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      To my family who accepts me and all my foibles and quirks. Even the plastic banana in my holster.

      VL Locey

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Always for my family.
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      Another sigh escaped me. I poked at the casserole with a wooden spoon, muttered under my breath, then placed the spoon on the blue-and-white checkered placemat. Dinner was ruined. Again. For the fourth time this week. Kicking my foot against a stool, I sat hunched at the new kitchen island Adler had installed for me two months ago, pushed the dried-up husk of what had been vegetarian lasagna away, and stared down at my phone.

      “Why does he disrespect me so?” I asked Madonna as she wheeled around with a puma on the screen—although she sweetly called it a tiger, oh my God wasn’t she just the most amazing person to walk the planet?—in a cage in the backseat of a Rolls Royce. Or I thought it was a Rolls. Didn’t matter. Nothing seemed to matter lately. A big gray cloud of sad had been my constant companion ever since… well, ever since months now. I sighed yet again and turned up the volume on my comfort flick.

      When feeling blue, I watched Who’s That Girl. I’d always loved the movie but the past six months had raised my views through the roof. “Is it asking too much for the man to get home in time for dinner?” My foot was swinging so hard my slipper flew off, sailing across the kitchen just in time to hit Adler in the face. “Good. Serves you right. Where have you been?”

      He blinked, bent to pick up my silver slipper, then gave me that off-kilter smile of his. “Uhm, I was with him.” He jerked a thumb at Layton Foxx standing behind him.

      Ah. Yes, of course he had been. He was always with Layton. They were in love. I was alone with a crusty lasagna and Madonna, sounding like some sort of queer fishwife bitching at her husband. Ugh, I hated that queer fishwife so much. Why did she keep popping up?

      “Apollo, I told him to text you,” Layton said, easing into the kitchen, checking my feet in case another slipper went airborne. “He said that you’d know we’d be grabbing dinner after our matinee game.”

      I folded my arms over my chest. Adler gently handed me my slipper before dancing back out of swatting range. I really wanted to rage at my best friend but seeing him so happy and so deeply in love, I found that I couldn’t. I could give him dirty looks though, so I did.

      “Apollo, come on, not the Mama looks, please.” The big oaf huddled in on himself, hugging his midsection.

      “I think I’m missing something here,” Layton said, easing around his melodramatic boyfriend to grab a bottle of water from the fridge.

      “My mother has a look that can gut a man twice her size. Apparently, I have it as well,” I explained as Adler coughed, hacked, and fell to his knees to expire theatrically on the freshly mopped kitchen tiles.

      “Ah, okay, yeah, I saw that look when we went to the Lockhart manor in Maine for her birthday.” Layton stepped over Adler lying dead on the floor while cracking his water. “She was mad at you two for making pornographic fruit sculptures.”

      “That was him,” I stated, pointing at the dead Railer on the floor with my bare toes. “I told him she would get mad when my family saw a banana dick with two big grapefruit balls on the table among the party foods, but did he listen?”

      “No,” the corpse said.

      “Hush, you’re dead,” Layton told the dead man on the floor. “Oh yeah, your aunt from Arizona was the only one who thought it was funny.”

      “Tía Sofía is the bomb,” the corpse spoke up again, so I kicked my other silver slipper off and it hit him in the belly, bouncing off his expensive suit jacket to lie on his chest. “Oh sorry, yeah, I’m dead. Ignore me.”

      “We’re trying,” Layton parried, gave me a wink then padded out of the kitchen. On his way to the bedroom, more than likely. Which, again, was fine. I’d grown very fond of Layton over the time he and Adler had been together. He was a calming influence on the man I called my best friend and the world’s largest toddler.

      “Get up,” I said to Adler. “I’m not so mad anymore. Just kind of mad.” My movie was still playing and I hit the rewind a bit to catch what I’d missed. Adler’s big hand settled over my phone, taking it from me and holding it over his head. As I said, world’s biggest toddler.

      “I need you to talk to me.”

