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Chapter 1: Everybody Else Has a Tee Time

Joey Ruggiero could have told you exactly how Duncan MacNeil taped a stick, and he’d never thought that was strange.

They won four to two, which meant the room was loud before the last guy was even off the ice.

Somebody had the speaker on the shelf above the coaches’ door turned up past where it rattled, and the bass came through the concrete floor and up into Joey’s heels while he sat in his stall with his skates still on and his head against the Frost-blue plywood behind him. Tape balls were going across the room in both directions. Two of the young guys were singing a chorus they had the words to about half right, and the half they had wrong was worse than just humming it. The place smelled like wet gear and the orange stuff the trainers sprayed on everything, and under that the good tired smell of a building where nobody had lost.

Joey had the secondary assist on the third goal. He was going to be insufferable about it for at least a day, and he’d told three people already.

“Roo.” A tape ball hit him in the chest, dead center, and dropped into his lap. Okafor was standing in the middle of the room in his shower slides and a towel and his whole grin, which was the only way Okafor ever greeted anybody. “Roo. Look at me. Say yes.”

“No.”

“You haven’t heard the question.”

“It’s the same question.” Joey threw the ball back. Okafor caught it one-handed without looking, which was annoying. “It’s been the same question since Thursday.”

“It’s a better question every time I ask it. It’s matured.” Okafor pointed the tape ball at him like a microphone. “Scottsdale. Five days. Sun. Grass that somebody else mows. Cart girl named Brittany who remembers your drink.”

“I don’t golf.”

“Nobody golfs. Half the guys going can’t golf. Somebody drives a cart into the water every year and pays for the cart and it’s the best part of the trip.” Okafor turned to the room. “Tell him.”

Six guys told him, all at once, at different volumes. Somebody said ninety-one degrees. Somebody said the resort did a steak you could cut with a spoon. One of the young guys, still half in his pads, said with total sincerity that the pool had a swim-up bar and he’d never been to one, and the whole room turned on him for that and forgot about Joey for about ten seconds, which Joey appreciated.

He started on his laces. His hands knew the job and did it without him.

The thing was, it was a nice offer. It had been a nice offer on Thursday and a nice offer on Saturday on the plane back from Seattle, and it was a nice offer now, from a guy who meant it and would have bought his first three drinks and not told anybody he’d done it. That was the problem. For five seasons the All-Star break had been the Cabo week. Meghan booked it in October every year, the same resort, the same room if they could get it, and Joey used to fly out the morning after the last game with his legs dead and sleep the whole flight and wake up to her already on the balcony in a ridiculous hat, reading something with a woman in a red dress on the cover. Everybody in this room knew that. Half of them had seen the pictures.

So Scottsdale this year wasn’t Scottsdale. It was the seat on the cart they’d saved for the divorced guy. He could feel the shape of it every time Okafor asked — the kindness, and under the kindness a little bit of care about how he was doing, which was fair, which was friendly, and which he did not want to sit in the sun for five days wearing.

And that wasn’t the reason. That was the reason he’d have given, if anybody had pushed.

The reason was sitting next to him, unlacing his skates in total silence.

Duncan MacNeil’s stall had been beside Joey’s for two seasons, ever since the equipment guys had reshuffled the nameplates after a trade and put the six-four defenseman from Cape Breton between Joey and the showers. Joey had complained about it at the time, mostly for the bit. The guy took up a stall and a half. His gloves dried on Joey’s hook half the time. He said about nine words a day, and four of them were yep.

He hadn’t said any of them tonight. He was bent forward with his elbows on his knees and his big hands working the laces loose in long, even pulls, like he had all night, like there was no bass and no tape balls and no nineteen-year-old trying to sing. His hair was wet at the temples and flattened from the helmet. He’d had a quiet, good game — the kind of game nobody on the broadcast noticed and every forward on the other bench did — and he’d blocked a shot in the third with the side of his knee that Joey had heard from the bench. He wasn’t limping. He never limped where anybody could see it.

“MacNeil,” Okafor said, rounding on him, because Okafor never gave up on a man, he just changed targets. “Big Dunc. The Inverness County Tourism Board. You coming?”

“No,” Duncan said.

“Why not?”

“I’m staying.”

