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Chapter 1 – Stanley Wants Something
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Stanley Kowalski knew he wasn’t good at hockey, but he believed—deeply, stubbornly—that he was supposed to be.

That belief had survived three years of evidence to the contrary.

He arrived at the rink before everyone else, the way serious players did. The parking lot lights were still on, buzzing faintly over frost-stiffened cars. Stanley sat in his mother’s sedan for a moment, hands on his knees, breathing through the nervous heat building under his jacket. Inside the building, the ice would already be laid, smooth and clean and indifferent. Ice never cared who stepped on it. That was one of the reasons he liked it.

Stanley liked rules. He liked lines. He liked knowing where things were supposed to go. His problem—though he didn’t think of it this way—was that his body didn’t always agree.

In the locker room, the benches were empty except for the equipment manager’s cart and the low hum of the ventilation system. Stanley chose the same spot he always did, halfway down the row, close enough to the center to feel included but not so close that anyone would accuse him of claiming territory. He set his bag down carefully, as if rough handling might expose something fragile inside. Which, in a way, it might.

Hockey gear was proof. Pads, skates, helmet, gloves—objects that said you belonged to a group that accepted bruises as currency. Stanley handled them with a quiet reverence. He taped his stick precisely. He sharpened his skates even when they didn’t need it. He followed every instruction exactly as given, because effort, he believed, was visible. Effort had to count for something.

Stanley wanted to make the team.

That was the desire, simple and loud and embarrassing in its clarity. He didn’t want fame. He didn’t want to be the best. He wanted his name on the roster taped to the coach’s office door. He wanted his parents to sit in the bleachers and watch him skate in a real jersey instead of a borrowed practice one. He wanted his teammates to stop looking through him like he was part of the rink’s infrastructure.

He wanted to be chosen.

Stanley had tried to convince himself that this year would be different. He’d grown an inch. He’d gained muscle that showed only when he flexed and even then mostly to himself in the mirror. He’d watched videos online about positioning and puck control. He’d memorized drills so he could anticipate what was coming instead of reacting a beat too late, which was where most of his problems lived.

What Stanley did not want to admit—even to himself—was that he wanted hockey to explain him. To justify him. To make sense of why he felt so often like an extra in his own life.

At school, Stanley was fine. That was the word teachers used. Fine attendance. Fine grades. Fine behavior. He didn’t cause trouble. He didn’t stand out. He moved through hallways with the careful neutrality of someone trying not to take up space. Hockey was the only place he allowed himself to want something loudly, and even then only in private.

The locker room began to fill. Voices echoed. Laughter bounced off concrete walls. Stanley kept his head down, lacing skates, nodding when someone spoke to him. He was liked well enough. He wasn’t bullied. That almost made it worse. There was no villain he could point to, no clear reason he remained invisible.

Practice was brutal in the way it always was. Skating drills that punished hesitation. Scrimmages where Stanley chased the puck like it owed him money. He missed a pass he should have made. He made a pass he shouldn’t have tried. The coach shouted instructions that applied equally to everyone and somehow always felt personal.

Stanley absorbed criticism quietly. He nodded. He tried again. His honesty—his real honesty—was that he knew he was behind. He just believed that if he endured long enough, if he stayed, if he didn’t quit, endurance itself would transform into skill. That belief had gotten him through a lot of things that hurt.

After practice, he returned to the locker room exhausted and buzzing, the good kind of tired that made his thoughts slow down. That was when he noticed something was wrong.

His bag was open.

Not unzipped—open. The flap folded back carelessly, like someone hadn’t bothered to hide what they’d done. Stanley stood still, helmet in hand, and stared. For a moment, his mind refused to move forward. Then it did, all at once.

He dropped the helmet and knelt, digging through the bag with hands that suddenly felt too big. Pads. Gloves. Jersey. Stick tape. Everything was there.

Everything except one thing.

The jockstrap. The cup.

Stanley sat back on his heels, heart pounding. It was a strange thing to feel panicked over, and he knew that even as the panic arrived full force. This wasn’t something you lost casually. This wasn’t something you joked about. This was necessary. This was protection. This was—he swallowed hard—personal.

