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      To all the fans who still love this sport but don’t forgive or ignore its faults. I see you. I am you. That’s why I try to write the non-misogynistic, non-homophobic league we all deserve, not the one we currently have.
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            Prologue

          

          Landon

        

      

    

    
      There’s nothing but hazy, pale pink sky above me. The air is warm, but there’s a layer of dew on me and the lounge chair I’m sprawled on… with someone else. It’s a double lounger in Grady Garrison’s backyard. He’s the goalie and one of my closest friends on the Los Angeles Quake hockey team. I roll onto my side. The pool water shimmers in the very early morning light. A hand lands on my hip. It’s not my girlfriend’s. Angela should be at home. I blink, my gritty eyes adjusting to the hazy light of the sunrise, as I remember the night with crystal clarity—in spite of drinking what probably amounts to a magnum of champagne out of the Stanley Cup.

      We won. We fucking did it. I beat cancer and won the hardest trophy in sports in the same year. I felt—feel—incredible. Invincible. Bulletproof. And so fucking proud of myself. Also grateful as all hell. I couldn’t have done any of it on my own. Doctors, family, and my girlfriend helped me beat cancer, and my teammates helped me win my first Cup. And it’s because of that, after partying at the arena, and then taking the Cup to the team’s favorite beach bar in Venice, the teams said goodbye to our families, and then a bunch of the guys took the Cup to Chateau Marmont for an after-hours, private party in one of their bungalows. We’d gone through what felt like a war to win this thing; it had bonded us in a rare way, and we weren’t ready to let it go.

      My name will now be etched on the same Cup as my uncle and my father. I did it. Grady Garrison’s name would also be etched on the same silver Cup as some of his family members. We felt the same sense of accomplishment, I think. We proved we can live up to the family name. In his case, as he drunkenly murmured as we stumbled out of Marmont and down Sunset toward his house, “I finally proved my dad’s branch of the Garrison tree could win too.”

      “You’re the reason we won,” I returned. “You. If you’d been half the goalie, we’d never have made it.”

      “I think you all had to score the goals,” he said with his trademark wink as he grabbed my shoulder and gave me a friendly squeeze. “And you blocked at least half the shots that came my way. I’m surprised you never broke a bone.”

      “I might have, but fuck it. Worth it.”

      We spent another few hours chilling here, in his backyard, ending up shoulder-to-shoulder on this double lounger staring at the sky and laughing, like giddy prom queens after homecoming. I can say things to Grady I’ve never said to anyone. Things like “I thought I would be dead by now, not winning a Cup.” And I can say it to him because he doesn’t respond with a gasp or a sad, sympathetic stare. He says stuff like, “I love a good plot twist.”

      And better still, I can just look at him, and he seems to get how I’m feeling. What I’m thinking. And I feel the same about him. I know when he feels shitty about a game, even when he’s eked out a win. And I make sure he knows to ease up on himself with nothing but a nod and a stick tap ritual we’ve invented without ever discussing it. Like last night before the very last game, his shoulders were higher than they should be. His grip on his stick seemed more rigid than normal as he used his skates to rough up the freshly cleaned ice in his crease. I skated by and tapped his ass with the end of my stick. I usually hit his lower back, but this time I purposely aimed for the ass because it would get his attention. Our eyes locked, and I mouthed breathe, and he mouthed you too.

      And we fucking did, and we fucking won.

      I know it’s Grady beside me on the lounger, hand on my hip. It’s large and firm and oddly possessive. Angela’s at home, in our bed alone, sleeping off her own hangover, I’m sure. My girl was drunk when she left Musica’s, a beach bar the team frequents, in a Lyft. She was smiling too, which is something that’s been rare lately. Also, if it were Angela behind me right now, I wouldn’t have what feels like a steel rod pressed against the curve of my ass.

      It doesn’t freak me out. Men get morning wood. I’m a dude, so I get the uncontrollability of it. In junior hockey, when we had to share rooms, I’d usually wake up before my roommate, and my eyes have caught the tent in the other guy’s bedsheets more than once. It’s simple biology.

      But what freaks me out more than a little bit is… I don’t want to move away. I like it. I even wonder what would happen if I gently pushed my ass back into him the way Angie does to me. Or used to… before the whole cancer thing.

      The feeling is new and intense, probably mixed up with the closeness Grady and I have developed as friends and the distance Angie and I have developed as lovers. I long for a good, brainless fuck. I mean, not with Grady. I don’t… I’m not… and neither is he. But like, god, it feels good to have this contact, even if he’s dreaming he’s with some puck bunny.

      His body moves, his hand pulling me onto my back—which I don’t fight. His wide, thick, impossibly muscled thigh drops across my… oh fuck. It’s draped across my morning wood. Oh holy hell.

      I freeze. My eyes snap shut. He sort of stretches and flexes like a dog waking from a deep sleep in a sun patch. If Grady were a dog, he’d be a cane corso. I’d be a golden retriever. Whose hard dick is now being rubbed by this corso’s enormous leg. And fuck if it doesn’t feel exquisite.

      But it can’t and it shouldn’t, and we’ll both die of embarrassment if we realize what’s happening. Plus, I have a girlfriend. More than a girlfriend, Angie is a life partner. So as he yawns and his unruly ginger beard rubs deliciously against the column of my neck, I force my face to relax and try to pretend I’m asleep. Passed out. Entirely unconscious and not aware that my blood is igniting with every brush of his thigh and tickle of his beard.