That was the whole answer. That was always the whole answer. Okafor looked at him for a second, then put a hand on his heart like he’d been shot, and moved on, and nobody in the room even turned around, because everybody knew Duncan stayed. Duncan stayed every break. Christmas when they had three days, the bye week, All-Star. He had a house in South Addition and skis and a truck he talked about the way other men talked about a dog, and when the room emptied he just stayed in Anchorage, in the dark and the cold, and seemed to like it. The guys had tried to get him out of it for a season and then quit, the way the room eventually quit anything that didn’t cost it money.

Joey pulled his left skate off and set it down. He didn’t look over.

“You too, Roo?” somebody said from across the room.

“I’m staying,” Joey said.

It came out easy. It came out like a guy who had plans he wasn’t going to explain, and a couple of people went ooh in the voice you used when a guy had plans he wasn’t going to explain, and Okafor said, “Is it a woman? Tell me it’s a woman,” and Joey said, “It’s my couch, Oke, I’m seeing my couch,” and got a laugh, and that was that.

Beside him, Duncan’s hands had stopped on his laces for exactly as long as it took to notice. Then they started again.

Here was the thing about this room, and Joey had known it for five seasons, and it still sometimes surprised him how simple it was.

It clocked everything. A guy got a haircut, the room knew. A guy’s car was still in the lot at seven in the morning, the room knew whose driveway it hadn’t been in. A guy got quiet on a road trip, a guy started taking phone calls in the tunnel, a guy came back from the summer with a tan line where a ring used to be — the room saw all of it, and said something about all of it, usually out loud, usually on the bus. And then Sandeen opened a line on it.

Sandeen was over in the corner right now in his slides with his phone out, probably logging who’d bet on the third goal. He kept the book like a church kept records. Lines were numbered and dated, and he had a column in gray for where a thing had come from, and he’d tell you with a straight face that you couldn’t take money out of a settled line, like that was a law of physics. The room bet on who’d get engaged and who’d get traded and whose kid would walk first, and it would bet on anything you gave it.

And that was all it did. That was the part people outside never believed. It noticed, and it put a price on it, and then it shrugged and went to get food. The room already had out guys in it. It had guys who’d married each other and brought the casserole to the team thing like anybody’s husband. The first time Joey had seen that, his first year up here, he’d waited for somebody to make it weird, and nobody had, and after a while he’d stopped waiting. Nobody here was going to throw anything at anybody. The worst thing that would happen, if Joey Ruggiero turned out to want a man, was that somebody would lose twenty bucks.

So it wasn’t the room. He wasn’t scared of the room. He’d gone through it in his head, carefully, a lot of nights since August, and he was pretty sure that was true.

What he was scared of was being wrong about one guy. Wrong about what he’d seen, or wrong about what he wanted, or — this was the one that got him at three in the morning — right about both, and it still not mattering, because the guy was a guy who said yep and meant no.

“You icing that?” Joey said.

Duncan glanced at him. It was a short look, the one he used when Joey talked, which was most of the time. “What?”

“Your knee. From the Duncan-sized hole in the shooting lane.”

“It’s fine.”

“It sounded not fine. I heard it on the bench. The backup goalie heard it. He flinched, and he doesn’t flinch, he’s got the emotional range of a toaster.”

The corner of Duncan’s mouth moved. Not a smile. Duncan didn’t really smile in the room; he did this, the half-second where his beard shifted and you could tell something had landed, and then he put it away. Joey had been collecting those for longer than he’d been willing to call it collecting.

“I’ll ice it,” Duncan said.

“You will not.”

“I’ll ice it at home.”

“In your snowbank.”

“In my freezer,” Duncan said, “like a person,” and reached behind him for his stick.

He had a roll of white tape in his lap. He always redid a blade the night of a game, even the night before a break, when he wasn’t going to touch it for five days — he said he liked it done when he came back to it. Joey had watched him do it from the next stall, in the reflection in the TV screen, from across the room on a road trip in Columbus with the lights half off. It was nothing. It was a guy taping a stick.

