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All Hail the Underdogs

The Breakaway Series, Book Three

E.L. Massey


For my mom. Who has read everything I’ve ever written. Even when it was indecipherable scribbles. Even when it was not her cup of tea. Even when it was spicy fanfic with the chapter heading “maybe don’t read this one, Mom.” Thanks for everything.


Chapter One

PATRICK ROMAN HAS his mother’s eyes and his father’s nose, and on his face, they’re still a family.

He considers his reflection in the filmy bus station bathroom mirror. He rubs his thumb down the raised line of scar tissue bisecting his chin: pink and new and only partially hidden in the drip-paint collage of his freckles, and then rubs harder, more habit than intention.

After spending the summer as a stern man on his uncle’s crab boat—sorting, banding, baiting, resetting, trying his best to repair the limping hydraulic trap hauler that should have been scrapped a decade ago—layers of sunburn have turned into a tan, multiplying the pigment across his nose and cheeks and shoulders to a point where he looks constantly dirty. As if he’d been working in his other uncle’s garage and absently smeared an oiled forearm over his face.

His cousin Saoirse once said that Patrick looked like a Jackson Pollock painting. He thinks she was trying to be mean. Or elitist. Or both. But he sort of agrees with her. He didn’t know who Jackson Pollock was, at first, but when he went with his aunt into town the following weekend, he used the library computer to google him.

At thirteen, with new calluses on his palms from his first-ever crab haul, constant peeling skin over his nose and shoulders, and the kind of secret that scrapes your insides hollow, he’d found the paintings, grainy and pixelated as they were on the old computer monitor, strangely familiar.

Maybe he is like a Jackson Pollock painting: a dark, incensed, anxious spatter of reds and yellows and blacks and blues. Too much color for one canvas. Too much feeling for containment. Too much, maybe, in general.

Someone bangs on the bathroom door, and he stops glaring at his reflection because there’s nothing much he can do about it.

He uses a paper towel to dry his hands, runs his fingers, still damp, over his buzzed hair, and shoulders his duffel bag.

St. James Academy is waiting.

He googled St. James when he googled the rest of the best hockey prep schools in the country.

Same library.

Same shitty library computer.

Initially, he wanted to try to play for a junior team; he was good enough, he’d been scouted. But now, money issues aside, billeting would be all but impossible considering his legal situation. So he’d spent stolen hours at school and after work searching boarding schools with prep hockey teams, comparing stats and rosters and course offerings. He sent in his game tapes and paperwork with scraped-together application fees and letters of recommendation from his former and current coaches.

He applied to six schools and was accepted at two.

St. James was the closest, not that he really cared about staying close, but his lawyer said it would make things easier for possible future hearings if he was within a few hours’ drive of Port Marta.

St. James was also the cheapest, which he did care about, and it routinely produced D1 prospects, which was his primary concern. A full scholarship with housing, a meal plan, and a chance to elevate his game to the point that maybe, next year, he could get a scholarship to college? An easy decision.

After getting a handful of salt-crusted hundreds from his uncle at the harbor early that morning as payment for his summer of work, he’d hitched a ride with another stern man from Port Marta to Brunswick and then took a Greyhound from there to Concord, and then a city bus to the station closest to St. James.

And now he’s here, standing outside with a paper map from his library’s equally shitty printer, a duffel bag from the army surplus store full of abused hockey gear, and an address written in permanent marker on his wrist. It’s three miles away, but he’s not about to waste money on an Uber.

He shoulders his bag and starts walking.

The campus looks exactly like the online pictures—sun-dappled and idyllic, with people lounging under trees and throwing frisbees and weaving colorful bikes in and out of foot traffic on immaculate sidewalks.

He’s too hot in his leather jacket, and the strap of his bag is rubbing the side of his neck raw, but he walks with a purpose and doesn’t make eye contact when people look at him.

And people do look at him.

He’s six foot two, dressed all in black and carrying a bag over his shoulder that’s nearly as big as he is. Doubtless, he stands out like some sort of hulking freckled raven among songbirds.

By the time he finds the administration building, his palms are so sweaty it’s hard to get the stupidly ornate door open. Once inside, standing in line on the marble floors, looking up at the vaulted ceiling, the whispered assertion that’s been following him since he stepped foot on campus gets louder: You do not belong here. He’s felt that way for most his life, though, wherever he was, so it isn’t that disconcerting.

He clears his throat when it’s his turn, stepping up to the counter at the student center.