      I’m straight. I’m straight. I’m straight.

      The mantra sings through my head, and when it doesn’t work, I change the tune.

      He’s straight. He’s straight. He’s straight.

      Before I can switch to the most important fact—I’m not a cheater. I do not do what has been done to me—Grady wakes up. I can tell because his body stiffens and his breath stops. I make sure not one fiber of my being reacts. I stay limp, where I can, and keep my breathing slow and steady, and make sure my lashes don’t flutter. Eventually, Grady takes a breath and moves. As he untangles us, his movements are way more light and graceful than I’d expect from a giant. He seems to pause, his ass clinging to the edge of the lounger, I think, because all I can sense is a vague weight on his side. I don’t dare open my eyes.

      And then, as I contemplate when to casually, fake-wake-up, his knuckles drag gently over my cheek, ghosting my own feeble playoff beard. The touch is so light and so unexpected that it doesn’t seem to register. I swear I hear a very faint, “Perfect,” over the pounding of my heart and roaring of my blood. Then, a few heartbeats later, there’s a splash. I startle. My eyes fly open, and I sit up.

      The water in the pool is a series of ferocious ripples before Grady’s head breaches the surface in the middle. My gaze darts to the pool deck, but his clothes aren’t there. He’s still wearing everything but his shoes. His cellphone is on the lounger by my right ankle. Mine is in my shoe, where I dumped it when it died last night. I walk to the pool’s edge—I’m achy and wobbly from the hangover. Grady gives his head a shake like a wild coyote emerging from a lake. He wipes his eyes and smiles at me.

      “That happened, right?” he says quietly, and my heart skips. “We won the Stanley Cup?”

      Oh yeah, that. I nod. “It happened.”

      He lets out a roar of joy, and it makes me laugh, the awkward tension floating away as I cannonball into the pool. The cool water soothes me and numbs the parts of me I’ve failed to control this morning. When I break through the surface and run my hands over my face, shoving the water from my eyes and my pale hair back from my forehead, Grady is in front of me.

      “What a fucking glorious day!” he bellows.

      I slap the water with my hands and tip my head back and laugh. “Holy fuck, what a ride. I can still feel the Cup in my hands as you handed it to me on the ice for my turn.”

      He smiles, and I stop noticing the chill in the water. “You know the core memory I’m never gonna forget? When that buzzer sounded and you hurled yourself over those boards and skated right at me.”

      “We all piled on you.”

      “Yeah, but you were first.”

      His hand catches the back of my neck, and he tugs me toward him. Heat spirals down my spine. He hugs me, water swirling around us, our wet bodies pressed together. It’s friendly, just friendly, but my body reacts like it’s more than that brief second before he lets go and steps back. “I’m really glad I got to win this with you.”

      “Think we can do it again next year?”

      “You might be able to…” His smile falters. “We all know the Quake’s precariously close to being over the cap limit next year. They’re gonna have to drop some contracts.”

      “Not you.”

      “Yeah, probably me. I tend to be expendable. Look at my history.” Grady has been traded before. More than once. And I know there’s a grain of truth to his statement. He was brought in because our goalie Collingwood, was put on long-term injury reserve due to back-to-back surgery. They traded our backup goalie for Grady and brought up a kid from the farm team to back him, but the kid struggled. Grady carried us through this playoff run.

      “That would suck,” I utter what feels like the understatement of the year.

      “Yeah.”

      Our eyes lock, and everything gets intense. I’m drowning in emotions I’ve never felt before, so I reach under the water for his pants. My fingers find soggy belt loops, and I yank him into me until our bodies collide and I wrap an arm around his back like a standard bro-hug that feels anything but standard. “You’re my favorite teammate.”

      The words feel thick and heavy but also frivolous. Because he’s more than my favorite teammate. He’s one of my favorite people. He hugs me back, squeezing hard and holding me so close I can barely breathe, but it’s okay because I don’t want to. His head moves just a fraction of an inch on my shoulder, his beard brushing my neck, and I think… I think we’re both getting hard again. What the f⁠—

      “Morning winners!” Angela’s voice rings out like a fire alarm.

      We step apart, no jumping, no freaking out. Because we haven’t done anything. Not a thing. She’s wearing sunglasses and a flowy white sundress with gold sandals, looking refreshed for a woman I know was hammered only four hours ago. One hand holds a tray of coffees and the other a bag of fast food. “I thought the bro-hug phase would have ended by now. Apparently, it’s just moved into the water.”

      “It started on water,” Grady reminds her. “Ice is frozen water.”

      She smiles bigger. “Full circle then. Time to eat.”

      “You’re a savior,” Grady says, wading to the wide concrete steps of the pool. “I usually have to order Uber Eats, and it takes forever.”

      And just like that… life goes back to normal. I feel relief as I follow him out of the pool… and pretend there isn’t an inkling of disappointment dripping off my feelings like the water off my saturated clothing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 1


          

          
            Grady

          

        

      

    

    
      My cell buzzes on my coffee table. I let it ring twice before I lower the volume on the new Gladiator movie. It rings once more before I glance at the screen. I know who it is. I mean, not definitively, but it’s either my agent or my grandparents because those are the only people in my life who use cellphones for actual calls.