      I reached for the phone, he held it even higher. Given he was six-foot-seven or ten or something crazy and I was five-foot-eight on tiptoes, I never won this game. I’d quit trying when we were thirteen and Adler had shot up a foot overnight. I was still the skinny, short boy who preferred doting on kittens and baby dolls instead of shooting hockey pucks down the marble hallways of the Lockhart home in Palm Beach where the family wintered.

      “You’ve been super surly of late and watching way too much Madonna.”

      “Okay, first off there is no such thing as too much Madonna.” I waved a finger under his nose. “Secondly, how would you know if I’m surly or sad or happy when you’re never here anymore?” Adler lowered my phone, his jaw slack, his eyes wide. I bit down on my lower lip. “Sorry, no, forget that. I didn’t mean that. I’m just… this needs to be cleaned up.”

      Eyes averted, I slid from the stool, wiggled my feet into my slippers, and picked up the cold pan of crusty lasagna. Adler slipped between me and the ruined food, blocking me with ease just as he would someone going after a puck. I nibbled on the inside of my cheek, looking left then right, anywhere but up at him.

      “Apollo, what’s going on with you? I thought you were happy for me and Layton.”

      Ack, sweet Jesus and Mary. He knew just what to say to make me feel like homogenized shit. I drew in a deep breath, tipped my head back a bit, and gazed at the redhead who was my brother in every aspect other than sharing the same blood. A brother from another mother. And father.

      “I am happy for you. I am!” I insisted when his eyebrows knitted. “I am really happy for you, honestly. It’s not you, it’s me. I’m not happy with me anymore.” I thumped my chest. “I’m just…” I searched for the right word to fit my mood. “Stagnant. Lonely. Unneeded. Unwanted.”

      “Whoa, just whoa. You are most certainly needed and wanted, please don’t ever think you’re not. Who else would put up with my stupid shit on a daily basis?”

      “Layton,” I whispered as Griffin Dunne and Madonna exchanged witty banter.

      His wide shoulders sunk a bit before he handed me my phone. I glanced down at my cell to pause the movie.

      “I’m sorry you’re lonely, Apollo. We can come over here more. I know we spend a lot of time at Layton’s but he’s kind of more comfortable there, but I can insist that we⁠—”

      “No, no, no.” I slid around him, grabbing the pan of congealed noodles, cheese, and sauce and carrying it to the sink. “Do not make him do anything. He’s sensitive. If he’s happier at his place, go to his place. This is all on me.” I grabbed a knife from the sink and started chipping at the crusty mess.

      “Maybe you should try dating more.” I threw him another Mama look that made the big man draw back a step. “It’s been a year since… he who must not be named. Maybe I can set you up with one of the guys on the team.”

      “There are no gay or bi men on the Railers that aren’t spoken for, Adler. And I don’t want to have you set me up. I’m a fucking fabulous Latino queer man and I’m quite capable of finding my own dates, thank you very much. Stupid fucking cheese!” I stabbed violently at the mess in the pan. “And do not bring up Jean-Claude again, even in passing and with a fake name! That cheating, pig-faced jackass! I will never cheer for that stupid team ever again! Sweet-talking French goalies are heartbreakers!”

      “Sorry, okay, I just don’t know what to do for you. Can you stop assaulting that poor food?”

      I paused, breathless, and stared down at the carnage. “Oh man, my lasagna.” I dropped the butter knife and the pan into the sink. Then I covered my face with a sauce-speckled hand. “I’m just not happy anymore, Adler.”

      One large hand settled on my shoulder, then another on the other shoulder. I shook my head but he spun me around with ease, the big pushy asshole.

      “What will make you happy?”

      “I don’t know. I want someone to want me, to need me, to love me.”

      “I love you,” he said, pulling me in for a big, brotherly hug that felt so good I started crying like that soap opera star Mama adored. That woman could weep at the drop of a hat. Seemed I could too, but my tears were brought on by food murder.

