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        Sometimes I feel like a square puck trying to roll down ice.

        Calum Lefleur, VEGAS CRUSH

      

      

      

      

      Living in Montreal and playing the best hockey of my career after leading my team to a Cup-winning season last year?

      

      Check.

      

      Traded overnight to the Vegas Crush and blindsided with no warning whatsoever?

      

      Also, check.

      

      So now I’m in Vegas. Feeling all the uncomfortableness of a new environment where nothing is familiar. Where every person I see is someone I don’t know. Where "fitting in" will be nearly impossible without an established routine.

      

      To help settle me in Vegas Crush Media Relations arranged for a volunteer gig teaching guitar lessons to disadvantaged kids at a local youth center. They feel that connecting with the community will help boost my image with the Vegas fans.

      

      I don’t mind volunteering at all. I prefer to keep busy, and I think it could be a fun way to pass my downtime.

      

      But there is a hitch. Of course, there is.

      

      That stunning drummer from Love Scrum I saw play my first night out in Vegas?

      

      The one with the ends of her dark, silky hair dyed electric purple?

      

      The one with the mile-long legs who danced with me (and kissed me) when I stupidly crashed that after-party?

      

      The one-in-the-same gorgeous drummer I blew off at the end of the night because I’m awkward AF in new situations with new people...as previously noted?

      

      That one???

      

      Well, today I found out her name is Billie Hirsch. And she is everything I said she was…plus a whole lot more.

      

      More...like she’s the program director for those guitar lessons I’ll be teaching over at the Crush Foundation Music Workshop.

      

      More...like Ms. Hirsch and I will be forced to work closely together throughout the entire season.

      

      More...like Billie Hirsch kinda hates me and this is going to be a huge pucking problem.
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            all kinds of cocky

          

          Cal

        

      

    

    
      Max Terry’s office is just about what you’d expect from the owner of a championship-level sports team. Impressive wide windows that look out and down on the world below. Furnishings are crisp and clean. The art lit in a way that communicates it’s expensive. It’s the kind of space that makes you feel either totally important or completely intimidated, depending on the situation.

      I think I’m supposed to feel important.

      Leaning forward on an off-white leather couch, elbows on my thighs, hands propping my head up, I might fall asleep.

      Dell Richards, my agent, sits to my left, one leg crossed over the other as he scans his phone for emails.

      “Fuckin’ time difference,” he mutters. “Fuckin’ asshole put a call on my calendar for six in the morning. I told him I was two hours early out here.”

      “How long do we wait before I call forfeit and head back to Montreal?” I ask, impatient to get this over with.

      Dell cuts me a sideways glance. “They’re only five minutes late, Cal. Chill.”

      “I don’t want to be here. Seriously, get me out of this bullshit deal, Dell.”

      “This bullshit deal, as you call it, is worth many millions of dollars. It’s not some offload trade, Cal. They needed a goalie in a pinch, and they wanted the best, so they paid for it. That’s the way the business works. Grow the fuck up.”

      Grow up. Not the first time I’ve heard that statement. What he means is stop complaining. Stop complaining you had to leave your family and your home and your life to come to this unfamiliar place with an unfamiliar team you didn’t want to join in the first place. Yeah, I get it, this team is a powerhouse. The best in the business. They have some of the hottest players on the ice right now, and they want one more trophy to add to their case.

      “You sticking around long after this?” I ask.

      “I’ve got this god-forsaken morning call and then I head to the airport,” he says. “Got to get back to New York for a charity thing.”

      We’re quiet for another minute before I ask, “Did you know Scott Rose represents like a third of this team?”

      “Do not utter that name in front of me, Calum Lefleur,” he says sharply, putting his phone down to give me a full-on death stare. “You know better.”

      “Just saying. Perhaps Scott Rose could have kept me where I wanted to be.”

      “I’m not fucking joking, Cal. Stop saying his name.”

      Dell Richards and Scott Rose do not get along. They’re both high-powered agents with full rosters. I heard there was some beef over a client that left one and went to the other at some point, but I don’t know the details. I also don’t care all that much. It’s more that I find it rather fun to mess with Dell when I’m bored.

      Just as I’m about to nudge him again, Max Terry, Coach Brown, and the weird, schlubby-looking GM file in.

      Max is all silver hair and white teeth as he extends a hand. “So sorry to keep you waiting up here,” he says, smiling as I shake his hand. “You’re the boy wonder. Thanks for filling in for us in a pinch.”