“I’m a transfer,” he says. “Patrick Roman. I need to pick up my dorm keys.”

Before the receptionist has a chance to answer, though, the person behind him speaks.

“You’re our new center?”

He turns to look at the speaker and pauses.

Because he recognizes the boy’s face.

He’s seen it on rosters and game footage and even a few news articles.

During his research, Patrick memorized the names of two players at St. James Academy. Three players he thought were exceptionally good. These would be your peers, he told himself.

The first was Aiden Kane. Junior. Winger. Number 5.

The second was Justin Lefevre. Senior. Defense. Captain. Number 73.

Damien Raphael Bordeaux. Senior. Winger. Number 21.

What he didn’t anticipate is that, off the ice, Damien Raphael Bordeaux looks a lot less like the goon he does on the ice and a lot more like the kind of boy Patrick’s father warned him against becoming, sometimes with words, but sometimes with fists.

Because off the ice, Damien wears cuffed skinny jeans stretched tight over the bulk of his thighs and half-unbuttoned floral shirts and velvet scrunchies to hold back his long, curly hair. His dark skin is clear and pore-less, and the delicate gold chain around his neck should look out of place on someone so broad, but it doesn’t.

He is irritatingly well-groomed.

He’s also waiting for an answer.

“Yeah?” Patrick manages, and it maybe comes out more aggressive than he intended.

“I’m Damien,” Damien Raphael Bordeaux says, extending a hand and smiling with straight white teeth and the easy confidence that comes with money. “I’m on the hockey team too.”

He has the slightest accent that might be French. Of course, he does.

Damien’s hand is warm and dry, and the torn calluses on Patrick’s own chapped hand scrape jarringly against his palm.

“Rome,” Patrick says. Because if there’s one thing hockey has given him, it’s a name that his father didn’t.

Damien squeezes his fingers, holds on a moment past comfortable, grins wider so the skin around his eyes crinkles, and says, “Rome. Cool. Coach says you’re going to be my new center.”

And all Rome can think is:

Oh no.

*

LUCIFER WAS AN angel once.

That’s what Damien thinks the first time he sees Patrick Roman.

The boy is beautiful even though he shouldn’t be. Even though he’s doubtless the kind of person who would punch you in the face if you said the words “you” and “beautiful” to him in the same sentence.

His skin is choked with freckles. It’s potentially more freckle than skin. Not just his face, where his nose and cheekbones are so hyperpigmented they look tanned, but his collarbones and forearms and the knuckles of his callused hands. The close-shaved brown stubble of his hair should make his ears look too big or his mouth too wide, but instead, it accentuates the long curve of his throat and the cup of velvet skin between the tendons in the back of his neck. It makes his cheekbones sharper, his eyes—so light blue they look almost silver—more stark under dark spiky lashes.

He’s wearing boots and jeans and a leather jacket that could either be beat to shit for aesthetic reasons or just beat to shit, and a permanent scowl that will likely give him wrinkles at an early age but right now is just terribly flattering.

It all adds up: the interesting face; the long, wiry frame; the taut, fight-ready stance—to create a body that casting directors for edgy photoshoots would salivate over. The sort of photoshoots that, if they involve teeth, it isn’t because people are smiling.

The point is, he has a carefully curated look, and that look is fuck off.

Damien wants to touch him.

Damien has never touched someone with that many freckles before, and he doubts this particular someone would let him close enough to try, which is (he thinks a little despairingly of himself) perhaps why he finds the boy so damn compelling.

Damien reminds himself, as he stands in line at the administration office and tries not to stare at the freckled nape of the other boy’s neck, that Damien is at St. James to focus on hockey and school. He’s not here to admire transfer students who are undoubtedly straight and probably won’t share a single class with him. Damien will likely only see the newcomer from a distance for the next year and then never see him again. And that’s a good thing because he’s here to focus on school and hockey.

Except then, the new kid steps up to the receptionist’s desk and says in a rough, surprising drawl. “I’m a transfer. Patrick Roman. I need to pick up my dorm keys.”

And Damien knows that name.

It was in the email that Coach sent out over the summer. It was the name of the video file attached to it. The footage was grainy, badly spliced together, and clearly shot unprofessionally from the stands, but it was enough. Roman was good. Tall, but fast. Aggressive, but smart. Together, Damien thought, they might be great.

So when Damien hears the name, he doesn’t even think. He just speaks.

“You’re our new center?” he asks.

