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Chapter One: August

	The first door Nick tried didn’t open when he pulled, then pushed, and then shook it in desperation. Nothing.

	He tried not to take it as a bad sign.

	It took him two more doors to find one that would open, and then there was the struggle of wiggling through the small opening while juggling his stick and hockey bag. He ended up jamming his shoulder into the wall, but he counted it as a win when he didn’t get stuck.

	The cool rink air hit him immediately and he shivered, missing the August heat behind him. Then he remembered he was here for hockey, his first real game in a real league that wasn’t filled with beginners learning to skate, and suddenly he had goosebumps for a whole other reason.

	He was excited. He’d worked hard to get here, and there’d been plenty of times when he’d thought he was too old to be doing this. Not that he was old, but twenty-eight seemed like a ripe old age to be joining his first league, considering that was when most pros started thinking about retirement.

	And as excited as he was, he was nervous as hell, too. The ref wasn’t doubling as his instructor, there wasn’t a coach to give him pointers anymore, and the other players would expect him to have his shit together and be able to help out the team. There was a huge learning curve he’d have to adjust to, but fuck did it feel good to have a jersey in hand with his own name on the back.

	His feet carried him forward automatically. He’d been to the ice rink in Laurel dozens of times for lessons, clinics, and open skates. Hell, he’d been here for a few high-school games years ago when the local schools had played, competing for a chance at States. Those had been fun times, cheering with his friends and classmates, but it’d always settled oddly in Nick’s stomach to watch. Always a spectator, never a player. Never part of a team.

	Until now.

	It wasn’t the rink that threw him off—familiarity with the rink was actually a confidence booster—but rather the long line of plastic tables set up in front of the usual check-in counter, not a staff member in sight.

	What the hell?

	He frowned, looking across the papers carefully taped to each table, at a loss. There were names of teams, lists of players, game times, locker rooms, and several scattered pens, but no actual hint as to what Nick was supposed to do.

	“First time?”

	Nick jumped at the sound of a deep voice, slightly accented with something not quite Maryland, and turned around to see one of the hottest people he’d ever met in real life. Dark hair poking out of a baseball cap, check. Rugged beard, check. Stunning pale blue eyes, double check. On top of all that, muscles on display in a gray tee that read HOCKEY EST. 1967 with shorts that were tight but just shy of being indecent. And last but not least, ridiculously shabby flip-flops that were about a week away from needing either duct tape or the trash.

	Nick floundered for words and only after considerable effort managed to gulp and nod in response.

	The guy nodded solemnly. He came toward the table and immediately found the paper he wanted, grabbed a pen, and signed.

	He held out the pen to Nick. “You gotta sign in every time you’ve got a game. They keep track for playoffs or if you get suspended or whatever. What team?”

	“Uhh…” Fuck, why did he sound like such an idiot? If he was losing it here, on solid ground, because of a cute boy, what the fuck was he going to do on the ice? Forcing himself to put coherent sounds together, he said with a fairly good imitation of his regular voice, “Jagr Bombs.”

	The guy blinked, his hand frozen in midair where he still held the pen.

	Not having a better idea what to do, Nick finally took the pen. “Thanks,” he mumbled and started scanning the pages for his team.

	“This one,” the guy said, tapping the paper he had just signed.

	Sure enough, it was labeled Jagr Bombs 9:40 p.m. and had a neat, precise signature next to the name Brady Jensen. A few other names had messy scribbles, some only initials or simply lines next to them, but Nick was one hundred percent sure that the clean, actually legible signature of Brady Jensen belonged to none other than the equally serious man in front of him.

	“Thanks.” Nick tried not to notice how Brady watched him find his name, handwritten on the bottom of the list, and sign next to it. “Guess we’re teammates,” he said with a friendly smile.

	Brady didn’t return it. “Guess so.” Without another word, he started down the hallway, and Nick had to scramble to catch up.

	He appreciated that Brady had waited for him, had helped him out with signing in, but he was thrown for a loop. If they were teammates, shouldn’t Brady be welcoming him? Shouldn’t there be joking, or a pat on the back, or at least a fucking smile?

	Was adult rec-league hockey way more serious than he’d been led to believe?

	Fuck me if it is, he couldn’t help but think. I’m gonna eat it my first shift…

	His phone buzzed in his pocket and Nick struggled to get it out, happy for the distraction.

	 

	Jenna May (9:02 p.m.)

	Good luck at your first game! We’re rooting for you :)

	Score them goals, check those guys, do that hockey!

	 

	Nick laughed at his cousin’s message, pleased that she’d remembered he was playing tonight and that she’d even timed her little pep talk to reach him before he suited up.

	 

	Nick (9:03 p.m.)

	i will do all the hockey, thanks

	 

	When Nick looked up after putting his phone away, he saw Brady eyeing him over his shoulder. Brady immediately looked away, turning down another hallway.

	“So, new guy,” he said. “How long you been playing?”

	Nick’s heart skipped a beat. He knew these questions were coming—knew everyone had a first game, and that he’d just have to have his as an adult instead of when he was a kid. The league commissioner had already made his situation perfectly clear to the team captain. All of that made it absolutely no easier to answer this question right here, right now.

	“Well, uhm… I’ve been learning to skate the past few months… almost a year now, I guess… and I’ve been in this… this, uh… this class for beginning skaters who want to learn hockey. We did some scrimmages in the class and—oof!”

	He’d been so preoccupied with his little memorized explanation that he’d nearly run into Brady, who’d come to a dead stop outside the locker room door.

	“How many league games have you played?” Brady asked, eyes narrowed as he gave Nick a discerning once over.

	“Can I count tonight?”

	“Oh, for fuck’s sake—” Brady rubbed a hand over his face and mouthed a silent prayer. He focused on Nick again before demanding, “You play D?”

	Nick blinked in surprise and suppressed a laugh. Him? Play defense? Yikes.

	Though he probably shouldn’t say “yikes” about his own play out loud, at least not to this guy.

	“No. Winger. I mean, I’d like to play Center—I’m not bad at faceoffs—but I’m not fast enough to get back for the backcheck.”

	Brady nodded approvingly, either at what Nick had actually said or how he’d said it. Nick admittedly was very new to playing hockey, but he was great at talking hockey. He’d been watching the Capitals all his life. He could talk gameplay and knew strategy… it was the physical implementation that he struggled with.

	“Well, that’s something. Benns know all that?”

	“Benns?” Nick squeaked, suddenly worried that he’d forgotten someone or something important.

	“Benns. The captain. The commish told him about all that when you joined the league, right?”

	Curtis Bennett, as Nick well knew from multiple emails back and forth with both the league commissioner and Curtis himself, was the captain of the Jagr Bombs. Now that he knew they were talking about the captain, he could see the connection and felt silly for not figuring it out on his own.

	“Yeah, he knows. We’ve talked a bit—”

	“Good.” That was all Brady said before turning to shoulder his way into the locker room with a grunt.

	Nick looked up and down the empty hallway as though to say to the nonexistent crowd, Can you believe this guy?

	His earlier nerves returned in full force, and Nick had a sinking feeling in his stomach. He’d been so worried about the actual mechanics of skating and playing that he’d overlooked the whole “team sport” part of the equation. Teams meant other people, which meant chemistry or, at the very least, being able to work with other people.

	Him and Brady? So little chemistry they’d probably score on their own net if they were on a line together.