      “I know, and I love you too, but that’s brotherly love. I want…” I mumbled into his silk shirt then paused. What did I want? “I want someone of my own, Adler. Someone who’ll look at me as you look at Layton. I want something strong, real, happy. I want to feel happy again. I want to be needed.”

      “I need you.”

      “Not like you did before.” I wrapped my arms around him and held him. “You found your future; I think maybe it’s time I found mine.”

      He pulled back to gaze at me. His eyes were dewy. God damn me for making everything so fucking dramatic.

      “Can it be here in Harrisburg? I’m not sure I can function if you’re not here at my side. We’ve been together since we were kids. I remember toddling around the Maine mansion with you, running outside with Nanny trying to keep up, making mud pies then serving them to my parents when they dropped in. Oh! And that time we snuck out when we were ten to go see that horror movie. We slept together for four months afterwards. Stupid fucking shaky-headed demon women still freak me out.”

      I smiled, a reedy smile yes, but it was a smile. “I remember all of that, and I treasure each of those memories. Well, not the shaky-head demon woman, I still can’t do those, but everything else. I’m just lost, I guess. I’ve built my life around you and now you don’t need me.” I gasped. “I sound like Mama!”

      Adler chuckled, pulled me tight to his chest, and then pecked my hair affectionately. “You really do, but I get it. We’ll work on making you happy again. I can’t have my little brother unhappy. Would you like a new car?”

      “Stop,” I said on a weak laugh, my nose pressed into his shoulder.

      “A boat? Boats make people happy. You can float a boat.”

      “Stop.”

      “Oh! How about the entire Madonna musical collection? Oh wait, you already own that.”

      “Stop. What I want can’t be bought.” I squeezed his middle then broke free, wiping at my face as I stepped back. “I’m not sure what it is I do want, but it’s deeper than presents and expensive gifts. I want…” I threw up my hands in exasperation.

      Adler gave me a sad smile. “We’ll figure out what it is you want and when we do I’ll move heaven and earth to give it to you. Mi hermano.”

      My brother. I choked up again then waved him out of my kitchen so I could clean up the mess I’d made out of myself and supper. The pan would need soaking but it’d survive, just a bit more scarred than it had been before. There was some sort of life metaphor or something in that last thought.

      “Be the pan, Apollo,” I whispered to the empty room. Great, now I was patterning my life after bakeware. I really did need to figure out who I was and where the hell I was going. I’d not be able to focus well on an empty stomach or without the queen of pop, though. I’d think better after more Madonna and some chocolate-marshmallow ice cream. Obvs.

      

      The next morning was a bleak one in Harrisburg. The March sky had been dark gray when I woke up, threatening winter fury. As the three of us were eating breakfast, the fury arrived in the form of freezing rain that crippled the city in an hour. Schools were cancelled, office and government workers given the day off, and the Railers morning skate had been scrapped. The game tonight—one of a back-to-back—was still on as far as we knew. It was an in-state game with Philadelphia, so maybe with the bad weather Trent’s Lola would stay home. We all loved the figure skater’s grandmother but she was brutal at times. Talk about a rabid fan.

      Layton and Adler lounged around in bed after breakfast. I cleaned up, ran the vacuum, and then sat at the desk by the window and stared out at the icy landscape of Harrisburg, my light therapy box on and shining on my face. For several years the box had worked pretty well, keeping me off meds for the seasonal funk I’d always fallen into. This year though…

      Rain hit the windows and froze. My mind wandered aimlessly. Winter weather sucked, it truly did. It was depressing the shit out of me. I snuggled into my thick sweater, wishing I were somewhere warm and sunny. Tucking my legs up under me, I sat there until someone lobbed a stuffed lobster at me. It missed, hit the icy window, and fell to the desk where it tipped over a cup filled with pens.

      I didn’t even have to look to know who was responsible.

