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			Prologue

			Some people are naturals at happiness. They slip into it the way other people slip into a pair of jeans or trust funds: easily and entirely unfairly.

			I am not one of those people.

			Take right now, for instance. I’m standing in my kitchen watching Petra Montgomery fold fresh tortellini with the kind of care that makes you wonder if there’s anything she can’t perfect through sheer force of will. Her blonde hair catches the late afternoon light streaming through windows that finally have curtains worth closing, and I’m hit with that specific brand of disbelief that comes from realizing your life has somehow become better than you had ever imagined.

			The apartment smells like fresh garlic and tomato sauce. Petra hums something Russian while she works—probably Tchaikovsky because even her unconscious soundtrack operates at a higher cultural level than my conscious playlist choices. She’s wearing one of my old New York Sentinels t-shirts and nothing else, which is doing things to my concentration that would violate several workplace safety regulations if this were an office instead of domestic bliss.

			“You’re staring,” she says without looking up. I can hear the smile in her voice.

			“I’m appreciating,” I correct as I lean against the counter. “There’s a difference.”

			She glances up. “Is there?” Her blue eyes catch mine with a look that makes me forget hockey exists.

			I’m supposed to have a witty comeback here. Something charming and self-deprecating that makes her laugh while simultaneously proving I’m worth keeping around. Instead, my brain short-circuits because, as I said (and it bears repeating), Petra Montgomery is in my kitchen wearing my shirt, making dinner like we’re the type of couple who does this regularly, like this is our life now.

			Over the last few months, I’ve learned that happiness is less a possession and more of a streaming current. You can cup your hands around it, but try to contain it too tightly, and it seeps through the cracks, gone for good.

			The playoffs are on the horizon, and I’m playing the best hockey of my career. My hamstring finally remembers how to be a functional body part instead of a vengeful enemy. The team’s gelling, my contract situation looks promising, and I’m dating a professional ballerina who somehow thinks I’m worth her time. Everything is perfect.

			Which is exactly why I’m terrified. Hockey taught me how to take a hit, but happiness is the first thing that ever made me flinch.

			Petra sets down her knife and crosses to me, flour coating her fingers as she reaches up to put her hands around me. I love when she does stuff like this.

			“What’s that look?” she asks, studying my face with the intensity she usually reserves for analyzing choreography.

			“Nothing,” I say, because explaining that I’m waiting for the universe to remember it made a clerical error in bestowing this happiness upon me would kill the mood.

			Then I add, “Just thinking about how lucky I am.”

			She smiles. It starts small then blooms across her entire face. “We both are lucky, Liam.”

			Later, after dinner, we’re tangled together on the couch watching some forgettable Netflix series while she traces absent patterns on my chest. Her breathing has settled into the rhythm of someone completely relaxed, completely here, mine in a way that feels both permanent and impossible.

			This is happiness, I think. This moment, this life I’ve stumbled into despite being qualified for none of it. This feeling of having found something worth keeping, something that makes all the injuries and setbacks and humiliations feel like necessary detours leading here.

			But here’s the thing about being a professional athlete who’s spent his career getting blindsided by hits he didn’t see coming: you develop an instinct for knowing when something’s about to go sideways. A sixth sense for the moment before everything changes. And lying here in my finally-adult apartment, holding the woman who taught me that strength and grace aren’t mutually exclusive, I can feel it—that looming pressure that precedes a catastrophic storm even when the sky still looks clear.

			This isn’t where our story begins. That would be too easy, too much like the rom-coms where damaged people fix each other through the healing power of love and good timing.

			No, our story starts months ago when I set out to find the perfect birthday present for a six-year-old.

		


		
			Chapter One

			Sometimes I think my life’s a cosmic joke, only no one bothered to let me in on the punchline.

			I’m seated in a plastic chair clearly engineered by someone with a vendetta against the human hip bone, watching highlights of last night’s game on a wall-mounted TV. The New York Sentinels won without me. Again. And honestly? The bitter little voice in my head—the one that sounds suspiciously like my mother when she’s disappointed—keeps whispering that maybe they’re better off that way.