	“Good thing I’m used to working with dicks,” he grumbled before following Brady into the locker room.

	While Brady’s interpersonal skills were lacking, the rest of the team took Nick’s sudden appearance in stride. He was overwhelmed with more names than he could hope to learn in one night, given about a half-dozen enthusiastic handshakes and pep talks as he geared up, and then unceremoniously paired with an old dude named Gregg (with two G’s, as he was immediately told) and a young, lanky kid named Greg (with one G) who barely looked old enough to be in an adult league.

	 

	Nick (9:27 p.m.)

	i am totally on the bottom line

	 

	He dumped his phone into his hockey bag after hitting “Send,” shaking his head and trying not to smile. He didn’t mind; he figured this was Curtis—Benns, he corrected himself—doing him a favor. Easing him into the game, not putting him on a line with high expectations, letting him get his feet wet. All of these things worked in his favor, and Nick was grateful.

	When he looked up, still smiling, he caught Brady’s eye. Brady raised an eyebrow in challenge, and Nick immediately turned away and focused on tying his skates. He pretended not to feel his cheeks flush and hoped his helmet would do a good enough job hiding it. It would only make things worse if Brady saw how easily rattled he was.

	After they were all dressed, the team lined up to get on the ice, waiting for the Zamboni to finish its last lap. Benns nudged his way to the front of the line.

	“All right guys. New season, clean slate, blah blah blah.” There were some chuckles at that; Benns ignored them. “We’ve played these guys a million times. We know their game. They’re physical, they’re loud, but they can’t skate half as fast as our worst guy, so let’s keep it clean and stick to our game, all right?”

	There were eye rolls and words of assent; Nick quietly hoped he hadn’t inherited the role of “our worst guy.”

	“Do your best—that’s all I can ask—and let’s get this W, boys.” A pause. “And lady.”

	“Fuck off,” grunted a petite woman near Nick. She was a full head shorter than him, her hair tied in a braid coming out the back of her helmet, and she looked more menacing in her gear than the teammates twice her size.

	He liked her already.

	A horn sounded and Benns opened the door, ushering the team onto the ice and giving each of them a word of encouragement as they headed to the bench.

	Before it was his turn, Nick felt pressure on his back. He turned to find Brady staring down at him. The guy wasn’t that much taller than Nick (barely had two inches on him!), but in his gear he managed to tower over him.

	“Hey, stick to the blue line on the backcheck. I can make up the difference in our zone, you just be ready for the breakout, okay?”

	He stared up at Brady as his brain worked to process what he’d heard. “You’re defense?” he asked.

	Brady looked like he could feel his soul leaving his body. “Yes,” he said, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world and Nick was an idiot for even asking.

	Hell, maybe it was, and Nick had somehow missed it.

	“Okay,” Nick said. He could manage focusing on scoring instead of balancing both offense and defense. One less thing, right? Then with slightly more composure, he added, “You gonna pass it up to me?”

	If he’d been feeling braver, he might have added a wink. As it was, he figured he was better off leaving it at that.

	Brady snorted, though with somewhat more warmth than before. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. First we gotta see how you skate and stickhandle.”

	“Fair,” Nick said. He tried not to grin too widely.

	This was happening. He was really going to do this.

	This might actually be fun…

	*

	Jenna May (9:34 p.m.)

	Cuz you suck bro

	Lemme know your captain’s email so I can congratulate him for making a smart move

	(I am assuming bottom line = bad thing)

	 

	Jenna May (11:42 p.m.)

	How was the game? You score??

	 

	Jenna May (11:59 p.m.)

	Dude????? You still alive???

	 

	Jenna May (12:04 a.m.)

	OMG DID YOU GET IN A HOCKEY FIGHT!? TELLLLL MEEEEEE

	 

	Jenna May (12:17 a.m.)

	Srsly tho you good? You have fun?

	 

	Nick (6:55 a.m.)

	no goals, no fights, no career ending injuries to report

	got an assist! i’ll pull up the live barn video and try to get it to you

	ofc i fell flat on my face after i made the pass, but the guy got it and went end to end

	more impressive since he’s defense and that’s like literally not even his job on the ice

	 

	Nick (7:06 a.m.)

	also i only fell that one time, so i’m calling this game a total win for me

	 

	Jenna May (9:22 a.m.)

	🎉🎉🎉

	I retract all earlier comments implying I didn’t have 100% faith in your hockey abilities

	Wait did you guys win?? This “win for me” BS makes me feel like it wasn’t an actual for real legit win

	 

	Jennay May (9:35 a.m.)

	Also who or what is a live barn??

	 

	Nick (11:44 a.m.)

	it’s this thing where they record games on a webcam and put them online so you can see yourself play later

	we won 5 to 3, so it was in fact legit

	 

	Jenna May (11:58 a.m.)

	Hells yeah. 

	Way to contribute, way to team, way to hockey, etc.

	 

	Jenna May (12:03 p.m.)

	We still on for movie night next weekend??

	 

	Nick (12:18 p.m.)

	i assume so, can you check with terry?

	 

	Jenna May (12:22 p.m.)

	👍 Will do

	Be prepared to give a shift by shift recap of every game you play in

	 

	Nick (12:30 p.m.)

	ofc 👍

	*

	Nick heaved and tried desperately not to throw up as he leaned forward on the bench. He didn’t understand how he could possibly be so fucking tired—he was in shape! Really!—but he’d been trapped on the ice for nearly three minutes because of a bad line change on a penalty kill. Line changes weren’t easy during normal circumstances, and with only four people instead of five on the ice, it was a lot trickier than he’d expected. He’d have to remember that the next time he yelled at his TV during a game.

	As he was starting to learn, being in good running shape meant jack-shit on the ice.

	“I want to die,” he groaned to the ground.

	“You all right?”

	Nick spared a half-turn of his head to see Gregg-with-Two-G’s (“Just call me GG. Everyone else does.”) looking at him with a frown. He wore sports goggles beneath his visor, the effect making his eyes look comically large. Greg-with-One-G (“That’s Young Greg or Kid—” “I am not a kid!”) peeked around his shoulder, though he pretended to not be interested.

	“I’ll let you know on my next shift. We’ll see if I can even fucking stand up.” He experimentally moved his wobbly legs. They obeyed, reluctantly, but didn’t instill him with much confidence.

	The Gregs laughed.

	“What’s so funny?” Brady asked as he stepped off the ice and joined them on the bench.

	The Gregs immediately stopped. Brady seemed to have that effect on people. He was silent, calm, and had an aura of general disapproval that the others respected… but maybe they wouldn’t have respected it quite so much if this no-nonsense man didn’t have half the team’s total points.

	“Nicki here’s hurtin’,” Young Greg said and chewed on his mouth guard.

	Brady made a face. “How’s that funny?” There wasn’t much bite to it, and he even spared a concerned look toward Nick. “You’re hurt?”

	“Mostly regretting that I had Indian food for dinner.” With a great deal of effort, he suppressed a burp and another groan.

	Brady’s ever-stoic face broke slightly, the barest trace of a smile pulling at the corner of his mouth. “Yeah, okay, it’s a little funny.”

	“I’m so glad you all enjoy my suffering.” Honestly, Nick didn’t mind, since it was the first time he’d seen even that much of a smile from Brady.

	He looked good when he smiled.

	Brady opened his mouth to reply only to be interrupted by a shout from the ice.

