then a kid from Tampa had hit him clean and legal from the side he could not see, and his body had stopped being a sure thing, and he had discovered that he had no idea who he was when his body was not a sure thing, because he had never had to find out.

That was the part that lived at the bottom of the box, under everything. Not the knee. The question under the knee. If he was not the sure thing, what was he. He had a horrible suspicion the answer was nothing, and he had spent eleven months making sure he never had to look at it directly.

Callahan had not made that face.

Callahan had told him to sit on a different table because the vinyl would pinch him. Callahan had said you've been working hard, and then in the same breath you've been working wrong, and somehow the second half had not felt like the obituary he'd been bracing for since Tampa. It had felt like a road. He did not trust roads anymore. He had been promised a lot of roads.

His phone lit up in the cupholder. Dom. Of course Dom.

He let it ring twice, on principle, then hit the button on the wheel.

“You're alive,” Dom Russo said, with the particular delight of a man who had clearly been waiting all morning to call. “I heard they finally got you a handler. I heard it's Callahan. I heard you didn't make her cry, which, frankly, is character growth.”

“I'm hanging up.”

“You're not, because then you'd have to be alone with your thoughts, and we both know how that goes.” There was a clatter on Dom's end, a fridge door, the man was always eating. “Come on. Tell Uncle Dom. How was it. On a scale of one to you-getting-traded-to-Buffalo, how badly did you behave.”

Theo signaled, changed lanes, gave himself a second. “I behaved fine.”

“That's a no.”

“I behaved fine,” Theo said again, and heard how unconvincing he sounded, and felt the corner of his own mouth do something he did not authorize. “She told me to sit on a specific table. I didn't want to sit on the table she told me to sit on. I sat on the table she told me to sit on.”

There was a silence on Dom's end that was, for Dom, very long. Then he started laughing, the big wheezing laugh that had gotten the two of them in trouble in eight different cities. “Oh, no,” Dom said. “Oh, this is good. She bossed you. On day one. You let a person who is, what, half your size, tell you which furniture to use, and you did it. Theo. My captain. My brick wall of a man. You like her.”

“I don't like her. I don't know her. She read my knee like a book, told me everything I'm doing wrong, and made me feel like garbage for ninety straight minutes, and I'm going back tomorrow to do it again. That's not liking someone. That's a medical relationship.”

“You sound thrilled.”

“I sound like a man whose career is in the hands of a stranger with a clipboard,” Theo said, and then remembered, with an irritation entirely out of proportion, that she had told him she didn't own a clipboard. He had thought about that line three separate times on the drive. He decided not to mention it to Dom, who would have a field day, who would have a field season.

“All right,” Dom said, gentler now, because Dom was a clown but he was not a fool, and twelve years of friendship had taught him exactly when to stop. “But for real. The knee. How'd it look to her. Because Petrowski's been twitchy all week and Foley keeps doing the thing where she stands in the doorway of the room and watches you skate and doesn't say anything, and I don't love it, man. I want my line back. I want my captain back. The room's been quiet without you in it being a pain in everybody's neck.”

And there it was, the thing under all of it, the thing Dom did better than anyone, which was to say the true thing while pretending it was a joke. The room had been quiet without him. The team needed him back. They were carrying his cap hit and his captaincy and a great deal of the front office's optimism on the assumption that Theo Mercer at thirty-three could become Theo Mercer again, and every man in that locker room was, in some private accounting, waiting on his knee.

That was the part he could not say out loud, not even to Dom. That somewhere in the last eleven months the math had quietly inverted on him. He had spent his whole life believing the team needed Theo, the captain, the leader, the guy you wanted on the ice in the last two minutes. And somewhere in a hospital bed eleven months ago that belief had cracked, and through the crack a new and uglier thought had crawled in and made itself at home, which was: they don't need you. They need the comeback. They need the player. If you can't be the player, you're just a thirty-three-year-old man with a bad knee and a contract they regret.

He was, he had come to understand with the cold clarity of three in the morning, terrified that he was worth exactly one more season, and that if he could not produce it, there would turn out to be nothing else there. No Theo underneath the player. Just the player, and then nothing.

He had not said this to anyone. He was not going to start with a man eating cheese over an open fridge.

“It looked like a knee that's eleven months out and not where it should be,” Theo said instead. “She wants to slow me down. Take some load off. Rebuild the quad before we push the range. She thinks I've been hammering it too hard.”

“Have you been hammering it too hard.”

“No,” Theo said.

“Theo.”

“Yes,” Theo said. “Obviously. What was I going to do, go slow? Go slow and watch the season start without me and let everyone decide I'm done?” He heard his own voice climb and brought it back down, because the box had a fence and a closing time and he was well past closing. “It doesn't matter. She caught it. She's not going to let me get away with it. That's apparently why Foley gave me to her. Because I can't run her off.”

“You tried, though.”

“I gave it a real effort this morning, yeah.”

“And?”

Theo took the exit toward his building and let the truth out, because it was Dom, and because saying it to Dom was the closest he came to confession. “And she didn't blink. Not once. I gave her the whole captain thing, the arms, the voice, the look. The look has worked on referees, Dom. The look has worked on my own mother. She looked back at me like I was a kid who'd tracked mud into her kitchen and told me I was two minutes into my appointment.”