			I used to be Liam LeClerc, rising star. Now I’m just Liam LeClerc, question mark. The comma between who you were and who you’re becoming is the loneliest punctuation mark in existence. It promises continuation but guarantees nothing.

			The training room smells like industrial-strength disinfectant and broken dreams, which feels fitting. I shift in this torture-device of a chair, and my hamstring—my stubborn, vindictive hamstring—fires off another sharp reminder of why I’m here instead of out there on the ice with my teammates. Eight months. Eight months of this endless two-step between hope and reality, between the player I was and the player I’m starting to think I might never be again.

			You’ll get back out there soon, everyone says, their voices heavy with the kind of forced optimism usually reserved for terminal diagnoses. Nobody believes it anymore. Sometimes I wonder if I ever did.

			The cold therapy machine attached to my leg hums like it’s trying to sing me a medically inspired lullaby, but all I can hear is the sound of opportunity slipping away. On the TV, some rookie with perfect teeth and a cooperative hamstring beams into the camera, rambling about how grateful he is for the chance to contribute. The kid hasn’t earned his place yet. Hasn’t learned that hockey, like anything worth loving, will find new and inventive ways to break your heart.

			I’m so lost in my spiral of self-pity that I don’t notice Dewey Carter until he’s practically on top of me.

			“Hey, LeClerc,” he says, dropping into the chair beside me with the kind of confidence that only comes from a fully functioning body. “You want some ice for that massive chip on your shoulder?”

			Dewey’s been my teammate for three years, which means he’s seen me at my worst and somehow still chooses to acknowledge my existence. He’s got this way of making everything sound like a joke even when it’s not.

			“Don’t you have drills to ruin, Carts?” I mutter, the comeback landing about as flat as I feel.

			“I don’t screw ’em up,” he says, leaning back like he’s got all the time in the world. “I perform them with creative interpretation. The boys love it. Coaches too. Adds mystery to practice.”

			He pauses, studying me. “Besides,” he continues, “watching you scowl at a TV is way more entertaining. You look like a mall Santa who just had a kid piss on him.”

			I almost smile. Almost.

			“Clerky,” Dewey says, and his voice goes softer. The nickname feels like coming home to a house that might not be yours anymore. “You’ll be back on the ice with the boys soon. Might not feel like it right now, but I’ve seen you fight through worse.”

			The thing about platitudes is that they hurt most when they come from people who mean them. Dewey believes in me, which somehow makes everything worse. Belief is a luxury I can’t afford right now.

			“Alright, bud,” he says, standing and clapping me on the shoulder. “Maybe mix in a smile once in a while. The death glare doesn’t do your delicate features any favors.”

			I force something onto my face that might pass for a smile, but it fades the second he’s gone. The training room returns to its familiar quiet, punctuated only by the whir of machines and the distant sound of real hockey players doing real hockey things.

			I grab my phone and do what I always do when I need to feel worse about myself: I scroll through social media. There’s a post from the local beat reporter about trade rumors, something about a nineteen-year-old “generational talent” who’s apparently “a young Liam LeClerc.” The words hit like a slapshot to the gut. I’m twenty-eight, which apparently means I’m already old enough to be someone’s baseline for comparison. The phrase “young Liam LeClerc” causes me to simmer and grow hot inside. What does that make me? The broken one? The cautionary tale?

			That’s when Rocky, the Sentinels’ PR rep, barrels into the room like a bear that learned to wear khakis. Heavyset and broad through the chest, his shirt straining at the buttons, he’s got the kind of presence that makes a room feel more crowded just by existing in it. His beard is thick and unbothered, like he should be chopping wood instead of wrangling hockey players.

			“LeClerc!” he shouts because Rocky only has one volume setting since he mainlines espresso all day. “I need you for an event.” Rocky’s job is basically to make sure the players show up for obligations but don’t embarrass ourselves or the organization in public. He’s powered by deadlines and caffeine, and he’s looking at me like I’m a problem he needs to solve. “So whaddya think?” he shouts.

			“Not interested.”

			“You don’t even know what it is.”