      “Well, I didn’t have much of a choice,” I say as the three men all find seats around the stainless steel and glass coffee table bearing several magazines with Crush players on the covers.

      They all laugh like I’ve made a joke. It’s not a joke. I was told I was being traded. Now I’m here.

      “You played a hell of a series last spring,” Coach Brown says. “We were damn impressed by you, coaching staff and players alike, so we’re glad you’re here. We think you’ll come to love Las Vegas as much as we all do.”

      “I can’t lie. I’ve been playing for Montreal since I was eighteen, and I’ve been happy there. I know I’m good, and the money here proves that. I’ll play my best, but it doesn’t mean I’m happy to be here.” I give each of them direct eye contact, even though it’s a conscious effort for me to deliver. Eye contact is not really a strength of mine.

      Dell sighs and shakes his head.  He’s pinching the bridge of his nose between his fingertips. I look back to the three Crush leaders and find the GM’s mouth hanging open and Coach sitting back in his chair, arms folded, quizzical expression on his face.

      Max Terry chuckles and shakes his head slowly from side to side. “Kid, I’ve seen all kinds of cocky. All kinds of attitude and prima donna behavior, believe me. Cocky I can handle, but we just dumped a shit-ton of money into your bank account and while I appreciate the honesty, you’re about to drop over into an unacceptable level of arrogance.”

      “He’s not being arrogant,” Dell offers. “He lacks the ability to be polite just for the sake of being polite.”

      “I’m being honest.” And I am. This is unfiltered me. Calum Lefleur, who says whatever’s on his mind. I don’t know any other way to be. I’ve always been like this.

      Just then, the door to the office suite opens, and Evan Kazmeirowicz, Crush winger and team captain, walks in. He’s tall and muscular with an annoying, slick-looking undercut and a boyish smile. He’s fit and effective on the ice still, even though he’s getting kind of long in the tooth for professional sports, in my opinion.

      I’ll hand it to him—he reads a room a lot faster than I ever could. His smile dissipates as he looks from Max to Coach to the GM, whose name I can’t even remember.

      “Looks like I missed the fun part of the party,” he comments, walking over to hold out a hand. As we shake, he adds, “Ready for a tour, new guy?”

      New guy. That’s me. I’m the new guy. Never in a million years did I believe I’d be the “new guy” somewhere this season, but here I fuckin’ am. I stand and nod, ready to just be out of this room. Maybe seeing the ice and the locker room will help me feel a sense of routine. Maybe it will feel real somehow. Acceptable.

      Dell salutes me as he starts a conversation about my bonus contracts. I should probably say something. Thank them or something. But nothing comes out as I shove my hands in the pockets of my jacket and follow Evan, in all his calm confidence, out the door.

      We walk down a dark, administrative hallway, and it’s not until we come to an elevator that Evan says, “I take it you weren’t expecting a trade?”

      “I heard your goalie got hurt or something. But no, I did not want this trade.”

      “Trades happen all the time. It’s part of the business,” Evan says as we step onto the elevator. “Seven years is a long time at one club.”

      “No reason to trade me though,” I say with a shrug. “I performed well for them. Solid.”

      “Solid doesn’t mean there isn’t a reason to trade. Maybe they felt it was time for you to grow and you growing meant someone on the bench could grow, too. Maybe they wanted to make up some space in the salary cap for the development of new talent and the bench was strong enough to lose you to make it happen. Shit happens all the time. None of us are indispensable.”

      “I was.”

      “That’s arrogant as hell, dude,” Evan says, laughing and shaking his head.

      “It is what it is. I was performing there. I wanted to be there. No reason to send me packing.”

      “Well, I’m sorry your feelings got hurt. But we’re a good club. We work hard. Some of us play hard. But when we’re on the ice we are pros, and we expect you to fall in line with that.”

      “I mean, yeah, I’ll do the work. Doesn’t mean I have to like being here.”

      “So, you’re coming in with a massive contract, right? Like, millions?” Evan asks as we walk down a ramp, presumably to the ice.

      I don’t answer him until we step out onto the ice. “Yeah. It’s a good contract.”

      “Look…what do I call you? Calum?”

      “Cal.”