	“Jens!” a defenseman called out for a change, and the whole bench turned to see Mags rushing over. Brady jumped over the boards and raced down the ice, back in Game Mode so fast Nick almost got whiplash.

	“He’s fast,” Nick muttered in awe. Even with the improvements he was making, Nick was in fact the worst skater on the team more often than not. And Brady was the best. He skated with the type of speed and ease Nick hadn’t seen in anyone but professionals.

	“Jensie’s killer,” Young Greg agreed. “Think he used to play when he was a kid or something.”

	“You’re a kid and you play; how come you skate like shit?” GG said.

	“You chirping me, old man? I’m nineteen!”

	“If I’m an old man at fifty-six, you’re a kid at nineteen.”

	Nick had quickly learned that the Gregs chirping each other was a constant backdrop to games, one that had already become familiar and even welcome to Nick. Once or twice a week, like clockwork, they went at it; game in, game out, the Gregs were the foundation of Nick’s game-time routine. They were six games into the season, and Nick already knew to expect his linemates to never shut up. Down a goal, up a goal, on the PK, or waiting for the Zamboni to clean the ice, their banter grounded the team.

	Already he felt his stomach settle. If they could pull the same shifts as him and run their mouths, he could catch his breath and be ready when—

	“Nicki!” Benns called, hustling to skate over.

	Right, then. Up and at ’em.

	It was only after the game (and after he’d had time to catch his breath), that Nick nudged GG in the locker room. The older forward paused in drinking his beer to give Nick his full attention, and Nick leaned in to ask, “What am I doing wrong, man?”

	“Aside from spicy food before a game?” he asked wryly, then grew serious as he considered. “You’re a little too static. Nothing wrong with crashing the net, but if we can’t get the puck through, there ain’t much point in it.”

	Nick nodded, making a mental note and reviewing his own play over the last few games.

	“Okay, what else?”

	Before GG could add anything, a loud voice from down the bench spoke up.

	“New guy takes advice?”

	GG’s jaw clicked, but he had an almost-smile when he turned around to address Mags. He appraised the defenseman, one of the guys Nick hadn’t really had a chance to talk, before he answered.

	“Not from defensemen he doesn’t. This is just between linemates, trying to work out the kinks.”

	Mags ignored him. “Send the puck back to the D, let us get a decent point shot. Get yourself some points and the team some goals.”

	Young Greg and Donno, a forward from Benns’s line, booed together.

	“This isn’t the NHL, bro,” Young Greg said while laughingly shaking his head. “Your shot’s too weak. They knock it down every time.”

	“You’d be better off holding it and then passing it back to one of us,” Donno added. “We don’t pass it back for y’all to just lose it.”

	Mags ignored them, too.

	“It’s a team game, right?” he said, and looked Nick dead in the eye. “Passing it to your D is part of that teamwork.”

	Nick had the feeling he’d waded into some sort of team drama that he wasn’t ready for.

	“Uhhh…” He looked around for help, always mindful of Mags’s eyes boring into his head while he stalled. He saw several defensemen watching him with interest, the other forwards with encouraging smiles, and then he caught Brady whispering something under his breath to Gail. Nick’s cheeks colored and he looked away, not sure he wanted to know what Brady had said about him. “I mean… I guess I—”

	“Stop acting like you know shit about how to play up,” Gail drawled. “You scored on your own net once, so maybe leave the forwards alone? They seem to at least find the other team’s net just fine without your help.”

	Mags went pale and choked on his surprise. The forwards snickered, the defense withdrew their silent support in embarrassment, and Nick was free from having to answer.

	The tension didn’t dissipate until Lexi grabbed a beer, shook it unnecessarily, and then opened the can with the spray aimed toward his mouth. That earned laughs and groans at his antics, and Nick had a feeling Lexi made a spectacle of himself often for the sake of ending an argument.

	Right now, he really appreciated it.

	Nick rushed out of the locker room (while trying to make it look like he wasn’t rushing) and the muggy night air hit him. For the first time, it meant relief instead of that small disappointment that hockey was over.

	As he walked briskly to his car, Nick was startled to hear footsteps falling into stride with his.

	“You want advice?” Brady said, shocking Nick so much he nearly dropped his stick.

	Nick swallowed and nodded. As long as it wasn’t anything drastic like “quit the team,” he could probably handle the criticism.

	“Just practice. Play more. You’re new, right? You’ll figure it out faster on your own than with people trying to curate your play in a way that suits their own interests.”

	Nick found his voice again. “So no ulterior motives from you? You’re not looking for an extra pass?”

	Brady snorted. “I can get the puck just fine if I want it, thanks. Get better at controlling the puck the way you want to.”

	And with that, Brady turned to the far end of the parking lot, leaving Nick with the soundest advice he’d gotten all evening.

	Even if it was from the least likely source.

	*

	A week later, Nick was still mulling over how he could get better.

	He’d started the season on a high note, and it’d given him a much-needed confidence boost. The more recent games were a mixed bag; there were team losses and team wins, but it was Nick’s personal gameplay that bothered him. There were moves he’d practiced so hard that he could do in drills but couldn’t quite get a handle on during a game.

	Brady was right: he still needed practice. His teammates’ advice could only get him so far; he needed to work on his muscle memory. He wasn’t terrible, and sometimes he flattered himself that players on other teams (and sometimes his own) were worse than him, but he was nowhere near where he wanted to be. Where he could be.

	Playing was fun.

	Winning was more fun.

	Personally contributing to that win? Definitely the most fun.

	He’d done sports during high school, and in the back of his mind, he’d assumed this whole hockey thing would run the same way. He’d sign up for a team, they’d have practice, and there’d be a coach, or at least someone distinctly in charge who would make decisions.

	Benns was captain and all that, but Nick was fairly certain that role was more to front the money for league fees and be the go-to guy between the commissioner and the team. Sure, Benns made the lines and wrote the team emails about upcoming games; he gave the occasional pep talk and appeared very captain-y when he talked to the refs. He was “in charge”… but that in no way stopped people from starting their own email chains or switching up lines on the fly.

	Team practice? Definitely not a thing. Not only was there no (cheap) ice time available, no one seemed to want it. They showed up for games, talked in the locker room and on the bench, played some hockey, maybe downed a beer or two, and then went their separate ways. That was about as much time investment as people seemed to be ready to make, and a drastic contrast to how Nick had structured his own schedule while he was learning to play.

	It made sense, really. In high school he’d done cross country, and aside from practice and homework, what the hell else was he doing? As a semi-functioning adult, he had work and other hobbies that he could devote his time to instead. For the rest of the team, hockey was just another hobby and maybe a source of weekly exercise.

	“So practice on your own,” his cousin Terry said as he snatched the popcorn out of Nick’s hands. The movie hadn’t started yet, but an older couple a few rows down glared at him.

	Nick and Terry ignored them.

	“How the hell do I practice hockey on my own?” Nick said. He reached for the popcorn, which Terry only allowed when he saw Nick was grabbing a handful instead of the whole bag. “It’s a team sport. I can’t practice passing by myself.”

	“I thought you were still worried about skating,” Jenna said. “You can do that on your own. Plus you were doing all those clinics before; those have other people to practice with, right?”

	“Yeah, and I’m still doing the clinics,” he said around a mouthful of popcorn. “It’s just hard to find time now that I’m playing games too.”

	“Sounds like you’re making excuses,” Terry said. “You said there’s a rink, like, right by your house. Go on the weekends in the morning or something.”