      I’m back in California, had a few practices with the team, and just started to let myself dream of being there when they raise the Stanley Cup Championship banner at the Quake’s first game of the season. So, of course, it’s my agent. I slowly lean forward, hit Accept, then speaker, and close my eyes. “Hey, Clark.”

      “I have good news and bad news.”

      My shoulders sag. “Where am I going?”

      I’m not new to this. My professional career as a hockey goalie started when I was eighteen. I spent two years on the Vipers, four years on the Thunder, two years in Brooklyn, one year in Seattle, and, now, a year and a half in Los Angeles. I’m used to trades, and I don’t mind. Except this time, I do.

      “Well, so you’ve figured out the bad news,” Clark says, confirming that the trade is happening. “Here’s the thing. They love you. They know you’re still hotter than August in Los Angeles, but they have cap issues. They can’t make it work. They really tried, Grady, which is why this is coming so late.”

      “Yeah. Okay,” I say and try not to sigh. I’m sure they did try. I know I was a big part of that Stanley Cup win last year. Huge part. Everyone knows that. “So where am I headed?”

      “That’s the good news!” Clark tries so hard to be upbeat. Bless him. He’s a really good agent and I have no complaints about him. “There was serious interest from four different teams. Ultimately, the Riptide offered a first-round pick for you and both their goalies. Both. You’re going to Maine, Grady. Hometown turf, and you get to play with another cousin.”

      Oh.

      The news sends a small ripple of excitement through me and then a smaller rush of anxiety. Before I can process either emotion, and as I scrub the ginger beard that’s still damp from my recent shower, Clark adds, “And you’re not going alone. They traded Landon Casco, too.”

      “Wh… What? Landon? Casco?” I stutter and lean closer to the phone, like I somehow misheard. “But he’s the coach’s nephew.”

      “And this is business,” Clark reminds me. “Casco is a bit of a wildcard because of his medical history.”

      “He was huge during that Cup run. Best defenseman they have.”

      “Yeah, and now he’s gonna be the best defenseman the Riptide have. His contract is up this year, and his agent thinks as highly of Casco as you do. He was asking for a shit ton of cash and wasn’t budging.”

      Shit. I mean, I’ve learned not to take trades personally, but if it were my direct relative letting me go… it’d be hard to remain indifferent. I clear my throat. “When do I have to leave?”

      “You should be hearing from the Riptide’s office in the next forty-eight hours with a flight and other info,” Clark tells me as I stare at a gleaming, muscled Paul Mescal on my hundred-inch television screen. “The media is being informed as we speak.”

      “Then I should go because my family group ch—” About ten messages flash on my screen as the Garrison family group chat explodes. “They all know. The fam. I will call you tomorrow, Clark. Thanks.”

      “This is a good move, Grady. You’ll have to get used to winters again, and no celebrity neighbors, but the Riptide wants this to work long term. You might be able to grow roots where your roots already exist,” he says, and I feel those same emotions again—excitement tinged with anxiety.

      “Later, Clark.” I end the call, pick up the phone, and lean back into the plush sofa. I try to remember the number of the movers I used the last time I was traded as I pull up the group chat.

      
        
          
            
              
        CONNER: Welcome to the team, G! I’m fuckin’ stoked!

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        DAD: I’m so proud of you! As always!

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        MOM: He’s taking the day off work tomorrow to drive to the team store in Portland and get your jersey.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        ROSE: Family road trip! Congrats, G. We are ALL happy for you.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        TATE: I’m not. Fuck that.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        LIV: You will be missed, Grady!

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        TENLEY: Nash is in a worse mood than usual, and for once, I understand why. You will be SO missed Grady!

      

      

      

      

      

      I watch more messages flood in from my uncles and aunts and then my paternal grandparents. They declare it a dream come true. I smile. It won’t be a bad thing. And Landon is going with me. That’s kinda… cool.

      I respond to the chat, telling them I’ll see them soon, then I thank them and tell them lovingly to fuck off because I have to pack. They all send laughing emojis and middle finger emojis, except Aunt Rose, who says Sigh. You kids with the potty mouths.

      I put down my phone and head out to the small patio in my backyard. The scent of night jasmine is carried on the night breeze. I walk over to my pool and promptly sit down on the tile edge, dipping my legs into the cool water. I didn’t swim nearly enough. I’m going to miss it.

      I stare at the thick hedge that skirts my small property and then lie back against the still-warm tile. The sky is a blanket of inky darkness, not a star to be seen through the light pollution and regular pollution. At least there will be stars to see in Maine.

      And Landon.

      There will be Landon. My heart flutters at the thought because, since he returned to the team after successfully battling cancer, I’ve developed an inappropriate but severe crush on him. He was on medical leave when I was traded to the Quake, and I really didn’t know much about him before he came back. Now I know he’s got a wicked sense of humor, a quiet perseverance on the ice, an obsession with finding the perfect sandwich, and doesn’t let anything throw him off his game—not even cancer. He loves vanilla ice cream, hates cauliflower, and has a cut, thick cock. I couldn’t help but sneak a peek in the shower once or twice. Oh, and most important—he’s got a long-term girlfriend. One who saw him through his illness and doesn’t miss a game. She works as a graphic artist and made the coolest cartoon portrait of the team with the Cup, which Landon put on shirts for all of us. He handed them out just yesterday.