			“I don’t care what it is,” I say, finally meeting his eyes. Rocky’s expression suggests he’s not particularly impressed with my attitude, which is fair, because neither am I.

			“It’s at Lincoln Center,” he barrels on, steamrolling right past my lack of enthusiasm. “Swan Lake performance—big deal, lots of cameras. You show up, wave, flash some teeth—real ones ideally, remind the world you’re not dead inside. Good for the team, good for you.”

			Now I’m looking at him. “Ballet? You think anyone’s going to buy that I belong at a ballet? Come on, Rocky.”

			He crosses his arms, and I can practically see the lecture forming behind his eyes. “I think people still care about you,” he says. His voice has an edge that cuts through my defenses. “And this is a chance to remind them why.”

			The words land harder than they should. People caring about me feels like a foreign concept these days. I’ve been invisible for so long that I’m not sure I remember how to be seen.

			“I’m not doing it,” I say, standing and grabbing my bag. “I’ve got enough to worry about without being paraded around as some feel-good story.”

			Rocky gives me a look that suggests he can see straight through me. “Suit yourself,” he says finally. “But don’t forget: being invisible is a choice. If you’re okay with that, then I’ve got nothing else to say.”

			He turns and walks out, leaving me alone with his words echoing in the empty training room.

			Being invisible is a choice.

			The thing is, Rocky’s right. I have been choosing to disappear, to fade into the background noise of my own life. It started as self-preservation—if you don’t try, you can’t fail—but somewhere along the way, it became something else. A habit. A comfort zone made of doubt and low expectations.

			I sink back into my chair, staring at the spot where Rocky had been standing. Outside the room, I can hear my teammates moving, bustling, continuing to be a team without me. The noise from the crowd at last night’s game replays in my head. The next time those cheers come, I want to be the reason for them.

		


		
			Chapter Two

			Back in my apartment, I’m doing the thing where you flip through streaming services without actually watching anything, the modern equivalent of staring into the abyss. My apartment is that eerie quiet that makes you hyperaware of every small sound—the refrigerator buzzing, the distant honking of cars, the slight wheeze in my breathing that I’m pretending isn’t there.

			That’s when James Bond shows up to ruin my night.

			Not literally, obviously. Though honestly, at this point, actual espionage might be a welcome refuge from how my life is tracking.

			The trailer fills my living room with an orchestral swelling that’s designed to make you feel like your own life is inadequate and blow out your speakers. There’s Gavin Bradford, Hollywood’s current “it” actor, adjusting his cufflinks with the casual confidence that suggests he’s never doubted himself for a single second in his perfect, symmetrical life.

			The tagline flashes: Gavin Bradford is…James Bond. Coming this winter.

			I sit there, remote in hand, watching the universe personally troll me. Gavin Bradford gets to be James Bond. I can barely get through a conversation with my PR rep without wanting to hide under a blanket fort.

			The trailer is a blur of explosions and exotic backdrops; Gavin striding through it all like he could save the world before lunch and still squeeze in a GQ cover shoot on the way home. Meanwhile, I’m sinking into my couch in sweatpants that retired from respectability years ago, debating whether to order pizza or just commit to the bleak dignity of dry Cheerios for dinner.

			Before I can make a dinner decision, my phone buzzes. The name on the screen makes me groan out loud: Zoe. I let it buzz. And buzz. And buzz.

			Her voicemail notification pops up after I screen the call. I don’t listen right away. First, I opt for the Cheerios dinner, then I click on her voicemail message. “Liam,” she begins, and I can hear the exasperation in her voice. “You forgot, didn’t you? Lila and I are here in New York. For her birthday. The same birthday you promised you’d plan something special for. Remember that?”

			There’s a pause that feels loaded with all the ways I’ve disappointed people lately.

			“Don’t bother lying,” she continues. “Call me back before I tell Mom.”

			The threat of maternal involvement hangs in the air like the sword of Damocles. My mother has this way of expressing disappointment that makes you feel like you’ve personally let down every ancestor who ever sacrificed for your existence.

			I call Zoe back.

			“Well, well, well,” she says by way of greeting, which is never a good sign.