	“I run in the mornings.”

	“Ew,” Jenna and Terry said in unison, weirding him out the same way it always did. Jenna and Terry weren’t even related, and yet no one would ever know it from how they acted. Jenna was his cousin on his mom’s side, and Terry on his dad’s, but they’d all been in each other’s lives so much that Nick hadn’t realized how everyone was or wasn’t related until he was nearly in high school.

	Nick rolled his eyes at them. “Fine, I’ll go to a damn stick-and-puck to practice.”

	“Every weekend,” Jenna said.

	“After your run,” Terry added.

	“Instead of your run.”

	“No running. Skating only. Slow skating. Lazy skating. Really just sliding across the ice like a slip ’n slide would be ideal.”

	“Seconded. Let’s remove skating altogether. No exercise.”

	“How the hell are we related?” Nick grumped, not for the first time.

	“Says the weirdo who exercises,” Terry said and then dumped the remains of their popcorn into his mouth.

	“So aside from this terrible ‘working out’ and ‘being in shape’ nonsense, how’s it going?” Jenna asked more seriously. “Is it everything you were hoping it would be?”

	“Yeah, actually,” Nick said with genuine excitement. “I have a few assists, I almost got a goal, and I haven’t taken a penalty or gotten into a fight, so I must not totally suck.”

	“Pssh tell me that when you have a hat trick.” She paused and whispered, “That’s a thing, right? Hat trick? I’m not making that up?”

	Nick gave her a thumbs up.

	“Or maybe get a goal,” Terry added helpfully. “Just one.”

	“Thanks guys. Love you too.”

	“The team any good?”

	“Like… at winning?” Nick rubbed the back of his neck. “Not so much. We’re at five hundred so far. But I don’t think any team is doing significantly better.”

	Terry nodded along sagely, but Jenna asked, “What does five hundred mean?”

	“Oh.” He’d never been good at number conversations, and he tried to think how to frame this. He could go into all the statistics involved but figured they wanted the more succinct version. “It means we’ve won half our games. If you’re above five hundred, you’ve won more. Below, and you’ve won less.”

	“So you’re basically winning as much as a coin flip?” Jenna teased.

	“I mean, you’re not wrong—”

	“And the people?” she continued. “They any good?”

	“…at hockey? Or at people-ing?”

	“People-ing isn’t a word,” Terry said suspiciously. “…right?”

	Jenna waved him off. “All of the above?”

	Nick took a moment to consider. “They’re pretty nice. And crazy, some of them. Oh, and one of the guys is like… both unfairly hot and unfairly good at skating.”

	“Hot and straight or hot and… other?” she asked pointedly.

	Nick tried not to blush and was thankful that the lights in the theater were dim enough that she probably couldn’t see anyway. She’d assume the blush was there anyway.

	“Ehhh,” he said casually and knew Jenna wouldn’t buy it for a second. He’d indulged in an errant thought now and then trying to answer that very question. “No idea, but don’t think he’s interested either way.”

	“Boo,” Jenna said. The lights went down even more as the projector whirred to life, and the older couple in front of them immediately shushed them. “Oh my fucking God, they did not.”

	“They were totally waiting for that exact second to shush us,” Nick confirmed, a little relieved that the conversation had turned away from him, hockey, and Brady.

	“They’re previews,” Jenna whisper-yelled. “Get over yourselves!”

	Terry sighed. “Can we not get kicked out of another theater?”

	“Yes, please,” Nick said. “I’ll even go get us more popcorn.”

	“…I accept your offering and will in fact hush until the end credits.”

	“Atta girl.”

	*

	Nick did not, as his cousins had recommended, skip his Saturday morning run.

	He did, however, go to the rink by his house, gear in tow, and buy a pass for the early stick-and-puck session.

	“Got the rink mostly to yourself,” the guy at the register said. He passed over the neon wristband that they both knew Nick wasn’t actually going to put on. “Only eight of you today.”

	That was a relief. Practicing at clinics or classes, where everyone came to work on their skills, wasn’t as intimidating as a stick-and-puck, where people came for the ice time more than any specific purpose. Fewer people meant fewer eyes judging him for just wanting to skate back and forth with the puck for an hour.

	When he stepped out onto the ice, all he heard was a bunch of teenagers laughing and pucks hitting the far glass. The most embarrassing part was how they were dressed. Nick had suited up in his full game gear complete with team jersey. It’d never occurred to him to wear anything less; now he felt overdressed.

	These kids maybe had one full set of gear between them. Sure, they all had gloves and skates, but only half of them had helmets and most were in jeans or snow pants. A few wore Caps jerseys, though there were clearly no pads underneath; the choice was more about the player they wore than the protective gear it held in place.

	Guess I’m sticking to this half of the ice…

	He turned his attention to the empty ice under the scoreboard, tested out his skates with a quick loop around the circles, and nearly tripped over himself when he caught a glimpse of familiar orange and blue.

	He’d only seen the group of kids when he hit the ice, but there was another adult in full gear to match his own. The Jagr Bombs jersey was welcoming enough; the large JENSEN 68 on the back was somehow way better. Granted, there were players on the team who’d been friendlier toward Nick since he joined, but Brady had them all beat when it came to actual talent. If he’d had to pick someone to practice with and learn from, it’d be Brady, and he hoped Brady would be open to working together now.

	Nick made a beeline for Brady, who was patiently stick handling in front of the home bench.

	“I’m glad I’m not the only one who dresses in full gear for these things.”

	He’d come to associate “good players” with the kind of lackadaisical approach to gear he saw in gangly teenagers and even the older players who couldn’t be bothered to suit up for anything less than a real game (complete with bitching about how “in their day they didn’t need helmets”). Nick already felt better knowing Brady did the same as him.

	“I’m not fucking crazy,” Brady scoffed, glaring at the group of kids hanging out by the net. “People dick around, take slapshots without looking up, try to start pick-up games, make damn fools of themselves. If someone else is on the ice, I gear up.”

	Nick bit back a grin. “Someone hit you with a puck at one of these things, didn’t they?”

	“Like five pucks!” Brady said emphatically. “I ain’t getting bruises because some dumb guy can’t aim.”

	Nick saw the look of righteous indignation on Brady’s face and tried not to laugh. It’d probably come out as a high-pitched squeak, and he didn’t want to ruin his streak of actual coherent words now that they were having a real conversation. He did, however, file the moment away with all the other moments when Brady showed a spark of personality. Something more than “hockey robot.”

	“I’ll keep that in mind. No shooting the puck in your general direction.”

	That earned him an honest-to-God smile.

	“What brings you here, Nicki?” The way Brady said the nickname was downright sinful.

	He shrugged to suppress a shiver. “Practice. I want to do better.” He frowned. That question went both ways. “Why are you here?”

	“I want to do better,” Brady shot back, without even a hint of teasing.

	“Seriously? You’re the best on the team. You skate circles around the rest of us and you outscore us, which is ridiculous since you play D. What’s left to practice?”

	Brady shrugged, idly bouncing the puck off the blade of his stick. “Doesn’t mean I can’t do better.”

	He tossed the puck to Nick; Nick barely caught it in his glove and most definitely did not almost fall over doing so. Which, no fair, Brady was using a stick and still Nick couldn’t keep up with his hand-eye coordination.

	“Jens for Norris,” he said. It amused him to imagine Brady winning the coveted trophy for best defenseman, and he wondered if their league did anything similar. Probably not, which was a damn shame.