      So I guess Angela is coming to Maine, too. I can’t even let myself be depressed about it because Angela is a great girl. Always smiling. Always nice to the team and the other wives and girlfriends, according to both my cousins, Liv, who is dating Crew Westwood, and my cousin Tenley, who is married to Nash Westwood, the Quake’s two co-captains.

      I close my eyes and listen to the crickets chirp, the breeze rustle my hedges, and the water gently lap against the aquamarine tiles on the side of the pool. Landon’s face, with his dirty blond hair and his intense but friendly blue eyes, and his guarded smile, fill my head. We hit it off from the second he stepped back into the locker room after his cancer battle. It wasn’t this loud, public friendship. It was more like a few shared looks, quiet nods, and inside jokes. When we talked, it was always real. Deep. Easy. We just got each other.

      So, yeah, it will be nice to have him on the team. Someone I already share a bond with. It can be exhausting forging new alliances and friendships. It’s never been as easy on my other teams as it was with Landon on the Quake. People think that because I almost always have a relative on the team I get traded to, that bond is a given, but it’s not. I’ve only played with my cousins for fun. Or in junior leagues. At this level, they’re different, and so am I. We don’t necessarily have the connection in the arena that we have out of it.

      As a goalie, I’m kind of an alien on any team. The first to get blamed for losses and the last to get credit for big wins. Landon always skated over after a game—win or lose—and tapped my back, just above my ass, with his stick. With a look in his eyes that, I swear to God, murmured I got you, and the nod of his head.

      I get up, walk into the house, dripping water everywhere, grab my phone, and head back outside. As I sit back down by the edge of the pool, I scroll through my messages. There are a lot of group chats with Quake teammates, which I’m sure will start blowing up any minute with condolences and well-wishes, but I scroll until I find my messages with just Landon. For some reason, this summer he started sending me sunrise photos from San Francisco and from his family’s summer home in Maine. So I started sending him sunset photos.

      We never said a word, just sent the pics. I have no idea why.

      But today I type my first actual words to him in this message thread.

      
        
          
            
              
        GRADY: Hey. See you soon.

      

      

      

      

      

      I hit send. I know he’s dealing with feelings that are completely foreign to him. His family is probably blowing up his phone the way mine did. The last thing he needs is something more to respond to, so I don’t want to ask him if he’s okay or how he feels about it or if I can help with his move because everyone is likely saying some version of that. So instead, I add one more thing.

      
        
          
            
              
        GRADY: And PS: I got you.

      

      

      

      

      

      As soon as I hit send, my phone starts blowing up with messages from other teammates… now former teammates… and a welcome message from the Portland Riptide Captain, Abbott Barlowe. I spend the rest of the night fielding those and walking around my soon-to-be former home. I go through the closet, pulling the essentials I’ll bring with me immediately, and email the realtor I bought the place from so I can list it. And by the time I fall asleep, I’ve almost forgotten that I messaged Landon at all.

      Almost.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Landon

          

        

      

    

    
      I stare at her with a pleading look. It’s probably pathetic, but I don’t know what else to say or do. She won’t do anything but cry. So the only noise, other than her sobs, is the sportscast on the television behind me as I stand in front of the couch she’s crumpled into.

      “We knew something big was coming for the Quake. They wouldn’t be able to balance the books with all those hefty contracts. But trading Grady Garrison and Landon Casco? That was a shake-up even Quake super fans didn’t see coming. Garrison is arguably the hottest goalie in the league right now, but his contract ends later this year, and there’s no way they’ll be able to afford him with the Westwood and Tate Garrison’s contracts. He’s not that big of a surprise, but Casco? Kid just beat cancer, he’s bounced back to become their best defenseman, and he’s the coach’s nephew. This was a shock.”

      I feel a knot start to form in between my shoulder blades. My phone buzzes on the coffee table for the hundredth time since my agent called. “Angie. Please.”

      She takes a ragged breath and looks up at me with bloodshot eyes. “I have a career. A life here. I was just getting back to normal.”

      I run a hand through my hair, which I haven’t cut in a year. It’s shaggy, to say the least, and constantly in my eyes. But two years ago, I didn’t have hair, thanks to chemotherapy, so I enjoy the nuisance now. “Angela. Seriously. It sucks. I get it. But I can’t change it, and all the crying in the world won’t either.”

      She sniffs and wipes at the mascara streaking her cheeks. “Your uncle is an asshole for doing this to us. I knew he never liked me!”

      “Angie, he didn’t do this to us. It’s not personal, it’s hockey.” I want to get snarky with her because my patience is wearing out, and also because attacking my uncle and making this about her is ridiculous. But Angela doesn’t know that the Quake made me a really decent offer, trying hard to lock me down before my contract officially expires at the end of this season. It was less than five hundred grand off what I wanted. I said no, knowing it meant they would look to trade me. I did this. Not my uncle.

      “When do they expect us to go?” She’s never been through a trade, and Angela doesn’t really pay attention when it happens to other players.

      “I don’t know yet, but I’m guessing soon. Training camp has technically started, and we’ll have pre-season games starting next week,” I explain.