And the boy turns around and considers him with what might be contempt, or what might only be the way his face looks, and says, “Yeah?” like it’s a challenge.

And Damien thinks:

Oh no.


Chapter Two

THE DINING HALL is overwhelming.

Damien pointed it out as they walked to the dorm and then invited Rome to join him for dinner.

Except now, Rome is uncertain where to begin because there is food everywhere. A salad bar to his right. Omelet station on the left. Pizza and hotdogs and burgers. Lasagna. Chicken. Meatloaf. Pasta. Juices and milks and sodas and a whole section for dessert around the corner.

He follows Damien, and he fills up his tray with all the same things Damien does: chicken, pasta, mixed vegetables, a fruit cup, a cookie.

Well. Rome gets two cookies.

He feels like he did the first time he ever left Port Marta on a bantam hockey trip, and they’d stayed at a hotel and were allowed to eat as much as they wanted at the buffet for dinner. Rome gorged himself to the point that he nearly was sick. He reminds himself of that night as he carefully doles out the portions on his plate.

The dining hall isn’t going anywhere.

He’ll have these options every day now.

That realization is enough to almost make Damien’s company bearable.

Almost.

Damien clearly has no similar appreciation for the embarrassment of riches before them. Once they sit and begin eating—Rome at a careful, measured pace—Damien cheerfully complains about the chicken being too dry and the vegetables too soggy, and the unacceptable fact that St. James doesn’t offer organic salad greens. It’s a good thing Rome’s mouth is full and his hands are busy cutting his chicken because it distracts him from laughing. Or maybe punching Damien in the face.

“I’m getting milk,” Damien says as he sucks cookie crumbs off his fingers. “You want some? Coach is probably going to give you hell about your weight, just so you know.”

Rome does laugh then. A sharp, brittle thing that makes Damien frown at him.

“Yeah,” he says. “Sure.”

Every coach he’s had since he was ten and on his first real team has told him he needed to gain weight.

“You’re a tall kid for your age, son,” his bantam coach said despairingly after nearly every practice. “But you’re too skinny. Just put some weight on, and you’d be a more effective presence on the ice.”

It sounded easy, like that.

Just put some weight on.

And then he moved up to Triple A, and the refrain continued. They gave him black-and-white printouts of recommended caloric intake and carb-to-protein ratios and portion sizes, and then later, they asked if he was keeping up with his meal plans and workouts, and he’d lie and say he was.

What they didn’t seem to understand is that food costs money. And Rome didn’t have any. His family lived off markdowns and seafood they caught themselves and WIC items his stepmother snuck past his too-proud father. He worked at the rink after hours to afford getting his skates sharpened, worked at his uncle’s garage on weekends and his other uncle’s boat during the summers to pay even discounted team fees. He could afford to eat more healthy shit or he could afford hockey, but he definitely couldn’t afford both.

He doubts Damien Raphael Bordeaux, with his Ray Bans and designer shirts, has ever had that problem.

So Rome stayed skinny, and he made up for a lack of bulk with speed and aggression. He learned how to use the size he did have. He learned to intimidate without having to use his body at all.

And as long as his numbers stayed up, which they did, coaches wrote off his weight as a fast metabolism and his attitude as the kind of superiority complex that comes from being the best athlete on a small team.

So when Rome sits there with his tray full of food, healthy food, and Damien bemoans its quality—

He knew St. James Academy would be full of rich kids, but he’s never really been around rich kids before.

Even on Rome’s last team, the spectrum ranged from desperately poor to sort of poor to not poor. Rich is a whole new thing.

And apparently, that thing is disdainful of perfectly good, fully cooked, within-date chicken.

“Hey!” Damien says, flailing a little and nearly knocking over his glass of milk. “Olly! Justin! Kaner! Come meet the new guy.”

Rome recognizes only one of the three people who approach. Justin Lefevre, his new captain. Blond hair. Green eyes. Perfect teeth. He looks just like his father, and he’ll probably go on to be just as famous if his hockey career continues on its current trajectory. The other boy is brown-haired and olive-skinned and has the general look of an athlete about him. The girl’s face is vaguely familiar, with sharp features and dark hair, but he can’t place her. She also holds herself like a person used to using their body like a tool.

“This is Justin,” Damien says. “Our captain, defense.” He points to the second boy. “Olly, goalie. And—” He points to the girl. “Kaner, the other winger on our line.”

“But you’re a girl,” Rome says before he has the chance to stop himself.

“I am,” Kaner says. “Thanks for noticing.”