	Brady twirled a finger in the air. “Send in your votes now. I’ll start booking flights to Vegas.”

	Between the dry, deadpan delivery and the unimpressed look, it was so fucking hilarious Nick couldn’t help laughing this time.

	“Why you here?” Brady asked again. He nudged Nick with the butt of his stick. “Just for fun? Or you got something specific you wanna work on?”

	“Oh,” Nick said. He hadn’t actually come with a plan, at least not a plan that would incorporate another person, and he was a little embarrassed to admit it. “No, no plan. I was gonna work on carrying the puck. And some skating, I guess.”

	“You carry the puck just fine.”

	Was that a compliment? Fuck, his cheeks were burning so bad he wondered how the ice wasn’t melting. “I still lose it,” he mumbled.

	“So? Even Crosby loses it sometimes.”

	Nick blinked, completely thrown off to hear the name Crosby within the hallowed halls of the Wheaton Ice Arena, walls decked out in red Caps banners.

	“Uhhh…” It took a second to recover. “But he probably doesn’t lose it once a shift, and he still practices on a regular basis.”

	“Fair.” There was a definitive note of approval in Brady’s voice. “You wanna do some passing practice with me?”

	“You pass just fine.”

	Brady gave him A Look. Right. It wasn’t for Brady’s benefit.

	“Yeah, okay.”

	They fell into a simple but surprisingly rigorous practice. Passing while carrying the puck, stick handling, one timers, cross overs, and then Brady talked him into doing suicides right into the middle of the teenagers’ pick-up game.

	“You’re insane!” Nick shouted after him as he weaved in and out of the kids. He was winded, his legs ached, but he was not going to call uncle and quit before Brady. It was a pigheaded move that reminded him of his track days, but watching how easily Brady did everything made him want to step up and beat him. Even if there was no way that was happening today or tomorrow or anytime soon, going 100% today was the first step.

	Snow flew as he slammed to a stop a few feet short of the boards. The Zamboni was humming in the corner, a sure sign their time was up, and Brady stood there cool as a fucking cucumber, like he hadn’t put Nick through an intense workout.

	“Not bad, Nicki,” he praised, and fuck him for not even being out of breath. “You don’t even look like a new skater anymore.”

	“Fuck off.” Nick’s smile belied the anger of his words. “If I don’t score a goal after this, I’ll be pissed.”

	“You want a goal? I’ll get you a goal.”

	“Sure, Gretzky.”

	The Zamboni door swung open and the goal horn sounded, an unsubtle get the fuck off the ice. Nick and Brady obediently skated off while the kids ignored the warning.

	“I’m serious. I’ll get you a goal.”

	“What, I crash the net and you bounce it off my face or something?” He wobbled on the carpet as he stepped off the ice. “I’m looking a little higher than garbage goals.”

	“Big words from a guy with no goals.”

	“Ouch.”

	“Tell me I’m wrong.”

	Nick gave him two middle fingers as he backed into the locker room. Or at least he tried to; he wasn’t sure the gloves adequately conveyed the gesture.

	“Garbage goals win games,” Brady added. “Do not besmirch the good name of garbage goals.”

	“First of all, ‘besmirch’? Fucking SATs are over. Second of all, it literally has ‘garbage’ in the name. There’s no ‘besmirching’ necessary.”

	It was hard to tell as Brady pulled off his jersey, but it looked like he was smiling. Again. He’d seen Brady smile more in the past hour than he had in nearly four weeks of playing together.

	It was a good look on him.

	“You want a goal or not?” It was slightly unfair of Brady to expect an intelligible answer from Nick while he was essentially shirtless.

	You’ve seen him in less clothing than that. You’re in the same locker room undressing like one or two times a week. Get over it.

	…though usually the rest of the team is there. And I’m not talking to him. Normally there’s nothing to give away when my eyes slip.

	“Yeah,” Nick grumbled. “I want a goal.”

	“Good. Fuck that ‘garbage goal’ bull; you can get that from the Gregs. We’re going for top shelf.”

	“But you said—”

	“I didn’t say shit. You did. I’ll push up when I get a chance. You make sure you keep up; once they overcommit to covering me—”

	“Full of yourself much?”

	“Eat me. They’ll cover me. When they do, be ready for a pass and aim. You think you can handle that?”

	A vivid image of himself lining up the shot and completely missing the puck came to his mind. “Uh… maybe?”

	“Okay, then maybe you’ll get a goal. Keep in mind, we can only try this, like, once per game, or they’ll catch on, so maybe try to score the first time around?”

	A warm feeling settled in Nick’s chest. This was the most he’d ever heard Brady talk to anyone, ever; Nick was seeing a whole new side of him. Apparently, the way into Brady’s good graces was through actually caring about hockey. He’d opened up into someone warm and almost playful, a glimpse at who he was underneath Tough Hockey Guy.

	“Well, thanks. For the possible goal and for practicing with me today. Whatever I was going to do on my own, this was a million times better.”

	“Ditto. Only so much you can do by yourself.”

	“Right!?” An idea hit him, one that he wasn’t sure how to articulate without making a fool of himself. “You, uh… you come here a lot?” Well, that wasn’t it. Nick winced and immediately backtracked. “I mean—do you practice—?”

	“Oh for fuck’s sake.” Brady reached over and snatched Nick’s phone out of his bag.

	“What are you doing?” Nick asked dumbly. He went on his tiptoes to try and see the screen as Brady’s fingers flew across it.

	“I’m giving you my fucking number. What does it look like I’m doing?” He handed the phone back. “I’ll text you when I skate. I live around here so I come every weekend and sometimes during the week.”

	“Oh.” Nick clutched his phone to his chest. “Yeah, me too. Live around here I mean.”

	“Good, then I’ll see you around. Also, you should probably put a password on that thing.” He pointed to Nick’s phone, and there was a glimmer of amusement in his eyes. “Not everyone’s as nice as me.”

	“Right. I’ll get right on that,” he muttered through a mouth full of cotton and his ears buzzing slightly.

	It wasn’t until later that he checked his phone. There was a new contact and a new text message.

	 

	Jensie From Hockey

	 

	Nick (10:01 a.m.)

	Nicki’s number, text for hockey @ wheaton

	 

	Nice. Looked like he’d made a new friend.

	A really hot, super-talented hockey friend.

	What could go wrong?

	 


Chapter Two: September

	“Hey!”

	Nick looked up from his computer to see Chad sauntering into his office.

	Knew I should’ve shut the door…

	“Hey,” he said reluctantly. If it were almost anyone else, he’d be happy to take a break, but Chad from sales was a dick. He would gladly waste Nick’s time, not realizing or caring that Nick wasn’t enjoying himself, and would ignore all of Nick’s attempts to end the conversation. Nick had once gotten stuck listening to the guy talk about a golf tournament for his entire lunch because Chad followed him from the kitchenette to the bathroom and then back to Nick’s office without getting the hint that Nick didn’t care.

	A break was a good idea, but at what cost?

	He took a deep breath and asked, “What’s up?”

	“I heard you’re playing hockey now. How’s that going?”

	Shocked, Nick had to pull his jaw up off the ground before answering. He knew most of the sales guys had real bro/jock vibes. Maybe playing hockey had bought him some goodwill? And that might result in his being viewed as a person instead of as a numbers guy who existed only to cater to his co-workers’ needs. Whether those needs were work-related or listening to self-aggrandizing stories, Nick often felt like he was a convenient prop.