      “Look, Cal,” he says with a soft shake of his head, “there are guys who’ve been playing their asses off, second string, every damn year, making far, far less than you. Guys who come in with a good attitude, happy to play, happy to suit up even though they know they’ll get very little ice time. And they never complain. You need to see the big picture here. You’re getting paid millions to do a thing you love and you’re good at. You get to do it with a team of guys who’ve killed it the past few seasons in a city where it’s never, ever boring. Do your time. Prove your worth. Then go back in a couple years if that’s where you want to retire.”

      “Retire?” I ask with a disbelieving laugh. “I’m twenty-six. You’re the one who looks like you might be past your expiration date.”

      Evan smirks, unaffected. “That may be true, but I scored on you a few times in the finals, I think. Slap-shot ring a bell for you? Is my old-man memory working right?”

      I bite the inside of my lip, not willing to confirm or deny that he scored on me in the finals. He winks and says, “Come on, man, let’s go see the weight rooms and PT clinic.”

      Hmm. Straight shooter.

      You’re getting paid millions to do a thing you love and you’re good at. You get to do it with a team of guys who’ve killed it the past few seasons. Do your time. Prove your worth. He makes sense. I might like Evan Kazmeirowicz…a little. I still don’t want to be here, but at least the team captain isn’t a total wanker.
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      The last fifteen seconds of the song is all drums as I smash out the outro with a combination of kick drum, rack tom, and ride cymbal that absolutely rocks.

      As I finish, the only sound in the space is the last ting from the cymbal. I let it dissipate on its own before looking to the guys to see what they think.

      “Wicked,” my bandmate Sven says with a nod. “A new combo?”

      “Yeah, I thought it had a Killers kind of vibe. What did you think?”

      “It was solid,” Nikki, our bass player, says.

      “Stuart gonna let us get a few extra practices in?” Sven asks, changing the subject. He’s scribbling something in his notebook, probably something about the new combo, though who knows. He’s our guitarist and singer so scribbling lyrics and changes is standard operating procedure for him.

      Love Scrum is our name. I kind of hate it but whatever. Sven came up with it, and there’s some existential, pretentious explanation for it that I don’t bother with at all. He’s a serious artist and all.

      “I don’t see why not,” I answer, referring to the use of this warehouse space my best friend Stuart lets us use twice a week for practice.

      I look around at all of the Las Vegas detritus around us. Big boxes of costume headdresses and glittery bra thingies. There’s a whole section of clear bins filled with top hats. It’s a crazy place, the kind of crazy place you’d only find in Vegas. And Stuart’s job is to manage this beast, assuring each costume item is in its proper home for when the show runners come knocking. Most evenings it’s not busy so we can make all the noise we want.

      Love Scrum has a big show coming up in a couple of months, opening for a popular alternative rock band at a three-day festival. We’re pretty stoked because it’s the biggest show we’ve done yet. Normally we play local clubs, no big deal, but we got this invitation, and now Sven is out of his mind trying to prep for it.

      And out of his mind about the implications of it.

      Cue his nearly daily questioning.

      “So, Billie, when are you planning on telling your family about this little experiment?”

      I hit myself in the head with my drumstick.

      “I’m surprised he made it this long,” Nikki says, tuning her bass.

      “Sven, you made it two whole hours before asking me the question. I’m impressed.”

      “Seriously, Billie.”

      “What they don’t know won’t hurt them.” I attempt shrugging him off as usual.

      “Yeah, but what they don’t know might be hurting the band. Your family is super fucking connected. They could probably get us an agent, a deal, a whatever⁠—”

      “Sven.”

      “Billie.”

      “I left LA to get away from all that bullshit. You know this.”

      “But we’re ready”—his eyes blaze over at me with all the intensity of a laser pointer—“all they’d have to do is snap their fingers and we’d have a record deal.”

      “And I want us to do this on our own merit. Not because they waved their magic wand and made it happen for us.”

      “Well, we have worked pretty hard,” Nikki chimes in.

      “Not you too.” I groan. “Guys, we got this gig on our own. We don’t need my parents pulling strings. Letting them into the mix is like getting into bed with the devil.”

      “Don’t be dramatic,” Sven says. “Poor little Billie, who has parents who would give her the world on a silver platter if only she wasn’t so damned stubborn.”

      “Sven”—my voice comes with a tone of warning—“you didn’t spend your whole childhood getting toted around like a commodity. I am not allowing them any level of control over my life now or later, and I’m sorry if that makes you upset.”

      “I’m just saying⁠—”

      “That’s enough,” Nikki says, scolding him. “She’s asking you to stop.”