Dom was quiet for a second, and Theo could hear him grinning through the phone, which was a thing that should not be audible and somehow was. “I'm going to enjoy this so much,” Dom said. “You have no idea. Okay. Go home. Ice the knee twenty minutes, not the two hours you actually do.”

Theo's hand tightened on the wheel. “Why does everyone keep saying twenty minutes.”

“Because everyone knows you do two hours and think you're getting away with it. Bye, Cap. Be nice to Callahan. She's the only one who's going to tell you the truth, and you've been starving for somebody to tell you the truth for eleven months, and you're too stubborn to admit it.”

He hung up. Theo drove the last half mile in the quiet he claimed to want and did not, in fact, want at all.

He turned the radio off and drove the rest of the way in the kind of quiet that was supposed to be peace and was not. Dom's last line kept circling. You've been starving for somebody to tell you the truth for eleven months. It was an obnoxious thing to say and it was true, which was the most obnoxious thing about Dom, that he wrapped true things in jokes so you would swallow them before you noticed. The previous three PTs had not told Theo the truth. They had told him versions of it, hedged and soft, watching his face to see how much he could take, and he had despised them for it, and he understood now that part of why he had run them off was that their fear of him had confirmed his own worst read on himself, which was that he was a man too far gone to be told the truth straight. Callahan had told him straight. You've been working wrong. The quad's lagging. It's just hurt. No hedging, no watching his face, no fear. She had treated his catastrophe like a thing that could be worked, and somehow that had been the first hopeful thing anyone had said to him since Tampa, even though none of the individual words had been hopeful at all.

His condo was on the eleventh floor of a building near the water, and it was the kind of place a man buys when he has more money than time and lets a designer handle, which meant it was tasteful and gray and looked like no one's particular grief lived there, which was the point. He dropped his keys in the bowl by the door that his sister had bought him because, in her words, men who don't have a key bowl are men who are perpetually losing their keys and lying about it. Casey was right. Casey was usually right. He should call Casey. He would not call Casey, because Casey would ask how the knee was, and then she would ask how he was, and she was the one person who could tell the difference between the two questions and would not let him answer the first one twice.

He got the ice on the knee. He set a timer for twenty minutes, looked at it, felt absurd, and left it at twenty, because Callahan had said twenty and because the part of him that had been hammering the knee for eleven months was tired, suddenly, bone-tired, of being the only person in the building who thought he knew better than everyone.

He thought about Petrowski while the cold crept in. The coach had pulled him aside two weeks ago, before any of this, before Callahan, and stood with him at the boards watching the team run a drill, and not said anything for a long time, which was Petrowski's way. Walt Petrowski had been coaching hockey since before Theo could skate, and he had a face like a catcher's mitt and a habit of letting silence do the talking. Finally he had said, Theo, I've put men back together and I've watched men try to put themselves back together, and the ones who make it are the ones who let somebody help. That's the whole secret. There isn't another one. And Theo had said yeah, Coach, the way you said yeah to a man you respected and were not going to listen to, and Petrowski had looked at him with those flat patient eyes and said, we'll see, and walked away. We'll see. The old man had known. The old man had probably known Foley was about to hand him to Callahan. The whole building had apparently decided that Theo Mercer needed someone he could not run off, and they had been right, and he hated being a problem the front office had to solve.

He thought about Foley too, standing in the doorway of the rehab room the way Dom said she'd been doing, watching him skate, saying nothing. Diane Foley did not say things she did not mean and did not stand in doorways for no reason. She was carrying his contract on the books and his captaincy in the room and a board that wanted to know, in plain dollars, whether the bet was still good. She had never once been cruel to him about it. That was almost worse. A villain he could have skated through. What Foley was, was fair, and fair meant that at some point, if the knee did not come back, she would do the fair thing, and the fair thing would end him, and she would feel bad about it, and it would happen anyway.

While the ice did its work, he did the thing he had told himself he would not do, which was think about her.

It was not, he wanted to be clear with himself, a romantic thing. He was not a man who had romantic things. He had not had a relationship that survived a season in five years, because the season ate everything, and because the women who wanted to date a hockey player wanted to date a hockey player, the highlight reel, the captain, the Theo-shaped object, and he had never once felt seen by any of them and had stopped expecting to. The injury had simplified that, at least. Nobody wanted to date a comeback that might not come back.

So it was not that. It was that she had read him. Not the knee. Him. She had said you're the toughest patient I've got and you've been treating your knee like an enemy you can outwork and it's not an enemy, it's just hurt, same as the rest of you, and the last part had gone in under the ribs somewhere and he had not been able to get it back out for the rest of the day. Same as the rest of you. As if there were a rest of him. As if the man and the knee were the same hurt thing and both of them could be helped, and she was not scared of either one.

He did not know what to do with being seen. He had spent eleven months making sure no one got close enough to do it. And in ninety minutes a woman with a torn vinyl table and no clipboard had looked at the heat in his joint and the atrophy in his quad and the thing behind his eyes, and named