			“Look, I didn’t forget exactly,” I say, which is technically true if you squint at the definition of forget. “Things have just been…a lot lately.”

			“A lot?” she repeats, like she’s tasting the words and finding them inadequate. “Is that code for sulking alone in your apartment?”

			“I’m not sulking.”

			“Really? Because I’ve seen you sulk, Liam, and I’m betting that’s exactly what you’re doing. I can literally hear you sulking over the phone, probably eating a bowl of dry Cheerios.”

			This is the problem with siblings. They know you too well to let you get away with anything.

			“Okay, fine,” I admit. “I forgot you guys were coming to New York for Lila’s birthday. What do you want me to do? What’s the plan?”

			“We’re staying at the Midtown Marriott,” she says, and I can picture her pacing around the hotel room the way she does when she’s trying not to strangle me. “Lila’s been talking about nothing but seeing her Uncle Liam for weeks. She thinks you’re going to take her somewhere fun.”

			Fun. Right. I used to know how to do fun.

			“Somewhere fun,” I repeat, buying time while my brain scrambles for ideas. “Like, uh, the zoo? We could do the Central Park Zoo! Penguins and, uh…”

			“It’s getting renovated. We passed by it in the cab from the airport.”

			Of course it is. Even the penguins are having a better year than me.

			“The aquarium?” I try. “Is there an aquarium in New York? Or a museum! We have a bunch of those. Art ones and dinosaurs and…other historical stuff.”

			“Museums are for school trips, Liam,” Zoe cuts in, her patience fraying audibly. “Figure it out. You’ve got until six tonight. And for God’s sake, bring her something better than another signed hockey puck.”

			After we hang up, I stare at my phone like it might suddenly develop the ability to solve my problems. Then, with the kind of desperation that makes you do questionable things, I call Rocky.

			He picks up almost immediately, which is either impressive or deeply concerning.

			“Look who we have, if it isn’t Mr. Sunshine LeClerc,” he says. “What’s the occasion?”

			“Hey, Rocky,” I say. “Look, I need those ballet tickets you offered earlier.”

			There’s a beat of silence that stretches long enough for me to question every decision that led me to this moment.

			Then Rocky laughs. “You’re serious? The Swan Lake tickets? The ones you ridiculed into oblivion earlier?”

			“Yeah, those,” I say. “Those exact ones.”

			“Oh, this is rich,” Rocky says. I can hear him rubbing his hands together. “What’s the angle here? Trying to impress a date?”

			“Something like that,” I respond.

			“I’ve been out of the game a while,” Rocky continues, “but I’d recommend wearing a shirt with some type of collar. Hoodies don’t make a great first impression, at least they didn’t in my bachelor days.”

			“It’s not like that,” I snap. “Just…can I have the tickets or not?”

			“Absolutely,” he says. “I’ll email you the details. And they come with backstage passes—how about that? Don’t forget to thank me later when this broad, whoever she is, swoons over how cultured you are.”

			“Thanks,” I say flatly, already halfway to hanging up.

			“Wait, wait, one more thing,” Rocky adds. “Do me a favor. Try not to nod off during the performance. It’s bad PR for everyone if you snore during a grand jeté.”

			I hang up, tossing my phone onto the couch with more force than necessary. Of course Rocky would milk this for weeks. But for Lila, it’s worth it.

			Probably.

		


		
			Chapter Three

			At night, Lincoln Center is the brand of beautiful that makes you feel slightly inadequate just by being in its vicinity. The David H. Koch Theater glows like a scene from a fairy tale, golden light and elegant lines, and I’m standing here in my best suit feeling like I’m about to be ejected for not belonging.

			Lila, on the other hand, is vibrating with excitement beside me. She’s six, which means her capacity for wonder hasn’t been beaten down by years of disappointment and cynicism. Lucky her.

			She’s not wrong to be excited. The David H. Koch Theater is where people wear real jewelry and actually know which fork is for salad. I’m surrounded by patrons, not guests, and it feels like any second someone’s going to ask me about my thoughts on Giacomo Puccini’s Turandot.