      Sven scowls but doesn’t say anything else.

      “If this thing is meant to happen, it’ll happen. And speaking of which, I did get us a couple of hours of studio time so we can record a few more tracks. You just have to let me know when you can make time, like on a Sunday or something.” There, I’ve offered an olive branch.

      Nikki pulls her technicolor pink hair up on top of her head and says she’s usually working at the restaurant on Sunday afternoons, so either morning or late night would work. Thankfully, recording studios are usually twenty-four-hour joints because artists are weird.

      “I’m good with whatever,” Sven says, dropping the parental lecture for the moment. “What’s our set list for the Smiths and Stones Club?”

      “I’m thinking let’s lead in with ‘Force of Nature,’” Nikki suggests. “Get them dancing right off the bat?”

      We hammer out a few more ideas, arguing about changes in tempo and flow of songs until we have a set list we can all live with. We want to have at least two new songs for the festival gig, though, so Sven also wants to run through a basic melody he’s been kicking around. There’s always too much to do and too little time to do it, with only two practice sessions a week. I see why Sven wants more time, and I promise to call Stuart and ask for another day as we futz around with the new song idea.

      It’s well into the middle of the night when I lock up and head to my car, waving to my bandmates as I start the engine. They’re obnoxious, but they’ve become like family to me these past couple of years. He may be an emo wretch, but Sven really is a strong storyteller. His lyrics are sick, and the fact that he can play gonzo guitar and sing in his growly, sexy way makes him a total triple threat. He’s tall and lanky, and he moves like a cat. His head is shaved down to a dark stubble that matches his five o’clock shadow. He’s pretty hot. If he wasn’t pretentious as hell, I might have wanted to sleep with him.

      Nikki is a total badass. She’s actually older than the two of us but you’d never know it by looking at her. She’s calm and easy, where Sven can be emotional and intense. Me? Who knows how I fit in. I play the drums. I’ve got that going for me, at least.

      The band’s new melody is stuck in my head as I drive back to my apartment, drumming out a beat on my steering wheel.

      Stuart, my bestie and practice space hookup, calls me as I pull into my apartment complex parking lot.

      “What’s up, big bad Stu?” I ask by way of greeting.

      “Did you lock up?”

      “Of course,” I say. “Can we get a little extra time this week? Big show coming up and all.”

      “I’ll check the schedule, but it should be fine.”

      “Thanks, bae.”

      “Barf. Who says bae anymore?”

      “I don’t know. I was trying to be cute.”

      “You’re always cute, but still. Bae?”

      “Sorry. Consider the word banned from my vocabulary.”

      “Well, I was just making sure you made it home okay. The night is dark and full of scarecrows.”

      “That’s not how the line goes, friend.”

      “You got me. Speaking of which, are you caught up on Better Call Saul yet? Can I talk about it yet?”

      “No, man. I’m still only on episode three of the final part. I’m so late to that party.”

      Stuart groans. “I hate you so much. Please go watch copious amounts of television right now.”

      I laugh. “Okay. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.” Not a day goes by that I don’t thank my lucky stars for Stuart. Friends since middle school, he’s like a second brother to me. Well, more trustworthy perhaps than my real brother. We’re tight. Platonic friendship. Loyal. I know I’m lucky.

      Always a little wired after playing, I head to the kitchen and make a bowl of cereal before sitting down at my laptop to check email. A note from my mom catches my attention. Or, more accurately, creates a pit of anxiety in my stomach. Don’t get me wrong, I love my family, no question. They love me. I love them. But I made a choice to hold them at arm’s length a long time ago. Consequently, I always get a little anxious when they reach out.

      On its face, the email is nothing remarkable. She mentions a production gig she’s been working on, then says my dad did the casting. No big surprise there. They work together all the time. Oh, and there is my brother, magically getting cast in the lead role. One, two, three Hirsch family members all in league on this one movie together. Ugh.

      There’s a reason I don’t want my family to sprinkle the magical fairy dust and make Sven’s dreams come true. They can’t stop once they start. They are well-meaning, truly. They just want the people they love to be successful. But it’s suffocating. And somehow, even though it often starts out looking like what you might want, it always goes down some other path toward whatever ulterior motive they had. It’s never like, Oh, Billie is a good drummer, and her band wants to get a record deal. No, it’s like, Billie is now going to be remade into the Ariana Grande of drumming and she’ll have a record deal, but some pop-music asshole will be writing her songs, and once she delivers an album, she’ll also be in a television show and blah, blah, blah.