      “Next week?” Her voice is high and as sharp as a chef’s kitchen knife. “What the fuck, Landon! I have a life here!”

      She sounds angry and looks heartbroken. One of us has to attempt to be calm. Inside, though, I’m reeling because I was just traded by the only team I’ve known. Yeah, I may have pushed them in this direction, but they took the hint, and well, fuck, I can’t help but wonder if I fucked myself. I’m definitely panicking a little, internally. But I take a deep breath and exhale slowly. “Do you want to stay here? You don’t have to move right away. Lots of wives stay if the kids are in school, usually if the player is traded mid-season, but like, you can do it. If you want. If you have work stuff that can’t travel with you.”

      Angela runs her own freelance graphic design company, and she works from home, so… I’m not buying her big concern is work. There’s no reason why she can’t work with the same clients from a different state. Still, if she doesn’t want to rush out of L.A., it’s not the end of the world. Maybe it will even help us.

      “What, so now you don’t care if I go with you?”

      “Whoa. I didn’t say that,” I reply, but she’s already off the couch, storming past me. I turn, following her with my eyes. “Angie, let’s talk this out!”

      “All we fucking do is talk!” she snaps, turning in the doorway to our bedroom. “We talk about why I don’t want kids, we talk about how to communicate better, we talk about why we don’t have sex anymore. Talking isn’t fixing anything. So let’s just shut up and move. Maybe that will fix it.”

      She steps into the bedroom and slams the door. I ball my fists up at my sides and fight the urge to scream at the ceiling. How is this where we are right now? Why is this where we are right now? What are we even holding onto at this point?

      My phone buzzes again. I ignore it and reach for the remote instead because the fucking sportscaster won’t shut up.

      “We know the Riptide owners, native Mainers, like collecting Garrisons like they’re sports cars, but taking Landon too is risky. He was an average player, hardly remarkable before he unfortunately got sick. Was his return season an anomaly or will it last?”

      “Fuck you,” I hiss at the announcer.

      “Let’s ask our resident Garrison expert and hockey color commentator, Devin Garrison, his thoughts on this blockbuster trade.”

      I wait, only because I like Devin Garrison. He was a hell of a player, and he’s transitioned into a fair, unbiased sportscaster. But maybe I should turn it off in case he agrees with them. Devin’s face fills my sixty-five-inch television. “Well, Grady, he’s hell of a get and I’m not just being biased because he’s my nephew. He’s in his prime, and he’s a great value for the money. I think they may have created a problem by trading both goalies for him and picking up Tyson Michaels, who was a free agent this summer. Both are used to being the starter. If Larue thinks one of them will ride the bench without balking, he’s probably in for a rude awakening. As far as Casco, the kid was young and finding his feet before he got sick. His trajectory since he got better may look like a miracle, but it’s exactly where he would have been without the blip. He’s a Casco. I played against his dad, who won a Cup after what should have been a career-ending injury. For me, he’s going to bring the Riptide the skill and grit they need to finally be solid Cup contenders. And I’m not just being hopeful because my kid is on the team.”

      The announcers chuckle, and I feel slightly better. Slightly. I put the remote back on the coffee table, and my phone screen lights up again. In the long list of messages, one name catches my attention. Grady.

      “Angie, it’s Maine, not freaking Siberia,” I call out in one last attempt to… I don’t know what? Magically heal a rift that started long before I was traded. “We go every summer! We even have a place to land when we get there. We can stay at the Braddock Cottage.”

      It’s my mom’s family cottage, and it’s empty most of the fall and winter. My aunt Winnie and uncle Holden live next door, so she’ll already know the neighbors. I won’t be leaving her alone in a foreign city when I’m off on road trips.

      “We go every summer because your family insists on it,” she calls back through the closed door. “And it’s muggy there. My hair will be in a constant state of frizz. I’ll have to get twice as many keratin treatments.”

      She sounds so ridiculously vain and vapid, but I know she’s not. She’s just a woman who’s been through a lot in the last couple of years and had the rug pulled out from under her again. Because of me. Again. I sigh and try not to focus on the fact that she doesn’t love Maine the way I do. The family vacations to the cottage my grandfather’s family built are some of the best memories in my life. I feel at peace there. I love Maine, and playing there is far from the end of the world. I had no idea where I would end up when I wouldn’t bend on the contract negotiations, but the Riptide would have been high on my list if I could have picked.

      “Angie, you can get a keratin treatment a week if you want. I don’t care. I’ll do whatever it takes to make you happy, babe. If you’ve got my back, I’ll have yours.” I’ve been telling her this since I realized I was in love with her, which was the third date. That was nine years ago.

      I pick up my phone, scanning the slew of messages. The bedroom door opens, and Angie’s pretty face stares at me, no longer crying but pouty. “I’m gonna miss this place so much. Do we have to sell it, Landon? Please say no. We can come back on breaks in the season if we keep it.”

      Well, fuck. Yeah, we kind of have to sell it. This teeny house in Venice, a block from the beach, with a rooftop deck with views of the ocean, cost me ten million. And I’m also holding onto the apartment in our hometown of San Fran, which cost me eleven million. I’m cash poor, and I know Maine is cheap, but something has to give. The medical bills from my cancer treatment didn’t help with that situation.

      “I’ll figure out a way to keep it,” I say as I turn back to my phone.