      “Sorry, that was supposed to hit you in the head then I was going to yell something incredibly funny like, ‘Is that a lobster on your head or are you just happy to see me?’ but I missed and the whole joke is shot in the ass. So, hey, what are you doing?” Adler bounded over to the desk and gathered up his stuffed lobster, which he held to his bare chest. At least he had pulled on lounge pants. Sometimes he didn’t.

      “Watching the world freeze.”

      “Man, your SAD is really bad this year.” He took the back of the chair in his hands then rolled me from the window to the living room where he parked me then sat on the sofa. His ginger hair was knotted from sleep or sex, probably both given that I’d not seen Layton since we’d had breakfast. Adler had more than likely loved his man back to sleep. I so wasn’t envious of the two of them. Okay, yes, I was, and I hated that I was. “So, I was checking in on how Henry is doing.”

      “How is he?”

      “Doing okay. The leg is slow and his vision is still not where it should be, but they’re all hopeful. Anyway, I’m letting him stay at my new property in Tucson. He’s being released tomorrow and he’s on his own. He’ll be looking for someone to move in and take care of him. Clean, cook, drive him to his rehab and doctor’s appointments.”

      “So they’re looking for someone to provide home care. I’m not a nurse.” I wasn’t sure what I was. Adler Lockhart’s… what exactly? Personal assistant? Yes, that had always fit when people asked what I did. Add baby-sitter, errand boy, keeper of important facts, chief cook and bottlewasher, and shoulder to cry on and this was a fair idea of my job/life. It revolved around Adler and always had. I loved him but was that good? I didn’t have a clue about anything aside from having chilly feet. My toes were icy cold as they peeked out from under my funky, retro bell-bottom jeans. I needed to find my slippers.

      “No, he has a nurse coming in twice a week. He needs someone to live there with him on a temporary basis. A companion. I told his brother Dan that I’d ask you.”

      My gaze flew from my cold tan toes—I needed a pedicure badly as my bright pink polish was chipped to shit—to Adler. He was the picture of earnest affection. Layton liked to say he reminded him of an Irish Setter—all red and pretty and exuberant and overeager to please. That comparison fit perfectly.

      “Me? But I have a job as your handler.”

      He snorted in amusement but the humor quickly faded. “Yeah, a job that you’re not happy with anymore.” He looked down at the stuffed lobster, a memento he’d brought home from a cruise he and Layton had taken last summer. The summer I’d been seeing that rat bastard Jean-Claude. I spit on his memory in my mind. “You don’t have to even think about it if you don’t want to. I’d be super happy if you stayed here but you’re just so damn sad, and I feel like shit for ignoring you to be with Layton.”

      “Adler…”

      “I just thought that maybe this might be a solution. Get away from the cold weather which I know you hate, visit your Aunt Sofía, hang out with Henry, who’s a nice guy who also had a disastrous relationship with a real dick-bag shithead. Work on your tan, cook food for someone who will be there to eat it, maybe make some new friends and go out, fall in love. I want you to be happy even if it kills me to see you leave.”

      I gave my head a shake. No. This wasn’t what I wanted. “I don’t want to leave you here alone.”

      “But that’s just it, I won’t be alone. I have Layton.” He reached out to place his hand on my exposed toes. “Your toes are like ice. Dude, find your slippers then have a think, okay? It’s not for ever, just until Henry is back to his normal life. Maybe three months or so? I’m sure I can manage on my own for three months.” My right eyebrow climbed up my brow. “I totally can be a grown-up if I have to be.”

      “Do you want me to go?”

      His warm hand on my cold toes felt so good. He squeezed my smallest toe playfully then gave it a tug. “No, Apollo, I don’t want you to go. I want you to be here to take care of all the shitty things about life that I like to ignore. But that’s not fair to you when you’re obviously unhappy with your life now.”

      “You’ve been talking to Layton about this, haven’t you?” I adored Adler but his upbringing made him a little blind to those around him at times. Being so rich and so spoiled, he tended to only see the brightest star in the sky, which was him. Adler was the sun and we were just little piddle planets caught in his gravitational pull.