      Yeah, it’s like that. I speak from years of experience and the resulting therapy sessions to back it up.

      Okay, so I read through all the family business garbage before finding the actual point of the email. It’s coming up on my father’s sixtieth birthday and my mom is throwing a “little party.” A loose term indeed because this “little party” will probably be a who’s who of Hollywood, including my brother Kit—think Leo DiCaprio-esque to his generation of actors. He’s hot shit right now, so everyone who’s anyone will want the chance to party with him, even under the guise of celebrating my casting director father’s sixtieth trip around the sun.

      Fucking wonderful. Sounds just like how I want to spend a Saturday night. Not. Reluctantly, and only because I really do love my family, I write back and tell her I’ll be there. I block it in my band’s calendar so we don’t book any gigs for that night.

      She replies almost instantly because she’s rarely without access to her email. Will you be bringing a date? Do you want me to set up hair and makeup for you?

      Oh. My. God.

      And people wonder why I don’t want to see my family all that often.
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            hot-sh!t goalie from montreal
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      We’re all lined up on the ice in our practice gear, leaning on our sticks while Coach goes through a long list of housekeeping items. Everything from the parental “Clean up after yourselves in the locker room” to the more motivational “I defy anyone who thinks they can get through our first-line this season.”

      I’m standing at the edge of the group, and nobody has paid me much attention so far, not even while we were suiting up. Evan gave a nod, but that was about it.

      Coach changes all that, though. He says, “You all know Manny is recuperating nicely after his car accident. I think most of you have been over to see him in the rehab facility, and I know he really appreciates that. He’s got about three weeks of inpatient time left before he can head home, and then probably twelve weeks of outpatient therapy after that.”

      “Is he coming back, Coach?” someone asks.

      Coach shakes his head, a sad expression on his face. “Unfortunately, I think his hockey days are over, boys. His knee was shattered, and the head injury just added another layer. He can’t be crouching down, willing pucks to fly at his head. He may come back to work for us in the front office, and we’d be glad to have him, but not on the ice. It’s early retirement for Manny.”

      Poor fucker. That’s depressing shit to be forced out of the game early. There’s a chorus of sounds. Some disappointed, some sad. Either way, it’s obvious that Emanuel Legace was a beloved goalie among his Crush teammates. He was in a near-fatal car accident over the summer, one he wasn’t initially expected to survive. That accident is the reason I’m here, the reason I was abruptly traded.

      I’m contemplating how it all went down when I hear my name.

      “He nearly stopped us from winning that Cup,” Coach says. “His innate ability to predict the angle of a shot so accurately is second to none. I’m sure many of you have been frustrated in the past by his often-impossible stops.” Anyone would think Coach is genuinely happy to have me. That the team will share his enthusiasm. I doubt it. “Everyone, say hello to Calum Lefleur, hot-shit goalie from Montreal, here to stop all the shots and help us retain our title.”

      There’s a series of grunts and nods. A few guys tap their sticks on the ice. I look at all of them without making eye contact. Well, I make eye contact with Dante Castellano, the dark-haired wall of a second-string goalie who saw all of about thirty minutes of ice time last season. In fact, our eye contact consists pretty much of me smirking at him and him responding with a middle finger shot in my direction. Just about the reception I’d expect from a guy who was probably hoping I’d die in a plane crash on the way here.

      Coach gives a few more notes then tells everyone to pair up for skills training. I’m paired with starting left wing Mikhail. I noticed him earlier in the locker room…scowling. “I remember you from the finals,” I say.

      To which he swears at me in a language I don’t recognize. I look around to find Evan laughing and shaking his head. “He’s prickly on a good day, new guy. Don’t take it personally.”

      I pull on my mask and take my spot in front of the goal. Mikhail doesn’t speak; he just starts lobbing shots like he’s firing the pucks from a baseball pitching machine. I’ve taken his shots in games, and I know how fast and accurate he can be. He’s somewhat inconsistent though, which is why he’s never taken the top spot among scorers like center forward Boris or right wing Evan. Still, he’s riled up today, which means everything is coming straight at me, like he’s willingly trying to take my head off.

      And maybe he is.

      Still, by the end of the skill set, I’m sweating and bruised and feeling a bit like a punching bag. Mikhail gives me a nod, so I guess I did okay against him, but he still doesn’t speak to me.