Duncan had pushed his sleeves up to do it. He’d pulled on a gray long-sleeve over his base layer, the soft kind that had gone thin at the elbows from washing, and it was shoved up to just under the elbow on both arms, and it stayed there because his forearms were too thick for it to fall. His arms were pale — he was a Nova Scotia guy in February in Alaska, he had no color left anywhere — and there was black hair along them, and the long muscle along the top moved every time he turned the blade. He did it slow. He held the heel of the stick against his thigh with one big hand and wound with the other, each turn overlapping the last by exactly the same amount, and pressed each one flat with his thumb before he did the next. His wrist turned over and back. A vein stood up along the inside of it and went down again.

Joey watched the thumb. He watched it press the tape flat, and smooth it, and go on, and he thought, very clearly, the way you’d think I left the stove on: I want that hand on me.

It wasn’t the first time he’d thought it. That was the honest part.

He’d thought it at thirty-one games into last season, at the end of a practice, and he’d filed it, because he was married, and a married man with a pulse thought all kinds of things in passing and put them in a drawer and went home. He’d filed a lot of things over the years. A guy in a bar in Providence when he was nineteen. A trainer in juniors. Things that happened in his chest and got put away, noise, the regular noise of being alive and married and not looking. He’d never lied to Meghan about any of it, because there had never been anything to lie about. It was a drawer. He’d kept it shut.

Then in August he’d signed a piece of paper in a lawyer’s office in Warwick, with Meghan beside him wearing her hair up in the clip she always wore, both of them sad and decent about it, and afterward they’d gone and got lunch like normal people, and she’d hugged him in the parking lot and said, Be happy, Joe, okay? I mean it. And he’d flown back to Anchorage for camp. And somewhere in those first weeks back he’d noticed that the drawer was open, and he didn’t have a reason anymore to shut it. There was no marriage for it to be noise against. There was just him, and what was in there, which turned out to be a lot, and most of it looked like the guy in the next stall.

He wasn’t confused about it. He’d expected to be. He’d expected at some point to have a crisis, and he’d kind of been waiting for it, like a bad shift you know is coming. It never showed up. What showed up instead was this: two hundred nights of watching a man tape a stick, and finally letting himself know why.

Duncan finished the toe, tore the tape with his fingers instead of his teeth, and ran his thumb down the whole blade once, heel to toe, checking it. Then he looked up, and caught Joey looking.

For a second neither of them did anything.

“What,” Duncan said.

“Nothing.” Joey pushed his hair back off his forehead. It was still wet and it stayed where he put it. “It’s a nice tape job, is all. Very Presbyterian.”

“I’m Catholic.”

“Very Catholic tape job, then. Lot of guilt in it.”

That got the beard to move again. Duncan stood up — all of him, which took a while — and set the stick in the rack, and pulled the gray shirt down over his forearms with one tug, and Joey felt that like a door closing, which was stupid. Duncan picked up his bag. He was going to shower at home. He always showered at home on the last night before a break; he liked to beat the parking lot.

“Enjoy your couch,” he said.

“Enjoy your freezer.”

Duncan nodded once and went. Nobody watched him go except Joey. On the far side of the room Okafor had found a new victim and was describing the swim-up bar with his arms, and the bass was still coming up through the floor, and Sandeen was laughing at something on his phone.

Joey sat with one skate off and one skate on and looked at the empty stall next to his.

Five days. Everybody else had a tee time. The plane went at nine tomorrow and took the whole room with it, and it didn’t come back until Sunday night, and on Monday morning they would all be back in here with sunburns, loud, like nothing had happened, because for most of them nothing would have.

He could let it be five days of his couch. He was good at that. He’d been good at it for years.

Or he could say it. Just once, out loud, to the one person it was about, and find out whether he’d been reading two seasons of half-second beard twitches right or whether he’d been making the whole thing up in a drawer.

Joey bent and started on the other skate. His hands were steady. He was a little surprised by that, and then he wasn’t.

He was going to say it this week.




Chapter 2: The City Empties

The charter went out at twenty to ten, and Duncan watched it go from his kitchen with a mug of coffee going cold in his hand.

It was still mostly dark. At that hour in February Anchorage was the blue of a bruise healing, and the plane was just a set of lights lifting off the far side of the city and banking out over the inlet, slow, the way a heavy thing turns. He lost it for a minute behind the neighbor’s spruce. Then the sun came up somewhere back of the Chugach and caught the contrail before it caught anything on the ground, and for a little while there was a clean pink line drawn across the whole sky from the airport toward the south, with twenty-odd men at the front of it arguing about who got the window.