      “No, actually, I haven’t. Well, not about the thing with Henry. That was all me. He just suggested I try to look past my wants and needs to focus on yours, for a change.” He gave me that Adler Lockhart look. The one that said he knew he could be self-centered at times but he didn’t mean to be, which he didn’t. Adler would buy anyone anything they asked for. Sometimes, though, what a person needed couldn’t be purchased. “It was just a thought. Why don’t you think about it. I’m going back to bed. You can keep Rocky.”

      He stood then handed me the plush red lobster. “Rocky for the B-52’s song?”

      His goofy smile lit up his face. “You know me too well.”

      Off he went to his lover. Using one foot, I rolled back to the desk, over a few pens that needed to be picked up, Rocky tucked under my arm, and resumed my moment of reflection. The rain was mixed with snow now. The charcoal sky was throwing everything it had at Harrisburg. The March storm was a sound kick in the balls for those of us who lived for summer. Spring had been so close, just a few weeks away, hiding in April.

      It’s warm in Arizona, Apollo, and sunny. There’s someone who needs you out there too. Someone who’s been broken by love just like you. Someone who’s struggling to find himself just like you.

      The soft sound of male laughter floated over me. Maybe it was time to seek out the sun. God knows living in the shadows wasn’t for me and my brilliantly queer Latino light.
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      “It’s a compromise, but the lower cash amount would solve a lot of your current issues, Henry.” Oscar Bledford, lawyer extraordinaire, was all kinds of earnest, leaning forward in his chair and visibly buzzing with excitement. I didn’t really like him much, but then it seemed I was right not to like him, let alone trust him. Next to him was the stony-faced Keith Jazz from AZK Insurance who, let’s face it, was far from jazzed that his company had to pay out one-point-seven million on my claim.

      I didn’t even know I’d been insured, but then, I didn’t know a lot about anything; that much had become evident over the last few months. This particular policy was one my mom had taken out for me, and one of the only things she’d kept up religiously. Unfortunately, it was the lone bright spot on the horizon, because Mom and my wannabe step-dad, Ed, had taken everything else from me in deals and investments and spending on things they couldn’t afford. They’d burned through the money she’d inherited from Dad, and then moved onto my trust fund and then my income, just as fast.

      “Career-ending?” I blinked at the man who never gave me anything but bad news, and wondered if he had any idea what he was talking about. “You genuinely think that my career is only worth that much?”

      He nodded so fast I thought he’d give himself a concussion. “It would clear most of your debts, get you to a point where you can find something else, start again.” He looked so damned triumphant and all I wanted to do was slam his face into a wall. Of course, I wasn’t capable of standing upright without tripping over my own feet, and I’d probably forget why I was pushing him into a wall by the time I got there, but the anger worked to focus my thoughts. Starting over? As what? I didn’t have a degree as some of the other guys on the team. I’d played hockey since before I could recall, and it was my life. I’d been drafted, I’d had a place on several AHL teams, then I’d been traded to the Raptors feeder team, the Sierra Vista Skylarks, and yeah, I get the Raptors were the dregs of the NHL, but fuck, they were an actual NHL team, and they’d wanted me.

      Hardworking, desperate to please, easygoing Henry. I was fast; faster even than Ryker off the corner, and that was saying something given how much of a wonder boy he’d become with his adulation and his goals and his pretty face.

      Fuck.

      I curled my hands into fists on my lap, and dug my nails in, the prick of pain anchoring me to the scene in the room. I was good, and if I got back on the ice I could earn way more than this money they were throwing at me now. Was the payment just proof that I was finished, because of a fucked-up leg and an eye that wouldn’t work? I was still on the Raptors team, just on long-term injured reserve. No one had said anything about me being thrown off.

      I wished I had someone there with me, to hold my hand, metaphorically at least. This time last year my agent would have been by my side. Lewis McCourt had nurtured me through juniors as a friend and then pushed me to be the best all through my time in the AHL and right up into the Raptors. But he wasn’t going to be there, was he, another satellite in the orbit of Ed and my mom with their stealing and lying.