Someone had gone into his bag. Someone had taken it.

The locker room noise seemed to recede. Stanley’s mind began doing what it always did when confronted with uncertainty: filling the space aggressively. Who would do this? Why? When?

A prank, maybe. That was the reasonable explanation. Except it didn’t feel like a prank. Pranks were loud. This was quiet. Targeted. No one else seemed to be missing anything.

Stanley’s first instinct was not anger. It was shame. He felt exposed, even fully clothed. He imagined telling the coach and saw the look that would cross his face—not cruelty, not even mockery, just mild inconvenience. Stanley was very familiar with that look.

So Stanley did what he always did when faced with a problem that might reveal too much of him.

He kept it to himself.

As he repacked his bag, his thoughts began to organize themselves into a shape that felt safer than confusion. Someone wanted him gone. Someone knew this mattered. Someone knew that without it, he couldn’t play properly. Couldn’t protect himself. Couldn’t belong.

It wasn’t paranoia yet. It was a theory.

Stanley slung his bag over his shoulder and walked out of the locker room with the careful posture of someone trying to look normal while something important unraveled inside him. Outside, the rink lights glowed against the darkening sky. Cars pulled away. Teammates laughed and shoved and lived their lives.

Stanley paused at the door and looked back once, at the ice behind the glass. Smooth. Empty. Waiting.

He still wanted it. That was the problem. Even now.

Especially now.
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Chapter 2 – The wrong kind of help
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Stanley did not sleep well that night, though nothing dramatic happened to prevent it. He lay in bed with his lights off, phone face down on the desk, listening to the house settle. The silence made room for thoughts he preferred to keep contained during the day. This isn’t a big thing, he told himself. People lose gear. The words sounded reasonable, which made them suspicious.

Morning arrived without negotiation. His alarm went off, and he shut it off immediately, sitting up before his body could argue. The mirror across the room showed him exactly as expected. Same face. Same shoulders. No visible evidence of theft or consequence. That part felt unfair.

At school, Stanley moved through his day with increased awareness of his own outline. Hallways were crowded. Lockers slammed. Friends talked too loudly. Nothing about the environment had changed, but he felt newly visible in the wrong way, as though some part of him had been mislabeled and was waiting to be noticed.

He avoided the hockey guys without making it obvious. That took effort. He ate lunch with the same people he always did, which meant a table near the windows, half-occupied by kids who didn’t fit neatly anywhere else. That was where Marcus sat, hunched over his tray, picking fries apart and lining them up with mild concentration.

Marcus wasn’t small, but he carried himself without interest in scale. He wore the same hoodie most days, clean but worn thin at the cuffs. He played no sports and made no apologies for it. His interests rotated between coding projects, obscure trivia, and whatever strange documentary he’d watched the night before.

Stanley sat across from him and set his tray down harder than he meant to.

Marcus looked up. “You drop something or is that just how today’s going to be.”

“Just how today’s going to be.”

Marcus nodded, accepting this without commentary. They ate in silence for a few minutes. Stanley picked at his food. He wasn’t hungry, but eating felt like something he was supposed to do.

“You look tense,” Marcus said. “Not in a bad way. More like you’re holding onto a secret you don’t like.”

Stanley froze briefly, then resumed chewing. “I don’t have secrets.”

“That’s not true,” Marcus said. “Everyone has secrets. Yours are just louder.”

Stanley swallowed. He considered several responses and discarded all of them. Finally, he said, “Something went missing.”

Marcus waited.

“My hockey stuff.”

“How much stuff.”

“One thing.”

Marcus took a sip of his drink. “Important thing.”

“Yes.”

“Stolen or lost.”

Stanley hesitated. “Taken.”

Marcus nodded again, slower this time. “That’s worse.”

Stanley felt heat rise in his face. He stared at his tray. The words he wanted to say stayed lodged behind his teeth. He wasn’t ready to name the object. Naming it made it real in a way he couldn’t manage yet.

Marcus didn’t push. “You going to tell someone.”
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