      There’s a welcome message from the captain of the Riptide. I respond quickly, telling him I’m looking forward to joining the team, and I hope he’s healing well. I’d heard he had surgery this summer for something. Was it his hip or knee? I don’t remember exactly. There’s a bunch of goodbye messages from Quake players. I keep scrolling until Grady’s message.

      “Have you talked to your parents?” Angela calls through the door, which she left ajar.

      “Yeah, as soon as I hung up with my agent,” I reply because Angie was at Pilates or some such shit when I got the call. “He says this is a good thing. A fresh start. If I keep playing the way I’m playing next year, when my contract ends, I’ll be able to sign anywhere.”

      “If he’s right, then maybe we can come back here.” The hope in her voice is undeniable and also aggravating. I don’t think I want to come back here. “I have a feeling Tate may want to switch with you. With his kid now, and another on the way, he’ll likely enjoy being close to his hometown and parents. And I know all those boys want to play together, just like their dads wanted to.”

      “Wait. What? Tate is having another kid?” I can’t keep my jaw from dropping.

      “Yeah. Shit. Was that a secret? Mallory told me, but yeah, she’s barely showing, so maybe I should have been quiet. But anyway, you two could switch next year!”

      How do I explain to my girlfriend that you can’t just swap teams with your friend because it’s convenient? Also, Tate is offense, and I’m defense. She gets that… right? Now I wonder if, after nine years of dating me, she doesn’t actually know my position, or anything about the sport I love. “That’s… a long shot, babe.”

      Holy crap. Tate is going to have two kids before thirty. I’m twenty-eight, and kids haven’t even hit my radar yet. Actually, they have hit my radar; they just haven’t hit Angela’s. She doesn’t have a clock… or it hasn’t started yet. And now I may not even be able to have kids. That’s something that’s been weighing on me since my first round of chemo.

      She’s standing in the doorway again, and she looks sad. “Are we really doing this?”

      “I’m doing it. Yeah. I have to, Angie. I didn’t fight so hard to come back from cancer to give up now,” I say, and she seems to absorb that—understand it.

      She sighs. “I’m calling my sister.”

      She closes the door. Calling her sister isn’t a bad thing, necessarily. Angela and her sister Julie are close, unlike me and my siblings. I think it’s because they’re only two years apart, whereas Callan and Lola are eight years younger than me. At least, that’s the rationale I tell myself.

      I sit down on the couch as I finally find Grady’s message.

      I read his second message over and over. And PS: I got you.

      I have to admit it feels nice knowing he’s going to be there too. Grady is a good guy. He wasn’t on the team when I went on leave for my cancer, but he was our number one goalie by the time I got back. I hit it off with him instantly. We just vibed. If I could pick one dude to bring with me, it would be him.

      I smile, for the first time since the news broke, and I text him back.

      
        
          
            
              
        LANDON: I got you too. See you soon.
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      “I’ve never been on a private jet before!” Angela squeals as she flips her long blonde hair over both shoulders and turns to me. “Do I look okay? Private plane worthy?”

      I fight the urge to shrug. Because honestly, how the fuck do I know? But I give her outfit a quick once-over and nod with confidence. “Angela, you look great.”

      Her cheeks pink from the compliment and the excitement, I’m sure. “Thank you.”

      The flight attendant approaches and gives us a friendly smile. “Right this way. We’re ready for boarding.”

      Angela pushes her shoulders back and marches toward the glass doors that lead to the small tarmac at the private Long Beach airport. “Landon is still in the bathroom.”

      I point toward the oak doors in the small, private waiting area… or terminal, or whatever the hell you call it when it’s for a private jet. The guy nods, and Angela sighs so loud I can hear it from over here. “He’ll find his way. I want to make a reel while the light is good.”

      “I’ll wait for him,” I say, and the flight attendant nods.

      “I’ll get Miss Webb settled and come back in a moment.”

      He rushes to pull open the door for Angela as she fiddles with her phone. She heads, swinging her hips and grinning like she won the lottery. Before the door swooshes closed behind her and the flight attendant, I hear her ask him if he could film her.

      I chuckle to myself.

      “What’s so funny?”

      I glance over my shoulder, and there’s Landon. He’s staring at me with those bright, intelligent blue eyes, and he’s wiping his hands on the sides of his dark blue pants. “Where’s Angie?”

      He sounds instantly and completely panicked, and those eyes I love start darting around the small room. I reach out and grab his shoulder, giving it a gentle, friendly squeeze. “Relax, she already boarded.”

      “She’s on the plane.” I can feel the tension dissipate under my palm, still on his shoulder. “Okay. Great.”

      “You thought she would bail? Like a runaway bride or something?” I ask, half joking as I remove my hand from his shoulder. I realize this isn’t a laughing matter when he doesn’t even crack a smile.

      “She totally lost it when the trade was announced,” Landon explains, lowering his voice to a whisper. “She doesn’t want to leave Los Angeles.”

      “She is downright giddy about the plane ride,” I assure him. “She had the flight attendant help her make a reel.”

      “Really?’ Landon blinks. He looks relieved.

      The flight attendant reappears, holding open the door and motioning at us. “Are you ready?”

      “Yeah.” I nod and follow Landon out the door.