      “Does he speak English?” I ask the next guy who comes up to level shots at me.

      “Yeah, dumbass,” the blond guy says as he drops the puck in front of his stick. I remember him from the conference series. Defenseman who likes to fight. “He’s from Detroit.”

      “Oh.” I digest that information. “He swore at me in what I guessed could be Russian.”

      The guy laughs. “Czech actually. First-generation parents but he’s an American hockey player if you can believe it. I have a thing for second-language chirps. My personal favorite is the Russian mudak, which just means, like, shithead or something.”

      “Well, I’m from Canada, so most of the second-language swearing happens in French.”

      He shoots at me. It’s wildly off target and he just sort of shrugs. “I’m Tyler, by the way,”

      “Defenseman. I remember you from the finals.”

      He takes a few more shots and then announces that he needs a water break. I finish out the skills sessions and we move into a scrimmage formation with me at one end and Dante at the other. That’s an impressive stink-eye, Castello. Not that I give a shit.

      Clearly, he’s pissed off though, as he follows me straight into the locker room after practice, getting up in my grill before I can even fully turn around to face him.

      “This is bullshit, you know,” he says, teeth bared, finger pointing into my face. “You just waltz in here and take a spot I’ve been waiting on for three years? And you get a contract no kid your age should have?”

      All I can do is shrug. What can I do about it? “First, I don’t want to be here, and I’d gladly have not come if I’d been given a choice. Second, don’t you think the contract would’ve been yours if they thought you were good enough?”

      Dante’s fist sails past my head and slams into the metal with a satisfying crunch before he turns and stalks off.

      The defenseman Tyler snickers. “What a little bitch.”

      I don’t know if he’s talking about Dante or me. Well, what the hell ever. I’m not here to make friends. I’m here to do my job. But it certainly wasn’t the first day I expected. Nothing feels right, and probably won’t for a long time.

      When I get home, I’m beat and lonely and feeling totally out of sorts. I’m very routine-oriented, and I’m nowhere close to figuring out a routine here in Vegas, which makes me feel comfortable. As a result, it feels a little like I’m wearing skin that doesn’t quite fit my bones. I need to talk to someone who knows me, so I call my girlfriend, Emily.

      “Hey,” she answers.

      “Hey, Em. How was today?”

      “Mostly spent at the library,” she says. “Research day.”

      “Ah, and how’d that go?”

      “Fine. Tedious.”

      “Sorry to hear that. I had about a thousand shots lobbed at my face in practice.”

      “That sounds like a normal day in the life of Cal,” she says distractedly.

      “Half of the guys seem like they genuinely wanted to slice my head off with a puck. Especially the second-string goalie.”

      “Well, that one makes sense.”

      “I guess.”

      “Do you like it there?”

      “No,” I say sharply. “I hate it. It’s too hot.”

      “And it’s unfamiliar. The people. The places. You’re not good with change.”

      “All true. And I miss you.”

      “Aw. I miss you too.”

      “Can I fly you in for the weekend?” I ask. “Friday night to Sunday night maybe?”

      “Sorry, babe,” she says. “This isn’t a good week. I’ve got a hard deadline for Monday afternoon on the first section of my thesis project.”

      A long silence stretches between us. I can hear her fingers flying over the keyboard of her laptop. She’s multi-tasking. I’m used to the sound because she was always working on her laptop, often while we were in bed together at night. She’d be working, I’d be watching video replays. It was familiar, and the sound calms me a little even now when we’re so far away, but at the same time annoys me she’s working when we have only this small amount of time to talk.

      “Maybe I’ll make a countdown clock,” I say to fill the silence. “Days until you finish your master’s degree and can move here to be with me.”

      She lets out a vacant laugh. “Why would I move to Vegas? You just said you hated it there.”

      “Okay, then, a countdown clock until this contract is up and I’m a free agent, then, and I can come back home.”

      She doesn’t answer. Obviously, she’s focused on something else. I still hear the click of typing in the background.

      “I know we can make this work, Em.” I say the words even though she didn’t do a thing to indicate otherwise. At least, not in this conversation.

      It’s something I’ve been saying since we got the news of the trade. We can make it work. It’s only for a little while. We’ll figure it out.