			Inside the theater, the lights dim and I brace myself for what I assume will be several hours of twirling in tutus while I fight to stay conscious. Ballet isn’t my thing. The only reason I’m here is Lila, who’s currently gripping her armrest like she’s about to launch herself into orbit.

			The curtain rises, and at first, it’s exactly what I expected—elegant, sure, but also slow. My mind starts to wander, calculating how long I’ll need to sit here before I can reasonably claim cultural enlightenment.

			But then something happens. One dancer steps into the spotlight, and suddenly the whole energy of the performance changes. Her movements are spellbinding, nothing like the soft prettiness I was expecting. There’s power in the way she moves, a precision that reminds me of something I recognize—the feeling of a flawlessly executed power play breakout or the perfect timing of an offensive zone entry.

			This is athleticism disguised as art. Or maybe it’s the opposite. Maybe we’re looking at it backwards. Maybe all athleticism is just art that forgot it was supposed to be beautiful.

			I find myself leaning forward, actually paying attention for the first time since the curtain went up. The way this one dancer moves through space is mesmerizing.

			“Uncle Liam,” Lila nudges me with her elbow. “You’re supposed to clap when they finish the dance.”

			I blink, realizing the first act has ended, and the audience is applauding. I clap belatedly, the sound awkward against the rhythmic tide of appreciation around us.

			“You were watching really hard,” Lila says. “Do you like it?”

			“Yeah,” I say, and I’m surprised to find that I mean it. “I guess I do.”

			By the second act, I’m completely absorbed. The dancers move like a single organism, their strength and unity building something that’s bigger than the sum of its parts. And that soloist—the one who caught my attention earlier—commands the stage with a presence that’s impossible to ignore. These dancers have that thing I’ve been missing: complete control over their physical selves, the ability to make the impossible look effortless. I want that feeling back.

			When the curtain falls after the final act, the audience erupts in applause. Lila is bouncing in her seat, her clapping so enthusiastic it draws amused smiles from the sophisticated patrons around us.

			“Isn’t it amazing?” she says, her face glowing with joy. “I like the girl with the sparkly pink costume the best.”

			“Yeah,” I say, still watching the stage as the dancers take their final bows. “She’s really something.”

			“She’s like a princess, but strong, too, like she doesn’t need someone to save her,” Lila adds with the kind of insight that catches you off guard. “Do you think you could lift someone like that?”

			I shake my head. “Unlikely. I’d probably fall over and crush them.” But even as I joke about it, I can’t stop thinking about what I’ve just witnessed. The strength, the control, the absolute mastery of movement. It’s everything I used to take for granted back when skating felt like flying, and my body was an instrument that played whatever tune I wanted.

			Now I feel like a broken violin, and I’m not sure if I’ll ever make music again.

			“Uncle Liam?” Lila says, pulling me back to the present.

			“Yeah?”

			“Do you think they practice a lot?”

			“Oh, I’m sure they do,” I tell her. “You don’t get that good without a lot of work.”

			She nods seriously, like I’ve just shared some profound wisdom. “I think I could be that good someday.”

			I look at her. Six years old, eyes bright with possibility, untouched by the reality of broken dreams and failed comebacks. “I think you could be even better,” I say, and for the first time in months, I mean something I’ve said. I love spending time with her. She reminds me that children don’t dream in probabilities, they dream in absolutes. They behave without calculation, which is probably why their belief can resuscitate the dead parts of us adults.

			As we make our way backstage after the performance, I’m struck by how different this world feels from mine. The energy here is electric but refined, purposeful but artistic. It’s chaos, but controlled chaos, the kind that creates beauty instead of destroying it.

			Lila is ping-ponging off the walls with excitement, as I tread carefully through the narrow corridors, my broad shoulders feeling out of place among the delicate costumes and movements of the dancers who flow around us like water.

			And then we find her: the soloist who commanded my attention all night. Up close, she is even more striking than she was on stage. She’s not particularly tall, but she carries herself with a presence that makes height irrelevant. Her blonde hair is swept into a perfect bun, and her blue eyes have this intensity that makes you feel like she can see more than what’s directly in front of her.