He drank the coffee anyway. It was fine cold. He rinsed the mug and set it upside down on the rack and stood there a while longer with his hands on the edge of the sink, until the line had gone soft and wide and then wasn’t a line.

That was that, then. Five days.

He liked it. He’d tried, the first season, to explain to Okafor why he liked it, and had gotten about two sentences in before he could see it wasn’t going to translate, and had said I just like it instead, which was true and cost less. The city didn’t actually empty when the team left. Three hundred thousand people went on buying groceries. But his part of it did. Nobody knocked on the glass. Nobody needed to know how the knee was, or what he thought of the power play, or whether he’d come to a thing on Friday at somebody’s place in Eagle River where there’d be a lot of wives being nice to him. For five days nobody was going to look at him and wait for him to be anything.

He went down to the basement and waxed the skis.

He did it properly, on the bench, with the iron, because there was time. Grip wax on the kick zone for the cold they were forecasting, glide wax on the tips and tails, ironed in and let cool and scraped and brushed out until the bases had that dull even shine that meant they’d go. The basement smelled like hot paraffin. He had the radio on low, some woman on the public station talking about a moose that had walked into a dentist’s office in Palmer, and he listened to all of it. The knee was purple on the outside the size of a puck, and stiff when he stood up from the bench, and fine when he walked on it. He’d iced it last night like he’d said he would. He’d thought about telling Joey he’d iced it, and then hadn’t, because that was a thing you didn’t text a man at midnight.

At eleven he went out and checked the truck. It was plugged in at the front where the cord ran off the porch, and it had been plugged in all night, and it was nine below, and when he turned the key it caught on the first try and settled into its low, patient idle like it had been waiting for him. He sat in it with the door open and his boot on the running board and let it run for a minute because he liked the sound. Then he shut it off and plugged it back in and went inside.

He made a sandwich. He ate it standing up.

That was the whole break, most years. Skis and the truck and the lagoon if it was plowed, and the long ski out along the coastal trail if the snow was good, and sleep, a lot of sleep, the heavy kind he never got in-season, and nobody.

He knew why he liked nobody. He wasn’t a fool about himself.

He’d known since juniors what he was, and he’d said so to the people who needed telling, in the plain words, and then got on with it. The room here had shrugged when he arrived, the way it shrugged at everything, and asked whether he was any good on the penalty kill, and he was, and that had been all. Nobody in Anchorage had ever made it cost him anything. He was aware how rare that was.

What cost him was one thing, and he kept it in its box.

Two seasons ago the equipment guys had moved his nameplate, and he’d come in the first day of camp and found himself sitting beside Joey Ruggiero, who had looked at him, and looked at the stall, and said, “Oh, come on,” loud enough for the whole room, and then, “No offense, big man, I just liked having elbow room,” and then offered him a piece of gum. Joey talked the whole time he dressed. He talked the whole time he undressed. He talked on the bench and on the bus and in the hallway at the hotel in Columbus at one in the morning in his socks, and most of what he said was nonsense, and about one thing in twelve was so funny that Duncan had to look at the floor. He had a way of pushing his hair back with his whole hand and leaving it there, so it went up in a dark wave off his forehead. He had a laugh like somebody dropping a box of pucks. He knew the name of every kid on the team and every kid’s dog. He was married.

That was the rule, and the rule was easy, and Duncan had kept it without much trouble at all, because the rule wasn’t hard. A married man was off the board. Not off the board unless. Just off. Duncan didn’t look at other men’s husbands and he didn’t look at other women’s husbands, and Joey’s wife had flown up for the home opener last season and sat in the family section in a Frost toque and waved at the whole bench like she was flagging down a cab, and Duncan had liked her. He’d liked her a lot. So he’d kept it where it lived. He’d let himself have the stall, and the talking, and the gum, and the one thing in twelve, and he hadn’t let himself have anything else. Not even in his head, most nights. He was disciplined about that. He was disciplined about most things.

Then August. Joey came back to camp without the ring, and told the room himself, before anybody could ask, in a voice that was light and fine and a little too fast — it’s done, we’re good, she’s great, I’m great, nobody be weird — and the room, which clocked everything, was not weird. Somebody bought him a beer. Sandeen didn’t open a line on it, which in that room was a kind of flowers.