	“Really well, actually. Scored my first goal—”

	“Awesome, bro!” Chad flashed him a smile that no doubt got him at least half of his sales. “So you got that T&E expense analysis? I promised Duffy I’d follow up on it.”

	An invisible bubble burst.

	Of course Chad didn’t care about the hockey. The one time they might have had an actual conversation, but no—Chad’s question was just a line to get what he wanted. He hadn’t even done a good job at feigning interest, and still Nick had bought into it.

	Honestly, screw this guy.

	“I already sent it in, but I can forward it to you.”

	“Sweet! Thanks, man, you’re the best!” Chad called as he winked and disappeared.

	“And you are awful,” Nick whispered under his breath.

	It could’ve been worse. The guy was all work or all play with no in-between, and escaping with only a couple minutes wasted was always a win. Considering that the alternative was Chad dragging their small talk out by telling one of his stupid stories before he got to the point, Nick wouldn’t question his good luck.

	He would grind his teeth a little, but oh well. What was a job if not a constant source of stress?

	Nick dutifully pulled up the report to send, if only so Chad couldn’t complain about a delay (or, cringe, come back), and then got up to lock his door so he could enjoy his lunch in peace. He flung his tie over his shoulder, a dingy red thing his mom had gotten him for his high-school graduation and that he still kept around for nostalgia, and dug into his leftover spaghetti and meatballs. It was still cold, but he wasn’t willing to brave the lounge for the microwave and the social interactions that would follow.

	Nick knew if he even left this room to pee, he’d get a half-dozen requests just as tedious as Chad’s. He did not want to deal with that today; he was swamped enough and too tired to play nice much longer.

	“I get thirty fucking minutes to myself. This dick probably doesn’t have shit to do today, could look up that report himself, waste of my time…” Nick pulled out his phone, desperate for a distraction to get him through the next few hours. “Fuck him and his fucking T&E crap. Like I don’t got better shit to do.”

	Normally, his phone would be devoid of notifications this early, so it was a pleasant surprise to find he had several waiting for him. The top was so filled with alerts that some were cut off by an ominous “…” that made them more mystery than notification.

	Interest piqued, he scanned the list of messages as he tried to find the best place to start.

	 

	Jenna May (8:15 a.m.)

	Movie this weekend. Tear jerker or horror?

	FYI the scary one is in French and Terry is trying to veto it because he doesn’t want to read a movie

	It’s a horror movie!!! It could be silent and you could understand!!!!

	 

	He snorted.

	 

	Nick (11:49 a.m.)

	terry is a wimp i vote incomprehensible french horror

	bonus if the subtitles are also in french

	 

	There was one from his mom—her weekly check-in.

	 

	Mom (9:15 a.m.)

	Hope you are having a good week so far!

	It was good to see you at the family picnic last week but I would love to get some time with you to myself :’)

	Lunch this weekend? I’ll make your favorite

	 

	Nick (11:51 a.m.)

	sure mom i’ll be there

	i can pick up dessert on the way if you want

	 

	The choices got rougher from there. Emails to his personal account, some random Twitter notification, a friend request on Facebook, and—

	He promptly swiped open a new message from Brady.

	 

	Jensie from Hockey (9:10 a.m.)

	there’s pick up at Wheaton Friday @ 9, you in?

	 

	They’d been meeting regularly for stick-and-pucks and open skates the past few weeks, often enough that Nick had blocked out those times in his schedule and adjusted his runs around them. He’d seen a big improvement in his play (and in Brady’s demeanor) and wanted to keep it up. A pick-up game, though? Random people with no actual investment in playing as a team didn’t seem like a recipe for success, at least not for someone as new to the game as Nick was. It was enough of a mixed bag when clinics ended in mini-scrimmages, and so he avoided the whole concept of pick-up games as a general rule. That was a thing Good Players™ did, and Nick was not a good player.

	 

	Nick (11:54 a.m.)

	dunno if i’m ready for that

	 

	His thumb hesitated over the send button, then he decided he was overthinking it and hit “Send.”

	He hadn’t even switched apps when he got a reply.

	 

	Jensie from Hockey (11:55 a.m.)

	you play actual games in an actual league and you’re worried about pick up???

	 

	Was it bad that he could absolutely picture Brady’s exasperation?

	 

	Nick (11:55 a.m.)

	attitude is different at pick up

	y’all knew what you were getting when i joined the team

	some johnny hockey comes in wanting a hard game and ends up with newbie mcnewberson and he gets pissed and then he doesn’t have fun and i don’t have fun and i quit hockey and move to somewhere with no ice

	 

	It was a lot to unload, too many insecurities to dump on Brady, and he regretted it. There was no taking it back, though, so he read through his emails to calm down while he waited for a response he didn’t quite expect to get.

	 

	Jensie from Hockey (12:07 p.m.)

	okay first off Gaudreau is not showing up to random ass Wheaton pick up

	second off fuck anyone that uptight about a pickup game

	if it makes you feel better I know the guy who runs it I’ll get him to put us on the same team

	third it’s fucking southern Maryland there’s barely any fucking ice here as is

	 

	Nick totally did not giggle or blush like a kid with a crush—not because he wasn’t rapidly developing a crush, but because he was too old to giggle about it, thank you very much—as he eagerly savored each reply.

	 

	Nick (12:13 p.m.)

	omfg did you just make a joke?? TWO jokes?? who the fuck is this and what have you done with jens?

	 

	He waited a moment before hitting “Send,” typing and re-typing the last word. He’d known Brady’s name within a minute of meeting him, but since the team strictly called him Jens or Jensie, Nick had never actually said the name Brady Jensen out loud.

	His fingers burned to type Brady, but no, hockey convention reigned.

	 

	Jensie from Hockey (12:15 p.m.)

	har har

	you’re coming get over it

	 

	Painfully aware that his lunch break was up, he resigned himself to the inevitable. Brady had helped him a ton, and if he wanted Nick to join him for a pick-up game, Nick could suck it up and deal. As a thanks for all of Brady’s help, of course. Definitely not for crush-related reasons.

	 

	Nick (12:16 p.m.)

	fine but you owe me a beer

	 

	Before he could turn off his phone and return to the world of accounting, an answer came.

	 

	Jensie from Hockey (12:16 p.m.)

	fine but you owe me a goal

	 

	Nick (12:17 p.m.)

	deal

	*

	His work life had almost gone back to normal by the time Friday rolled around. It could be better, but he wasn’t a mess of nerves threatening to punch the next person who stepped into his office asking for something a.) they knew he wasn’t authorized to give them or b.) they should be able to do themselves. The unfortunate part was that this was a regular issue, one that reared its head at the close of each month and dragged on through the beginning of the next one.

	Today was fine, and the next two weeks would be fine, and then he’d be a stressed-out mess again.

	“I do not hate my job,” he told himself as he angrily forced his shin guards into his bag. “I do not hate my job. I maybe hate some of the people I work with, but that’s irrelevant.”

	Technically, he liked the job itself. Being a senior staff accountant had its perks, and it appealed to him in ways he couldn’t deny were mostly about him being a math nerd. Numbers were fun—always had been—and he liked that he had an office downtown with a view of the Washington Monument. He liked that he worked for a company that did a lot of non-profit work, he liked that (some) of his coworkers were not complete assholes, and as much as he complained about the workload, he liked that he earned a pretty penny for his efforts.