			“Uncle Liam, it’s her!” Lila whispers, though her version of whispering could probably be heard in Weehawken. “Can we say hi?”

			The soloist turns at the sound of Lila’s voice, and when she looks at Lila, her expression softens in a way that transforms her entire face. It transforms mine too. “Hi,” she says. Her voice has this quality that’s warm and welcoming. “Did you enjoy the show?”

			Her name is Petra Montgomery, and what follows is the kind of interaction that makes me remember why kids are basically tiny drunk adults. Unfiltered and with not a trace of self-consciousness, Lila launches into a rapid-fire interrogation about spins and costumes and whether Petra’s feet hurt, her hands gesturing wildly as she speaks. Petra crouches down to her level, giving her the kind of genuine, undivided attention most adults forget how to give. But every so often, her eyes flick up to me, and I can’t tell if she’s sizing me up or just wondering how someone like me crash-landed into her world.

			“You were incredible,” I say when Lila finally pauses for breath. “The strength and control it takes to make that look effortless… I know it’s anything but effortless.”

			Petra tilts her head slightly, studying my face like she’s trying to solve a puzzle. “Thank you,” she says. “Most people don’t notice that part.”

			“I guess I know what it takes to push your body to its limit,” I reply, though even as I say it, I’m acutely aware of the irony. I used to know what that felt like.

			Her smile shifts. “Then you know it’s not always easy to make it look easy.”

			“Never is,” I agree, and for a moment, we’re just two people who understand something about the pain and difficulty of making the impossible seem routine.

			The conversation continues, Lila serving as our tiny, enthusiastic interpreter, asking the questions that adults would be too polite or too intimidated to voice. And then Petra does something that changes everything.

			“I teach a beginner ballet class every Monday evening,” she says, looking directly at Lila. “It’s for children around your age. Would you like to come?”

			Lila’s reaction is immediate and explosive. She gasps so hard I’m worried she might hyperventilate, her hands flying to her mouth like she can’t contain her excitement.

			“Really? I can go?” she shouts with glee.

			“Of course,” Petra says, smiling. “I’d love to have you in class.”

			Lila immediately turns to me with a pleading expression that would melt steel. “Uncle Liam, can we go? Please? I want to learn to be like Ms. Montgomery!”

			I’m caught off guard by the intensity of her excitement, by the way this chance encounter has suddenly become the most important thing in her six-year-old world. But I’m also caught off guard by the way Petra is looking at me, like she’s genuinely interested in my answer.

			“Yeah,” I say. “Of course we can go.”

			Lila squeals and throws her arms around my waist. “Thank you, Uncle Liam! You’re the best!”

			Glad someone thinks so.

			“Monday at six,” Petra says, her eyes meeting mine. “I’ll save her a spot at the barre.”

			“Looking forward to it,” I say. “Thanks for making her night.”

			As we walk out of the backstage area, Lila skipping ahead of me, I catch myself glancing back over my shoulder. Petra is still standing there, watching us leave, her arms crossed casually, a thoughtful smile playing at her lips.

			Exiting the theater, Lila and I spill out on the sidewalk into the brisk September New York evening, my suit jacket doing little against the chill. But for the first time in months, I feel the thrill of anticipation.

			Monday can’t come fast enough.

		


		
			Chapter Four

			Good intentions have a nasty habit of crashing headfirst into reality at the worst possible moments. Like when you’re in your apartment, basking in the smug glow of being the loving uncle who takes his niece to the ballet and even signs her up for classes, only to have your phone ring with that haunting tone that signals your life’s about to get complicated.

			“Liam, where do I start?” Zoe says when I answer her call. The impending disaster is evident in her clipped voice.

			“Let me guess,” I say, settling back into my couch with the resignation of someone who’s become familiar with disappointment. “You’re calling to tell me I’ve somehow screwed up the one thing I managed to do right this week.”

			“Lila and I leave New York on Sunday.”

			The words knock the wind out of me momentarily. “What do you mean you leave Sunday? Monday is the ballet class.”

			“Lila has school, remember? That thing children do Monday through Friday where they learn about the alphabet and numbers? We’re only here through the weekend. Meanwhile she’s telling me how excited she is about this ballet class you said she could go to.”