      I wish I could recall exactly why he’d left, only knowing that Mom had told me, she and her current boyfriend Ed, that I deserved better, and I’d believed her. She was my mom, why wouldn’t I believe her? Now my agent was gone, my new agent didn’t really know me, and Rob had taken over so much, telling me I didn’t have to worry and that he and my mom had things fixed. But look at me now. I’d lost everything, and in addition to the loss, it seemed I had a line of people wanting to sue me.

      “You should take the insurance payout offer, Henry,” Oscar encouraged. “Take the weight off your shoulders, focus on healing, maybe get a job and work off the rest on a payment schedule? You wouldn’t have to leave hockey. You could take an admin role, or charity management or something.” He waved his hand to embellish the something part of that, and looked so happy with his suggestions.

      My head might have been muddled, but I wasn’t stupid. If I took this offer, he’d want it all, and I doubted many of my creditors would be paid off. I closed my eyes momentarily, just so I didn’t have to see the faces opposite me across this wide desk, telling me what to do for the best. They saw the end of my life as a hockey player, and to both of them this money was a career-ending settlement. The insurance company had already negotiated down from the full six million, stating a hundred terms that I had somehow unknowingly violated.

      You did get in the car. You knew Aarni was on the edge. You brought this on yourself. It’s mostly your fault.

      I’d heard it all before, in whispered conversations between care professionals, my mom in her last vitriolic attack on me, and right here in this room where the company who’d insured me had decided I wasn’t worth more.

      “Losing a career as a hockey player is worth more than what you’re offering.”

      Keith opened his mouth to bluster on behalf of AZK, but Oscar was the first to talk.

      “You were with a team.” He peered at his phone as if he needed to remind himself of how much I’d fucked up. “The Raptors are an unsustainable franchise by all accounts, and I have a suggestion from certain teammates here that you were close to being sent down to the minors.”

      Who said that? Aarni? Ryker? Alex? Coach? I don’t recall anyone saying I was being sent down? I don’t remember Coach Carmichael telling me I wasn’t pulling my weight. I wish he was here. Maybe I’m wrong. Maybe I don’t remember this right.

      I pressed fingers to my temples, and stumbled to stand. “I need a few minutes,” I blurted and headed out of the room, knocked into a small table as I went, struggled to focus on finding the door handle. Finally, mercifully, I was out in the hallway, and then I didn’t know what else to do. Should I get out of here or go back and talk some more? I wasn’t a quitter, I should go back, so I headed for the bathrooms to give myself breathing time, then locked myself in a cubicle. I sat on the closed toilet, head bowed, my left hand shaking so much I had to hold it still, and my leg throbbing from thigh to knee. I felt dizzy, uncoordinated, and I had a big decisions to make.

      Mom and Ed had taken everything. It had started small, transfers between my accounts, robbing from one to pay the other, nothing I would ever notice because, fuck, this was my mom, and Ed seemed like a good guy who made her smile, and I was playing the game I loved. In fact, everything was a garden of freaking roses. She took care of me, he watched over my finances, and as long as my account had enough to pay rent and bills I never cared.

      I should have showed more interest. I should never have blindly trusted her or Ed. Or thought for one minute that mom had my back.

      When they took others’ money in my name, I was told it was endorsements, that I should sign, and I never checked. Grief tightened in my chest with the complete stupidity I’d shown, and I closed my eyes as it overpowered me and left me shaking again. With my eyes shut I couldn’t see the dark floaters in my left eye, or imagine the awful damage to my retina that no one could see from the outside. Too many specialists had looked at me, all covered by the team, and not one of them had told me anything I wanted to hear.