      I take a deep breath of California air for the last time, at least until we’re on a road trip back here. The air is gritty and warm, but there’s always something enjoyable in it, like jasmine or salt from the ocean. I’m gonna miss it. Los Angeles has been my favorite place to live so far. And my favorite team.

      “She was really upset. I’ve never seen her that upset,” Landon tells me as we walk across the pavement to the stairs that lead to the jet. “Even when I had cancer, she was… I mean, she cried, but she was strong. Determined. But the trade had her… despondent. It freaked me out.”

      “I think the jet has quelled some of her sadness,” I promise him as I climb the stairs and step into the private plane.

      I’ve never been in one of these either, just like Angela. There’s plush seating and a mahogany bar, and even what looks like a king-size bed at the back of the plane. Clearly, it’s a lot for Landon too, because he stutter-steps, causing my front to smack into his back. The brief full-body contact makes a shimmer of electricity shoot through me. His body is warm and hard, and he’s the perfect height for me, about six-one-ish, I’d guess. Oh, who am I kidding? I don’t have to guess; it has his height listed as six-one on the official hockey website, and yeah, I looked. Six foot one and a hundred and ninety-one pounds. His cheat meal is a fried chicken sandwich with pickles, radish, and Calabrian chili mayo. His dirty secret is that he actually likes romcoms. Did I memorize his bio on the Quake site? Maybe.

      “This plane is insane,” he remarks.

      “It’s his nicest one,” the flight attendant replies.

      “He has more than one?”

      “Yeah, he has one for the team too, but it’s more… basic.” The flight attendant shrugs. “This is his personal plane.”

      He’s referring to one of the Riptide owners. I don’t know which one. Both are local tech bros who invented an app and made millions. I’ve never met the team owners, but I have a feeling I’ll meet these two because they’re big fans of my family’s hockey legacy.

      “Landy, can you take my pic? You always get my best angle,” Angela announces as she holds her phone out to her boyfriend and lifts a champagne flute with her other hand.

      Landon blocks the aisle to get a couple of shots, and I wait patiently. They’re cute together. Have been since I met her, his third game back after his cancer. When he’s done, Landon hands her phone back and sits across from her in one of the plush swivel chairs, and I sit in one across the aisle from the two of them. The flight attendant brings two more champagne flutes and fills them. “Can I also get a water, please?”

      “Not a problem. I’ll bring a carafe once we’re in the air. Please, everyone, buckle up. We’ll be pushing back imminently.” He disappears to the kitchen area by the cockpit, where I also saw a seat for him.

      “This is wild,” Landon remarks. “Our new owners are rich.”

      “Our last owners were rich too and got richer thanks to us,” I remind him.

      “And they never even got us a jet,” Landon jokes, and our eyes lock. His eyes are a shade of blue I’ve never seen. They’re inky with a bright, light ring around the outer edge. My God, I have it bad.

      I shift in my seat and move my gaze to Angela, who is gulping back her champagne pretty quickly. Her glass is already three-quarters empty. “Angie, you’re gonna love Maine. It’s the perfect time to be going too because it’s still warm and the leaves are about to change.”

      “Mmm hmm. Well, they do seem to have a strong fanbase. I’ve gained almost four hundred new followers overnight,” Angela says and finishes her champagne.

      “Angie is one of those WAGs who embraces the attention,” Landon says quietly.

      “WAG makes us sound like dogs,” Angie whines. “Is it so hard to say wife or girlfriend?”

      She isn’t smiling, but she isn’t frowning either. She puts down her empty glass and points to the one the attendant filled for Landon. “You’re not drinking that, right?”

      He shakes his head, so she lifts the glass off the table. “Cheers to new beginnings, I guess.”

      She tips the glass toward me, so I grab my flute off the small table in front of me and lean forward to clink it to hers. “To coming home.”

      “Right!” She nods and takes a long, big sip. After she swallows, she continues. “You’re a hometown boy. Why don’t you live at home then? Not that I mind you in the cottage with us. It’s big enough and we love us some Grady, don’t we, Landon?”

      “We do love us some Grady,” Landon says and gives me a smirk. He lowers his voice, but he’s loud enough that Angela can still hear him. “Someone is getting tipsy.”

      She swats at him but takes another long gulp. I chuckle and take a sip. I’m not actually a fan of champagne. I only drink it if it’s out of a Cup named Stanley. I put down my glass. “Silver Bay is two hours inland from Portland, so the commute would be hell. Besides, I don’t actually have my own place there. I still squat at my parents’, or one of my cousins places when I go home. In the summers, I rent Air BnBs.”

      She looks positively gobsmacked at that fact. “You don’t have your own house? How old are you?”

      “Angie, that sounds bitchy,” Landon warns.

      She lifts a hand to her open mouth and her cheeks pinken. “Shit. I’m sorry. I don’t mean it that way. I moved out at eighteen, so I’m just… It’s shocking to me. Sorry.”

      I shrug. “Not offended. I guess I figured I would get my own place when I retire. Silver Bay feels more like a vacation spot than home right now, and I want to be settled when I finally put down roots there. If I put down roots there.”

      “You’re gonna need roots somewhere eventually,” Angela advises as the plane starts to move down the tarmac to the runway. “I mean, when you finally settle down and get married and stuff. Your wife will want a home.”