			I stare at my ceiling, watching the shadow of my neighbor’s fire escape create patterns in the afternoon light. Of course. Of course they’re leaving. Because why would anything in my life be simple or convenient?

			“So, when you say she’s excited about ballet class…” I start, though I already know where this is going.

			“I mean she’s excited about a ballet class she’ll never actually attend because her uncle didn’t bother to ask when we were flying home.”

			There’s a special kind of silence that happens when you realize you’ve disappointed a six-year-old who was counting on you. It’s not a great one.

			“I could ask if there’s a class that happens earlier during the weekend?” I offer weakly.

			“Liam,” Zoe says, her voice a mix of affection and exasperation. “You signed up a six-year-old for a class in a city she doesn’t live in. I don’t think timing is the main issue here.”

			After we hang up, I sit there feeling like the human embodiment of good intentions gone wrong. I should call Petra, explain the situation, apologize for committing Lila to something I shouldn’t have committed her to. But I don’t have Petra’s number. So instead, I do what any reasonable guy would do: I avoid the problem and hope it resolves itself.

			[image: ]

			Later that week, I find myself perched on an examination table in the Sentinels’ training room.

			Dr. Connelly strides in, iPad tucked under one arm, lab coat flaring slightly as if the air parts for him. He’s tall and stoop-shouldered with wire-rim glasses that catch the room’s fluorescent lighting, momentarily blinding me. His expression is that carefully neutral mask doctors wear when they’re about to ruin your week in two sentences or less.

			“So,” I say, my palms pressed into the crinkling exam paper, trying not to fidget. “What’s the verdict, Dr. Connelly?”

			He rolls his stool over to me with the steady economy of someone who’s done this a thousand times. His glasses slide halfway down his nose before he nudges them back into place with a flick.

			“The MRI shows there’s still lingering damage to the muscle fibers,” he says, tapping the screen with a long finger, each point sharp and precise. “Specifically in the proximal region near the tendon attachment.”

			Proximal region. Tendon attachment. The clinical words rattle around my skull like pucks clanging off the boards.

			My leg twitches involuntarily, the rubber therapy sleeve squeezing against my hamstring. I clear my throat. “And what does that mean, exactly?”

			Dr. Connelly swivels back toward me, posture straightening. His eyes, cool and steady behind the glasses, hold mine. His tone is gentle, but the words land like body blows.

			“It means that while the initial tears have healed,” he says evenly, “the elasticity in your muscle hasn’t fully returned. That stiffness is putting extra strain on your ligaments and tendons, which is why you’re still feeling pain and battling this limited range of motion.”

			I feel something deflate inside me—not the quick pop of a burst balloon but the slow, inexorable leak of air from something that’s supposed to stay inflated. My career, my identity, my entire sense of purpose—all of it suddenly feels as fragile as tissue paper in the rain.

			“So, what’s the fix? More rehab? Another set of epidurals?”

			Dr. Connelly’s mouth twitches. “Rehab and stretching are part of it, yes. But at this point, it’s not just about strength. You need to restore the elasticity of the muscle. Without that, you’re going to keep compensating, which will only lead to further injury in adjacent regions.”

			Further injury in adjacent regions. My body has a domino effect of breakdown and compensation. How poetic.

			“So, I’m stuck in this cycle unless I turn into a rubber band?” I say, my frustration bleeding through the attempted humor.

			Dr. Connelly leans back against the counter, his expression softening. “Liam, I know this isn’t what you want to hear, but this kind of recovery takes time. If you don’t focus on regaining flexibility and mobility, we’re looking at a permanent limitation in your ability to perform.”

			My fingers curl into fists against my thighs, a physical manifestation of the fight I want to have with my own body, with time, with the cruel realities of professional athletics.

			“What are my options?” I ask, after letting the silence stretch long enough to absorb the reality of my situation.

			“We’ll continue with targeted physical therapy, but you need to incorporate consistent work to improve elasticity,” Dr. Connelly says. “And we can consider alternative approaches.”

			“Alternative
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