      I’d climbed into a car with a man whose temper was high, a man who’d used me, hurt me, and nearly killed me. He’d walked away from the accident. Experts had said he’d turned the wheel so the brunt of the hit was on my side. I don’t recall any of that, and that was the sole blessing with my fucked-up brain. My leg would heal, the titanium rod was the least of my worries, and one day with the PT I was having, I could be back on the ice and able to skate. But to play again? That wasn’t so definite because it was my vision that was messed up. The accident had been so bad that I had to be cut from the car, my leg pinned, my face embedded in the window. As I recalled what I could, I traced the scar I would forever carry under the hair that had only just begun to grow back properly. Concussion, and being in a coma for a while had been the start of things. Waking up was the start of my living nightmare. My right eye had been severely slashed on the sclera, which had resulted in a torn and detached retina. I was mostly blind in one eye and everything for which I’d worked my entire life was gone.

      Four experts had assessed my injuries. Three told me I was done. Only one had offered any hope, but added that the odds were low.

      All I recalled was telling Ryker and Alex over and over that I would be back playing hockey in no time at all. I must have said the same thing a lot, because I remembered the different answers they’d given me, the only things I was recalling in my fuzzy head. They didn’t mean to change what they said each time, after all they were seeing the fact I wasn’t recovering fast, and coming to their own conclusions. But they’d both stopped assuring me I would be back, and had begun offering alternatives. It was only through them that I knew how bad things were. When they began sentences with you said that, or, we know, then I realized I must have been repeating myself, and then I got to the point when I stopped talking at all. I wasn’t surprised that they’d given up on me, and it didn’t matter that they visited with their funny stories about the team, or about Alex falling in love, or Ryker getting engaged, I knew they didn’t want to be there.

      Why would anyone want to be there with me? I’ve never been the kind of guy anyone wanted as a friend, at least not for long, once they found out that I wasn’t all laughter and sunshine, and that I was actually a mess of nerves and self-doubt. For a while Aarni had given me strength and a kind of protection from the world, but even that had gone horribly wrong.

      “Henry? Are you in here?” Oscar called from the door, and I immediately pulled my knees up and crouched on the seat, the pain in my leg like a knife. He knocked on the cubicle door. “Are you okay? Do I need to call 911?”

      Fuck his condescending tone of pity and exasperation. I didn’t need anyone to call 911. I was a grown man perfectly capable of getting myself out of this bathroom and back home to my empty borrowed mansion.

      You’re just a kid, you think being twenty-four means that you have any handle on your life?

      “I’m fine,” I said with confidence.

      “You’re uhh… in the bathroom… doesn’t seem like you’re okay.”

      Fuck you Oscar! Leave me the hell alone. Go away. “I’ll be out in five.”

      Oscar let out a sigh. “You know this is for the best, the insurers will just find more loopholes and you’ll end up with nothing.”

      I clambered down, the action taking a while as I unfolded my leg and had to breathe through the ache, and then holding myself up when I missed the handle and slammed headfirst into the door.

      “Jesus, are you okay?”

      I located the handle and unlocked the door, stepped out and past him, and to the basin where I carefully and methodically washed my hands. I felt unaccountably brave for a moment, and blurted out the question that gnawed away at me.

      “What did Mom and Ed tell you?” I asked, without looking at him.

      “Sorry?” He had that defensive edge to his voice, the one he’d used to explain how he had no idea what they’d done.

      “I’m not stupid, a lawyer would have been involved in the kind of deals they made, so tell me again it wasn’t you that was forging things?”

      “I’ve already told you it wasn’t me⁠—”

      “Oscar.” I turned to face him. “I’m not signing the paperwork, you need to push the insurers for enough to clear everything I owe.”

      “Now, listen to me⁠—”

      “I will not spend the rest of my life paying back money that Ed and mom stole from me and handed out like candy.”

      “You signed the paperwork⁠—”

      “She handed it to me, what else was I going to do? Who am I paying back? Am I covering your debts as well?” I felt brave, strong, and god knows where it came from. “I’ll need proof you knew nothing.”

      He took a menacing step toward me and I shrank back, my rush of confidence vanishing instantly.

      “You little shit,” he snapped.

