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CHAPTER 1: ETHAN

The early morning light was a muted presence filtering through the thin curtains of Ethan's room. His phone alarm didn't ring; it simply vibrated, a discreet insistence that matched Ethan's own quiet discipline.

Sitting on the edge of his bed, he peeled back his hoodie sleeve, revealing a flash of kinesio tape and the surgical scars wrapped around his shoulder.

He pressed the tape’s edge, winced, and then exhaled slowly, pulling the hoodie fully on and zipping it up. The careful rhythm of his breathing was a practiced one.

Before leaving, he placed the roll of tape beside his drumsticks on the side table.
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Form Before Power
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Outside his door, ambient hall sounds seeped in: doors closing, distant laughter, showers running.

Ethan stepped into the corridor, his shoulders squared after a final stretch.

He paused by the noticeboard, straightening a crooked flyer amidst a chaos of complaints and notices like "Stop taking my washing!" and "Hall Quiz Night!".

Benji, an acquaintance, walked past carrying a ladder, offering a silent eyebrow nod and a smile.

Moments later, Liam rushed in, stopping when he saw Benji. "What are you doing with that?" Liam demanded.

Benji, deer in the headlights, simply handed Liam the ladder and walked off.

Liam turned to Ethan, propping the ladder on the floor, and tried to speak, but Ethan couldn't hear him over his earbuds. Removing an earbud, Ethan took the bag of Twix Liam was waving.

"Liam, you shouldn't have," Ethan said. Liam snatched the bag back and shoved the chocolates into Ethan’s sports bag. "Shush!" Liam hissed, then ran off.

Nash, the RA, appeared, and Ethan simply pointed in the direction Liam had fled before continuing his day.

In the common room doorway, Noah was quietly plinking on a small keyboard, chasing a melody. Finn, wearing his ever-present scarf, squinted at a workbook.

"Wear your headphones inside!" Finn snapped.

"Wear your scarf outside!" Noah retorted. "No one needs to hear your noise!".

"Put your ear plugs in, you precious bitch!" Noah shot back, adding, "I see you slipping them in whenever I play. You don't need that. It's not cold".

Noah reached toward Finn's scarf.

Finn lunged backward and gripped Noah's wrist, who struggled to free himself.

"Chill bro. It's a joke," Noah said.

"I've got a punchline if you're keen," Finn threatened, then let go.

Noah paused, examining Finn.

"You all right, dick? You need a hug?" he asked sarcastically.

Chloe approached, stopping to stare at them.

"Can anyone join or is this a boys only thing?" she asked.

Finn, ignoring her, told Noah, "Don't try that shit again," put in his earplugs, and left.

Noah sighed.

When Chloe didn't move, Noah stepped aside to let her enter.

In the hall kitchen, Ethan was filling his water bottle.

Nash, the RA, strode in, deadpan and competent, carrying a laminated "OUT OF ORDER" sign and tape. He taped the sign onto the dead zip-boiler, unplugged the cord, wound it neatly, and tucked it up above the unit.

"I’m not your dad," Nash called back dryly. "Zip's busted. Gotta use the kettle if you want a hot drink".

"Heads up — some smoke alarms keep chirping. Loud," Ethan warned.

Nash sighed. "Cheers. Was that you fixing up the noticeboard again? Liam said he didn't do it".

"It was giving me the shits," Ethan admitted.

"This whole place is giving me the shits. I've got Liam walking around the building making a list," Nash said.

"Good luck, Nash-y boy," Ethan replied, capping his bottle, rolling his shoulder, and heading out. Just then, a student’s voice echoed: "Is anybody having wifi issues?!".

"Son of a—" Nash muttered.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Trust the Process
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Later that morning at the Physiotherapy Office, Cam, Ethan's physiotherapist, checked his notes while Ethan sat on the plinth.

"How’s sleep? Any ache waking you up?" Cam asked.

"Only when I roll onto it. Other than that, ka pai," Ethan replied.

"Very good. Pins and needles?".

"Nah. Just that stretch at the top of the wall slide," Ethan said.

"Show me," Cam instructed. Ethan performed the wall slide while Cam watched his scapular line. "Nice. Ribs down. Don’t let the shoulder chase your ear. In... and down," Cam coached.

Ethan exhaled and steadied. "Better.  Try a gentle retraction".  A soft click sounded.

"Is that normal?" Ethan asked.

"Do you feel any pain?".

"No," Ethan confirmed.

"Good. Then it's normal. Bankart's saying hello. Let’s keep it that way. Grab the 2kg".

Ethan picked up a small dumbbell.

"External rotations — slow.  Feel that switch on?" Cam asked, tapping the back of Ethan's shoulder.

"Yeah. Solid," Ethan confirmed.

"Perfect. Control, not volume. Now hands on the plinth — half push-up. Hold it.

Are you still considering the coaching gig?" Cam asked.

Ethan leaned in, and Cam assessed the stability.

"Stable. Two sets of ten at home. You’re cleared to coach — not collide. Keep that shoulder off the tackle bag".

"Roger my G," Ethan said.

"Good. I'm proud of how far you've come. Just don't fuck it up by testing it on the field yet," Cam warned.

"Form before weight, got it. Breath before ego," Ethan summarized.

"Band work daily , rock-backs every second. If Mr Bankart grumbles, ice and text me straight away," Cam instructed.
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