	It didn’t make him any less grumpy about the bullshit that came up.

	All week, the one thing he looked forward to was getting some extra hockey in. Despite his early misgivings, the pick-up game was a good idea. Hockey exhausted his body and guaranteed that his constant stream of thoughts and worries shut off as soon as his head hit his pillow. It gave him a place to work off some frustration, too. Checking or not, the game was physical. A good battle for the puck on the boards or in front of the net helped him tap some of his unspent aggression, leaving him mellow and calm.

	After the week he’d had, he could use some mellow.

	As a bonus, he could imagine Chad from sales whenever he was trying to shove someone off the puck.

	 

	Nick (6:07 p.m.)

	anything i should know before i head out?

	like any secret pickup tricks that only pros know??

	 

	Nick (6:28 p.m.)

	dude don’t leave me hanging??? i’m freaking out already

	 

	Jensie from Hockey (6:57 p.m.)

	bring a white jersey so we can be on the same team

	it’s nothing special just a regular game except you don’t know anybody

	 

	Nick (7:00 p.m.)

	so like my first game on the jagr bombs? terribly anxiety ridden and me constantly second guessing myself?

	 

	Jensie from Hockey (7:12 p.m.)

	didn’t you get an assist that game?

	bring a white jersey. you’ll be fine.

	 

	Jensie from Hockey (7:16 p.m.)

	maybe don’t eat spicy food though

	 

	Nick smiled at his phone. His nerves weren’t completely settled, but he definitely felt better.

	Entering rinks had rapidly become a familiar feeling. The cold rush of air accompanied by the staleness of the locker room grounded him as much as the routine of gearing up.

	Or it did until he looked around and didn’t know any of the other people suiting up, most of them chatting amongst themselves.

	These people did know each other.

	Brady wasn’t here.

	Shit.

	Whatever. Worse came to worst, he’d be miserable for an hour and know better than to go to a pick-up game in the future. More than that, it was hockey. Bad hockey was still better than no hockey, and that was the attitude he needed to have. It was the whole reason he’d started playing to begin with.

	He went through his usual pre-game routine: skating to loosen up, stickhandling to get a feel for the ice, a few shots-on-net to warm up the goalie.

	Still no Brady.

	It was impossible to get a read on the other players. A few were warming up like him, but most were standing by the benches, talking. They had a wide array of jerseys, some plain practice jerseys, others for NHL teams, but most were for local rec leagues. He didn’t recognize more than a couple, though, and it made him feel even more isolated.

	Here he was, per Brady’s instructions, in a plain white jersey.

	“All right!” came a shout from the Zamboni entrance as a guy closed the boards. He was in full gear, only missing his gloves and stick, and had the same aura of authority that Benns did. “Line up! We’ll split you into teams. We’ve got the ice for another forty-five minutes, so let’s hustle!”

	The guy skated down the line, pointing people to one side of the ice or another. The only qualification that seemed to matter was jersey color: the lighter colors were pointed toward the scoreboard and the rest were sent to the far side of the ice.

	“Scoreboard,” the guy said with no more than a cursory glance at Nick’s jersey.

	Nick headed that way, sizing up his temporary teammates, when the whole rink echoed with the sound of a door opening.

	There was Brady, scrambling to get on the ice from the locker room. His white jersey wasn’t even pulled over his hockey pants, and his helmet was askew.

	“Nice of you to join us, Brady,” the guy in charge barked. “It’s not like we’re paying by the minute here.”

	“Fuck off,” Brady grumbled.

	“Ray of sunshine as always,” the guy shot back and, with a wave, dismissed him to the scoreboards. “You’re lucky you make my numbers even.”

	Brady glided right to Nick as if there were nowhere else he’d go. Nick ignored the way his pulse quickened and how Brady’s presence put him at ease.

	“He’s full of shit,” Brady said while he fixed his jersey and helmet. “I’ve seen people roll in during the third and he lets ’em play. You got cash, you got a spot.”

	“Uh huh. Since when are you late to hockey? You’re that person who’s already dressed and waiting for them to zam the ice. I assumed you were dead on the side of the road or something.”

	“Uh huh,” Brady said back. “You thought I was setting you up for a super-hard pick-up and laughing that you fell for it. Bet you considered bailing even after you got on the ice.”

	“Uh huh. And you probably would’ve done that, except you can’t say no to hockey without going through withdrawal. You set me up, were laughing at home, and then realized you’d set yourself up to miss out on a game and had to rush over.”

	“Uh huh—”

	“Yo, what you guys play?”

	Nick shook his head and took a forced step back from Brady. They’d drifted closer together as they tried to rile each other up, nearly chest-to-chest, and the space was the only way to force his head to clear. Brady’s gravity drew him in without him noticing.

	“I like to play back, but I can play up,” Brady said. He stood square to the other players, almost as if he too felt the need for space. “Just don’t expect me to take a faceoff.”

	“I play up,” Nick said. He wouldn’t mind trying out defense, but not here, not now. He wanted a few more months of actual play under his belt before he branched out. Then, because he still felt like being a little shit and maybe missed having Brady’s attention to himself, he jerked a thumb toward Brady. “I can take his faceoffs.”

	Brady’s head whipped around to face Nick. His mouth fumbled over words that didn’t come, and Nick suppressed a snicker.

	They divided up their eight players across two-ish lines, three on defense and five forwards. The other team had two more players than them, probably because of the same team finagling that Brady had done with Nick, and Nick didn’t look forward to double-shifting to make up that difference.

	As a plus, no one had minded him playing offense, and he was out with Brady more often than not. Brady was about the only one he could predict: people would pass when they should’ve held on, dump when they could’ve carried, hold on when there was a guy wide open. It was frustrating, and more often than not he felt like he and some of the slower, less experienced players were being snubbed.

	And then there was Brady.

	Brady, who could outskate all of them, would pass even to the players who would lose the puck right after he sent it to them. Brady, who would go out of his way to include all the players on the ice. Brady, who calmly stepped between a newer player and the asshole who started chewing him out for missing a back-door chance and stopped them from actually fighting.

	Brady fucking Jensen, leading by example and solidifying his place as Nick’s latest crush.

	“Cheers,” Brady said in the locker room and handed him a can of beer. As if to make matters worse, he was wearing nothing but his hockey pants, showing off toned skin and a sinful happy trail.

	Nick accepted the can automatically. “Huh?”

	“You said I owed you a beer for coming out tonight.” He popped open a second can, pulled from God-knew-where, and tapped it against Nick’s before chugging half of it.

	Nick did not watch his Adam’s apple bob as he drank.

	“Oh, right.” He carefully sipped his own beer. His head was already rushing, endorphins making him feel buzzed; the last thing he needed was alcohol making it worse.

	It was warm and suspiciously devoid of any condensation. He looked at the can of PBR and couldn’t help but wonder why exactly Brady was late. It couldn’t have been to pick up beer for a joking demand Nick had made.

	Right?

	“How do you know that guy? Simon? The one who runs this?” Nick blurted out in an attempt to derail his train of thought. Not that it helped to bring up the only person he’d ever heard use Brady’s actual name instead of his hockey ones. Nope, not jealous at all about whatever was going on there.

	Brady gave him a bewildered look. “I know him from here… from this pick-up…”

	Duh, how else would you know someone? he seemed to say. How do I know you?