      The hand I could see clearly was curled into a fist and I braced myself for the hit. If I relaxed a little I could roll with the punch and it wouldn’t hurt as much. I’d learned that from experience.

      The door opened and two guys walked in, chatting about deeds and money and fuck knows what. I took the opportunity to slide past Oscar, trailing my hand along the wall so I could find my way without messing up. I knew he’d follow me. I’d seen the temper in him when he didn’t get his own way. I headed to reception and out onto the street, turning right as best I could without my leg giving way, fighting the dizziness, and climbing into the first cab I saw. I gave the address to the huge place that Adler Lockhart had loaned to me, and only when I was inside the gates with the code engaged did I feel truly safe. At least I’d had the courage to confront Oscar, not that it had resulted in much and I certainly hadn’t signed away my career for the little money I’d been offered. My vision was clouded, like a gray curtain moving over my eye, and I made it to the sofa before slumping into the corner. What did I do now? I was living in a borrowed place, with no access to money for specialists or support, and I was too ashamed to approach a team that was probably trying to find a way for me to leave.

      It didn’t matter that Coach Carmichael checked in on me three times a week at least, or that Ryker and Alex were all over me with their forced enthusiasm, I was alone here, and yet again it was too real for me. Tears leaked from my eyes, and the pressure in my chest grew until it was too much to contain. I sat in the huge empty front room with the high ceilings and sobbed until it hurt. Only when the crying jag was done and I felt even more pathetic than I had to start with, did I stumble to the bathroom to wash my face.

      The mirror showed a man who had no backbone, a broken man, a former hockey player, someone who wasn’t going to leave a mark on this world. No wonder Aarni was so pissed at me. No wonder my mom and Ed took everything. I’m not surprised Oscar thinks I’m easy to lie to. I’m just a fucking waste of everyone’s time.

      I stared at my reflection objectively, searching for my courage and somehow that became me checking for evidence of the injury that had destroyed my life. I understand the technical explanation of what had happened to me and had it written down, on the notes on my phone, and on repeat in my head in case I forgot. My retina had become separated from the nerve tissues and blood supply underneath it, it had detached, and the detached portion was no longer able to properly transmit light signals to my brain. Added to that, blood vessels were leaking fluid into the inner portion of the eye where there was usually a gel-like fluid. The experts said that I was lucky the retinal detachment hadn’t progressed into the central part of the retina because then the impact on my vision could have been more severe.

      More severe than the permanent cloud in my eye and the floating black spots?

      “Lucky me,” I said to my reflection.

      My phone vibrated in my pocket and I pulled it out, tilting my head to read who was calling, seeing Adler’s name. He was probably asking for his freaking house back. And why wouldn’t he? This was prime Arizona real state, six bedrooms, seven bathrooms, a huge-ass kitchen, a pool, a gym. All that and I was just his friend’s little brother. No one important. I ignored the call and put the phone back where it belonged.

      I should have taken the money they offered, maybe kept at least some of it myself.

      “Breathe. Just breathe. Everything will be okay.” I was talking to my reflection again, and there was something so fucking stupid about this that I smiled to myself. “Talking to a mirror never ended well for the wicked queen,” I murmured, and then left before my reflection could answer back.

      Watching television got me another hour further through the day, some car program where they were rebuilding an old Plymouth Barracuda, which didn’t hold my interest at all. When my phone vibrated again it was a welcome relief and unconsciously I needed to talk to someone right now. As long as it wasn’t my mom, Oscar, or Adler.

      Only it was Coach Carmichael.

      My decision to answer was split-second. I owed the man respect, so I connected the call, put it to loudspeaker, and dropped my cell in my lap.

      “Hey, Coach.” I would always call him that, even if I was on long-term injured reserve and wasn’t actually part of the team for real.

      “Hey, Henry. How are you doing?” he asked.

      I bit back the instant response where I told him everything was shit. My vision wasn’t getting better, the world was still blurry and I was tired. “Working hard,” I lied. “Maintaining my fitness, working toward getting back to the team.”
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