      The truth? Emily wanted to break up immediately. She said it would be too hard to make it work if we lived so far away from each other. Still, I was sure this wouldn’t be permanent, that I’d find a way back home again. I told her she was important to me, and I convinced her we should give it a go. Frankly, my travel schedule and her school schedule meant we hardly saw each other during the season anyway. And with my new contract, I’d be making enough to fly either one of us back or forth whenever possible. I assured her it wasn’t a forever thing, me being here in Vegas. That she needed me. That I needed her.

      And I do. She knows me. Knows my routine and my quirks. I feel more comfortable when she’s around. More…whole.

      “We can, Em. I truly believe⁠—”

      “You keep saying that, Cal. And I know lots of people do the long-distance thing all the time. I just…don’t know if I can do this with you.”

      “No, Em, you can. We can. This is just new. We’ll figure it out.”

      Emily sighs. It’s the sigh I most dislike. For some time now, I’ve heard that sigh regularly. And it’s normally followed by an exit, whether it be in person or over the phone. Am I really the only one in this relationship who thinks we can make it? “Whatever you say. I’ve got to run. There’s a study group in thirty minutes and I need the feedback on my research methodology homework.”

      “Okay, cool, I’ll call you tomorrow. Same time.”

      “Okay, Cal.”

      “I love y⁠—”

      The line is dead before I can finish. Panic crawls up my insides as I try to figure out just how the hell my life has become utter shit. How the hell did I go from knowing what’s in front of me to being stranded in a city I don’t know, away from all the people I care about, with a team that doesn’t seem to want me? This is all too…new. Too…different. And my girlfriend? She’s made it clear how much she doesn’t want me. Fuck, surely, I don’t have to lose her too.

      And it’s not just because I’m a creature of habit. I love Emily. We’re good together, having spent nearly three years together. How can she want to end things as if I’m so easy to discard? Right now, the only comfort I have is the game of hockey.

      Times like these, when I’m feeling out of sorts, I’d head to my mom’s place. Instead, I have to text her, and thank fuck, she responds quickly. As usual. Some things never change.

      She knows me, knows when I need attention. She tells me all the right things. I’ll find a routine in Vegas, too. It will just take time. This is good for the long-term, as I can save money, and then when I’m a free agent, I can play wherever without worrying about the payday. It’s short term. It will be okay.

      I wish I had her confidence. But do I want to live my life just waiting for it to be okay?

      
        
          
            
              
        Mom: Have you been playing your guitar?

      

      

      

      

      

      I look over and see it sitting in the corner of my living room.

      
        
          
            
              
        Cal: No. I haven’t played since I’ve been here. Been busy.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Mom: Hook it up and play, Cal. It’s what you love. It’s what soothes you.

      

      

      

      

      

      She’s not wrong. That and Emily are what keep me calm on a normal day.

      
        
          
            
              
        Mom: Why don’t you find a place that has good live music?

      

      

      

      

      

      I ponder that for a moment. This is Las Vegas. Not everyone will know me here, so I could probably head to a bar and see who’s playing.

      
        
          
            
              
        Cal: Good idea. Thanks, Mom.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Mom: How’s Emily? Busy with her master’s, I bet. When is she coming to see you?

      

      

      

      

      

      Annnnd there’s the kicker. I can’t tell my mom the truth that I’m pretty certain Emily won’t ever be visiting me.

      
        
          
            
              
        Cal: You’re right. She’s pretty busy at the moment with her studies, but I’m sure she’ll come out to see me soon.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Mom: There you go. Vegas will feel like home for you in no time. Be patient. I love you.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Cal: Love you too, Mom. Thanks for the chat.

      

      

      

      

      

      But when we finish our conversation, I sit in silence, knowing two things that I couldn’t tell my mom.

      I can’t see Vegas ever feeling like home.

      And things are anything but fine with my girlfriend.
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            crush foundation music workshop

          

          Billie

        

      

    

    
      This kid named Andre is begging me to teach him to play drums. I’m in my office at my day job, where I’m program director for the local boys and girls club at Children’s Services Las Vegas, and Andre has somehow found out that I’m a drummer.

      “My sister says you’re, like, a crazy good drummer, Ms. Hirsch. She saw you light it up at Goldberg’s a couple weeks ago.”

      “I cannot confirm or deny, Andre.”

      “Well, I’m just sayin’ you gotta teach me now,” he says, bouncing back and forth on his heels. He’s tall and skinny with a carefully shaped afro and warm, dark eyes.

      “I don’t gotta do nothin’, my guy.” I’m grinning so he knows I’m joking.

      “Please, Ms. Hirsch,” he says, putting his hands together as if in prayer. “I really want to learn.”