And Duncan had sat in the next stall and thought, very carefully, that the rule was still the rule.

Because a man six months out of a marriage wasn’t on the board either. That was the part he’d worked out on his own. A man six months out of a marriage was a man looking around to see what was left, and whatever he found first was going to feel like an answer to him for a while, and then it wasn’t going to. Duncan had been that. Once. Years ago, in a different league, with a man who’d called it something else, and he did not intend to be it again. He didn’t think about it much anymore. He’d built a life on not needing to.

So. Off the board. Still.

Except that since about Christmas, Joey had gone quiet.

Not all the way. Nobody would have noticed it but Duncan, and he wasn’t proud of noticing it. But the talking had changed. There was less of it on his side of the stall. Joey would start in on something, a bit, and then just stop, and Duncan would look over and find Joey already looking at him, and Joey would say what before Duncan could. He lingered. He found reasons to be the last one out. Last night he’d watched Duncan tape a stick, all the way through, heel to toe, without a single thing to say about it until the end, and Joey always had something to say about it.

Duncan knew what that was. Or he thought he did. And whatever it was, it was a thing to be managed — carefully, with both hands, like a puck on a bad bounce in your own end — until it went away.

The text came at twenty past one.

Joey: you want the practice sheet at 3? talked to the attendant. just us

He read it twice, standing in the kitchen with the sandwich plate still in his hand.

He could say no. He had a reason; he had the knee. He had skis waxed and the whole afternoon to put them on, and a man who wanted the city empty didn’t go and fill the one empty rink in it with the one person he’d been careful about.

Duncan: Sure.

He looked at it after he’d sent it. He didn’t know when he’d decided.



The practice facility was dead. He parked in the structure underneath it where the wind came through at an angle and put snow on the concrete in long drifts along the pillars, and his truck was one of four in the whole level. One was Joey’s, a black SUV he kept too clean for Alaska. One was the attendant’s. One had been there since November and had a flat and nobody knew whose it was.

Inside it was warmer by about ten degrees and smelled exactly the way it always smelled. He walked the matting past the pictures. The overheads in the corridor were on half, and his footsteps went ahead of him down the cinderblock and came back.

Joey was already on the ice.

He had one bank of lights up at the far end and was down there alone with a bucket of pucks, shooting on the empty net from the top of the circle, in a black practice sweater with a hole at the elbow and his old shell pants and no helmet. Every time he shot, the flow went up off his neck and came down again. The puck went bar-down, the sound of it big and hollow in a building with nobody else in it. He turned at the sound of the gate.

“There he is,” Joey said. “Big Dunc. Did you ice it?”

“Yep.”

“In the freezer.”

“Like a person.”

Joey laughed, but it was short. Then he skated over and stopped hard in front of him, spraying a little snow on Duncan’s skates, which was the kind of thing he always did, and looked up at him, which was not.

“Want to lose at something?” Joey said.

They played the way you play when there’s nobody to impress. Two lines of pucks on the blue line, a shooting game that got a stupid scoring system invented for it in the first ten minutes and then got amended every time Joey was losing. One-on-ones from the red line, Duncan going backward and Joey coming at him with his head up and that low heavy stride he had, all thighs, so that he was harder to move off his line than a man his size had any right to be. Duncan got him twice against the wall. Joey got around him once, clean, on the inside, and was so pleased with himself he did a lap with his stick over his head, and the building gave the lap back to him in echoes.

It was easy. It was so easy, and it always had been, and Duncan had been careful not to let himself know how much he liked it.

But Joey was off.

There were fewer chirps. Normally Duncan could count on a steady running commentary through anything like this — his edges, his reach, his hands, which Joey had once described to a reporter as “two hams on a stick” — and today Joey said maybe half of it and then let the rest go. Twice Duncan came up the ice and found Joey not watching the puck. Watching him. Not at his stick, or his feet, where you’d watch a defenseman if you wanted to beat him. Higher. And holding it, a second past where a look was just a look, before Joey dropped his eyes and went and got a puck out of the corner with more effort than the puck needed.

Duncan knew that look. He’d been wearing it himself for two years. He’d just been better at taking it back.

He told himself it was the divorce. A man took his first break alone in six years, and the whole room flew off to the sun without him, and he looked around at who was left. That was all. That was all it could be. You handled
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