	“Riiight.” Nick felt like an idiot, inserting a storyline and drama where there was none. He needed to remember that Brady was as straightforward as he seemed. He liked hockey, he liked people who liked hockey, and he was nice despite being quiet and kind of a grump. The rest was Nick projecting. “Sorry, thought there was more of a backstory there.”

	Brady polished off the rest of his beer and tossed the can in the trash. “This pick-up is word-of-mouth only. I stumbled on it by accident when I first moved here, been coming since then. Simon’s got two kids and travels for work, so he only does it like seven weeks in the whole year. I keep in touch so I don’t miss it. I probably bug the fuck out of him, but this is my favorite pick-up.”

	Yeah, that sounded very Brady.

	Oh, you have hockey? I like hockey. I will text you to bug you about hockey to make sure I get more hockey. Hockey hockey hockey.

	Disappointment burned through Nick, and he took a long gulp of his beer, then carefully set it down so he could finish getting undressed.

	“Well, lemme know the next time he’s doing one.”

	“Yeah?” Brady perked up. “You had fun?”

	The smile he pasted on was fake even if the sentiments behind the words were genuine. “Not half as scary as I thought.”

	“Good. They run some up in Reisterstown…”

	He let Brady go on as he ranked every rink in a fifty-mile radius in terms of ice, pick-up opportunities, and locker room quality. It was cute, which was part of the problem. Toward the end, with his hockey gear safely tucked away in his bag, Nick started to block it out.

	Hockey with Brady was fun, but he needed to put some distance between them and make sure it stayed as “hockey with his friend Brady” and not “hopelessly crushing after the straight guy on his team who had never shown any interest in anything not explicitly hockey related.”

	So far, that wasn’t going so well.

	But hey, there was always tomorrow.

	*

	Nick jerked his hand and tried to twist so he could work his thumb over Terry’s. Terry swung both their arms up, nearly knocked over a movie display, but avoided Nick’s attempt to pin him. Nick’s free hand itched to reach over and grab Terry’s wrist to hold the bastard in place. He had never lost a thumb war to Terry, not since they were old enough to understand how to play, and like hell he’d break his streak now.

	Of course, he had never won one, either. They usually ended up tripping each other or wrestling rather than concede defeat.

	Yes, they were idiots and too old to be acting like this, but Nick couldn’t help himself. That was half the fun of hanging out with his cousins: they reminded him he didn’t have to perform the role of “adult who has his shit together” all the time. He could fake his way through work and bills and small talk with his neighbors; and with them he could unwind and goof off.

	“Hey, twerps!”

	Both froze, bodies contorted in their latest effort to gain the upper hand (thumb?). Nick knew that tone of voice, and it vividly brought him back to his childhood.

	Max and Jenna walked over through the crowd of people buying tickets and pretending not to watch Nick and Terry make fools of themselves.

	“He started it,” they said in unison and jumped apart.

	“What are you doing in town?” Nick said and went in to hug Max. It was hard to get over that his cousin Max, ten years older than him, formerly constantly stuck with babysitting his younger cousins, was now several inches shorter than him.

	Younger cousins and cousin’s cousins, he amended as he watched Terry hug Max next. That was part of why it had taken Nick so long to realize how the different branches of his family were connected: the farm where he’d grown up had brought together everyone from everywhere, regardless of blood, and made people like Terry and Max end up close even though their only connection was through Nick.

	“Drove up to get some of my old baby stuff from my mom,” Max said once the hugs were done. “She’s got some infant outfits and toys and maybe a highchair hiding somewhere in the basement. I’m too cheap to refuse free stuff and too afraid of my mom to ignore her when she begs me to dress her future grandbaby in my old onesies and take a million pictures.”

	“It’s a girl,” Jenna said with confidence. “I’m gonna have a niece.”

	“Or a boy,” Terry said. “Could be a nephew.”

	They glared at each other.

	“It’s certainly a human,” Nick said, earning him a glare as his joke fell flat. He rolled his eyes at them and turned back to Max. “Jenna tricked you into movie night?”

	“Something like that. She said ‘movie’ and ‘they serve beer at the theater’ and then conveniently waited until we were in the car to mention it was a foreign movie with subtitles.”

	“It’s going to be spectacular, you uncultured swine,” Jenna said. “C’mon, we gotta load up on snacks before previews.”

	The movie was in fact spectacular, mostly for how bizarre and ridiculous it was. French cinema always threw curveballs, and the horror aspect added cheesy effects with funny-sounding French phrases that had the four of them doubled over laughing by the end. Not exactly what the filmmakers were going for, if the disapproving looks they got on the way out were anything to go by. It made Nick fiercely miss his childhood when Max and Jenna lived literally next door. Even his cousins from his dad’s side were common fixtures on the farm because their parents needed a place to put them during the summer while they worked. Having ten to twenty kids together on a farm seemed more manageable than finding babysitters, nannies, or daycares.

	“I drive out on Monday morning, so we’re getting drinks, and you two are filling me in on everything going on in your lives,” Max declared.

	“Why does Jenna get off the hook?” Terry whined.

	“Because she’s my sister and a menace. She calls me once a week and talks my ear off for an hour straight. If I could find the mute button on her, I’d use it.”

	“Awww,” Jenna said as she swooped in to wrap him in a hug. They were almost the exact same size, making it easy for her to crowd into his space and mess up his hair. “Love you too, bro.”

	Max affectionately pushed her away. “You see what I gotta put up with?”

	Terry’s life was the same mess it had always been. He’d gone from art school to business school and now was working in physical therapy. Max nodded along, sneaking confused looks to Jenna and Nick whenever he could, but he did a good job playing the role of supportive cousin. He asked polite questions, gave gentle words of advice, and wasn’t judgmental, which would have only caused Terry to shut down.

	“And you?” Max asked and tapped Nick’s foot under the table with his own. “Jenna tells me you’re doing hockey?”

	“Yeah,” he beamed. His family was well aware he’d loved the sport since he was little, but none of them were skaters and their family hadn’t had the time or money to invest in hobbies for the kids. They all worked on the farm up until their grandparents sold it, and by then Nick was in high school and it had felt like it was too late to start.

	Thank God for beer-league hockey and the relatively large number of novice players around Baltimore. If he lived in a bigger hockey area like Michigan, he’d never have been able to break into the sport.

	“We play in the bottom division in our league, so I’m actually not the worst person on the ice on any given night.”

	“Tied for worst?” Max teased.

	Nick laughed. “Sometimes. I’ve been doing clinics and stuff to try and get better. I’m not looking to get into the top division, but one higher would be awesome.”

	“Nice. If you’ve got any videos of you playing or anything, send ’em my way.”

	“I don’t really, and I won’t until Jenna or Terry come to a game—”

	“They play at midnight sometimes,” Jenna stage-whispered. “Fuck that.”

	“Rinks are cold,” Terry added sagely, like he was letting Max in on some well-kept secret.

	Nick rolled his eyes. “We’re also technically on a break between seasons right now, so it’s not happening any time soon. Everything I’ve got is blurry webcam feeds from Live Barn. You wouldn’t even be able to tell it’s me.”

	“Oh well,” Max said. “Work good?”

	He shrugged. “I still like the things I used to like, and I still can’t stand the things I didn’t.”

	“But there’s a decent balance?”

	“Can’t complain.”

	“Oh, he complains,” Jenna said.

	“Everyone complains about work,” Nick shot back. “You ranted for like twenty minutes about your boss last week.”
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