      “How are your summer school classes looking?”

      “Good. Two Bs. Please, Ms. Hirsch. Please.”

      “Oh, since you said please three times and you’re doing well in your classes, I guess I’ll talk to my boss to see if we can get some kind of music thing going.”

      “Yasss!” Andre pumps his arm in celebration.

      “Okay, get gone, I’ve got work to do.” I gesture him away gently.

      He bounds off and my heart stays warm for a long time afterward. I really do love my job. I love playing drums in a band, but I also really, really love working with these kids. My parents—practically Hollywood royalty—look way down their noses at my social work degree and my low-paying nonprofit job. Frankly, their disdain is part of the appeal, but only a small part. The kids who come here are kids who might not get dinner otherwise or homework help. Their parents may work several jobs to make ends meet. Some of them are functionally homeless. It can be hard to see kids struggling, but it’s also rewarding to see them succeed. It never ceases to amaze me how different a child can be, how well they can do, when there’s an adult in their corner. Someone who believes in them, interacts with them, and shows genuine interest in their welfare.

      After a quick lunch at my desk, I head in to see my boss, Tara, who runs this place. She’s just over forty, I think, with a shoulder-length bob that falls in messy waves. She’s pretty. Trendy. Fit. Seems to mostly have it together. She works hard but not in a crazy, workaholic kind of way. I like her.

      “What’s up?” she asks, not taking her eyes from her computer as I walk in.

      “Andre wants me to teach him to play drums.”

      She laughs and looks up at me. “That kid has big dreams.”

      “He does. And I could certainly lug my kit in here to teach him, but I’m wondering if there might be other kids who would like to learn an instrument.”

      “I mean, there probably are. What do you have in mind?”

      “I’m thinking we could create a music education program. Maybe start out with basic lessons. Drum kit, bass guitar, electric guitar, keyboard, and whatnot. Then maybe like a rock camp kind of thing where kids can get together and make their own music…maybe?”

      “That sounds like quite an endeavor. And expensive,” Tara says. “We don’t have it in the budget to buy a bunch of instruments.”

      “There may be a couple of lending libraries in town where kids would check out an instrument for a week or two for home to practice. I can check into that part, but yeah, we’d need a stash for here, too. And you’re right, it could be expensive, but not prohibitively so, I don’t think. And I was thinking there could be some donors who might be willing to sponsor something like this? I mean, you’re the fundraiser, so you tell me, but we have a lot of people interested in music in this town, so…”

      “Well, put some ideas down on paper and let me know what your vision is. I like the concept, generally, especially if we could tie it to some minor celebrity or something.”

      “Speaking of which”—I wiggle a finger back and forth at her—“why didn’t you mention the Crush Foundation called?”

      “Indeed, they did.” Tara drops her head in mock defeat. “I just got busy with other stuff, but the gist of it is they want to start doing more visible partnership with youth-focused organizations. It’s a total PR thing and they picked us as one of the charities. I think they want to engage players and their families where it makes sense but will also allow the guys to engage in ways that are meaningful to them.”

      “Do we get any money out of it? I mean, it’s cool they want to partner but arranging PR events isn’t really helping the kids. Not in any tangible way, anyway. Sorry to be crass about it. It just sounds like a lot of work for not a lot of payoff.”

      She laughs. “Spoken like a person not easily starstruck.”

      “You don’t know the half of it,” I mutter.

      “I’m hoping we get a nice fat check for programming out of it, and your concern is valid. We can’t be putting a bunch of human capital behind something with one-sided value. But hey, maybe there’s a way to work in your new music program idea? Instruments cost money, right? The Crush Foundation Music Workshop has a nice ring to it, right?”

      “Not bad, I admit.”

      “Well, why don’t you give them a call and set up time to talk? Explore their ideas, pitch yours. See where it goes?”

      “Will do, boss.” I’ve seen how sports teams schmooze at elite events over the years. My family plays that particular game well, too. And if the Crush want to start being more visibly involved with youth-focused organizations, what could be better than investing in kids who desperately need to be seen like they do here at CSLV? I’ve learned how to pitch deals and love the kids here too much not to try. The more I think about it, the more I believe this could work if I pitch it to them the right way. I want to make a difference. “Thanks for the go-ahead.”

      She gives a thumbs-up as she answers an incoming call, and I head out, determined to find the funding necessary to get this music program off the ground.
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