      “Or three,” Landon mutters under his breath, the light gone from his eyes. I pretend not to notice. Angela finishes the second flute of champagne as the front of the plane lifts into the air. My ears start to pop. “So how old are you again?”

      “Twenty-Nine.”

      “So you’re like midway through your career?”

      “As a goalie, I think I can honestly say I’m on the back end.” I hate saying it aloud, but it’s probably true. My hips are stiffer and stiffer each year. I had a hot season last season, but there are no guarantees it’ll ever happen again. I think, if I’m lucky, I’ll make it to thirty-three in this league.

      “And you’re still single? All this time?” Angela looks stunned again.

      I nod, but before I can pull from my Rolodex of excuses, Landon speaks. “There are a ton of people who don’t meet their soulmates in their twenties. Your sister Julie is still single at thirty-three.”

      “Not by choice!” Angela says and then… oh fuck…. Her eyes flare. “What’s your type, Grady? Do you like older women? Please do not be one of those pervs who date the nineteen-year-old puck bunnies. And by date, I mean fuck.”

      Landon groans. “Angie, you’re being invasive. And FYI, I have never seen Grady with a puck bunny, of any age.”

      “Are you going to drink the rest of that?” Angie asks, pointing to my drink. I shake my head. She hesitates but takes it. “I should probably make you drink this so you’ll open up. But… I need it.”

      She takes a big sip. “So, what’s your type?”

      “Likes to laugh, doesn’t take life too seriously,” I find myself saying. “But I have a strong sense of self and confidence because my family is a lot to handle. I’ve been told I can be a lot to handle, too.”

      Landon’s eyebrows shoot up, and he stares at me. “By who?”

      I smile. “I have had relationships, Landon. Just not any since I joined the Quake.”

      “Build your perfect physical specimen,” Angela demands and waves a hand at me. “Be superficial, I won’t judge.”

      Another question which would be easy if I was allowed to be honest, but I’m not. Luckily, I’m used to thinking quickly. “On the taller side because I’m⁠—”

      “A fucking giant,” Landon interjects, and I flip him a quick middle finger, which makes him laugh.

      “Continue!” Angela urges as the plane levels off. “Light or dark hair? Boob or ass man?”

      “Not fussed with hair color. I do like light eyes,” I say and feel oddly seen. “Definitely an ass man.”

      But more of a dick man than a boob or ass man…. I snark to myself.

      The flight attendant appears and tries to refill all our glasses, but Landon shakes his head. I let him fill mine because Angie will probably want it. She smiles and thanks him. He informs us we’re free to move around the cabin and that there’s a stocked pantry and mini bar that we can help ourselves to while he prepares a warm kale salad with salmon and risotto for our main meal.

      “Sounds amazing. You are amazing!” Angie gushes, and I bite back a laugh.

      He smiles, and Landon laughs sheepishly. “She’s… enthusiastic when she drinks.”

      “I’m here for it,” he says and then disappears again.

      Angie unbuckles her seat belt and wanders around, looking out the windows. “So, Grady… do you get lonely?”

      “Not really. I have too big a family. If I’m bored or feeling down or whatever, I can always reach one of them,” I explain, and she looks like she doesn’t buy it.

      “Yeah. Okay. There are, like, a hundred of you, so I get that, but I mean… lonely for contact. For connection in a way that’s illegal with blood relatives.” She wiggles her perfectly sculpted eyebrows and neither Landon or I can contain our laughter. She laughs, too, and grabs her champagne off the table. “Seriously, if you don’t fuck puck bunnies and you haven’t had a relationship in over a year, you’ve got to be lonely. I mean, there’s only so much satisfaction you can give yourself, I’m guessing.”

      “Angie. Again, too invasive.”

      But I’m suddenly invested in this conversation. Something she said has snagged every molecule in my brain. “You’re guessing?”

      “Yep.” Angela gives me a little self-conscious shrug. “I’ve never bothered to masturbate.”

      “Angie!” Landon basically gasps her name.

      “Okay, not true. I’ve masturbated for videos I send him on road trips,” Angela says. “Well, I used to anyway.”

      Wow. This flight is not going the way I thought it would. It’s way more interesting.
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      “Sorry. I swear she’s not usually this… forward,” Landon says and gives Angela a pleading look, begging her to be quiet.

      “I don’t mind, Landon,” I tell him, my eyes locked on Angie, who has decided to drop down into the seat across from me instead of across from her boyfriend. “You’re guessing about how much satisfaction a person can… provide for themselves?”

      “Oh my God, can we change the subject?” Landon sounds almost distraught—and muffled. I glance over at him, and he’s got his face covered by his hands. “I’m begging you, Angela.”

      “I’ve only been with Landon,” she explains to me, ignoring his request. “We got together when I was sixteen, and I moved in with him at nineteen. Landy’s always kind of been around and is excellent at satisfying me.”

      “Why is she still talking?” Landon mutters, and I bite back a smile.

      “I’ve had to… satisfy myself.” She shrugs and averts her eyes, her cheeks blooming with color. “I even abstained when he was sick. I was hoping our spark would come back full force once he was cured.”

      Oh wow. Yeah, this is definitely in the Too Much Information category, but yet… I love it. I love talking about sex with anyone. I find it so fascinating and erotic… Men, women, don’t care. Tell me your secrets.
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