Weirdly, it doesn’t sound sarcastic.

“Kaner is special,” Justin says.

“Kaner is trans,” Kaner says. “Let me know if that’s going to be an issue for you.”

Rome has no idea what that means in this context, but he also knows, from the way the other boys are all looking at him, that he needs to tread lightly. “No issues here. I’m Rome.”

“Sweet,” Justin says, offering him a closed fist. “Thought your name was Patrick though. Hockey nickname?”

Rome bumps their fists together and then shakes Olly’s and Kaner’s outstretched hands. “Yeah. Started with Romer. Turned into Rome. Doesn’t feel right to answer to anything else now.”

It isn’t 100 percent true, but they don’t need to know that.

“There are worse nicknames,” Olly agrees. “Brian Campbell graduated last year. His was ‘Soup.’ And one of our D pairs is ‘Jeeves’ and ‘Wooster.’ But Coach’s email said you’re from Maine, right?” Olly has a southern lilt to his speech that makes Rome take a second, closer look at him.

He’s wearing a black shirt, jeans, and scuffed brown boots. While none of his clothing is threadbare or patched, none of it looks name brand either. Not like the others who, even in athletic gear, wear wealth like a habit. Olly’s not poor, Rome assesses, but he’s not rich either. It’s enough to give Rome a little bit of hope. Not poor is better than whatever the hell Damien, Kaner, and Lefevre are.

“Yeah, Maine,” Rome says, and then, because he knows it’s expected, “up the coast.”

Olly makes a noise of agreement and says, “You look like someone who’s actually worked a day or two in your life,” and, oh, Rome likes him already. “Any chance you know your way around washing machines?”

“Some,” Rome says.

“Well, neither of the two in the basement of our dorm are working, and maintenance can’t come until next week. I was thinking YouTube and I might go have a chat with them. You care to join me?”

Yes. Please.

“Sure.” Rome stands, remembers to tip his head to the others, and picks up his tray. He follows Olly back to the lobby, depositing his dirty dishes in a bin by the exit.

Olly touches his arm to point out the plasticware and takeaway boxes in case he ever needs one, and Rome flinches. Just a little.

Olly doesn’t say anything, but he does withdraw his hand.

“You here on scholarship?” Olly asks once they’re outside.

“Yeah. You?”

“Yessir. And I gotta say I’m happy to have you with us. When Leefer graduated, I thought I was going to be the only scholarship kid on the team. I love these guys to death, but sometimes—” Olly sighs. “You know, I was complaining about the laundry situation on the way over here, and Kaner offered to just buy us new washing machines rather than wait for maintenance to show up? Whole ass. Brand new. Washing machines. Like that’s a thing that people do?”

“Rich people,” Rome says.

“Lord, don’t I know it,” Olly agrees.


Chapter Three

WITHIN FORTY-EIGHT HOURS, Damien decides he does not particularly like Patrick Roman.

Within a week, he decides he might hate him.

He tries to be friends, harder than Rome deserves, frankly, but nothing works.

The first night, when he gets back to the dorm, he walks into the common room to the sound of Olly and Rome in the kitchen. Rome is a little less…whatever he was before. He’s not holding himself like he might need to engage his fight-or-flight reflex at any moment. And his face has settled into something that might be called a neutral expression, which progressively gets softer as Olly, nearly choking on laughter, tries to finish a story about Justin having absolutely no concept of what a single roll of toilet paper costs.

By the end of the story, Rome is smiling.

It’s a good look for him.

“And so—” Olly laughs. “Kaner and Justin go off into town on some sort of toilet paper crusade and come back with the entire back of Justin’s car full of different brands.”

“Seriously?” Rome says.

“Seriously. He kept a journal as he worked his way through them all, broken down by brand, price, comfort, company policy, and environmental impact. He has a lot of opinions about toilet paper now. Don’t get him started on it unless you want him to get out the journal and educate you.”

Rome doesn’t laugh, but it’s a near thing.

“That kid is going to do great things one day,” Olly finishes fondly. “He’s petitioning the school board to change the dress code and hygiene rules so seniors are allowed to have facial hair. He’s arguing that the rules infringe upon his bodily autonomy.”

“Can he even grow facial hair?”

“Shut up,” Olly says, too delighted to mean it. “He’d sure try if it was allowed. He says his face is made for a playoff beard.”

Rome studies the latest team picture on the refrigerator. “You know, I can see that.”

“I can, too, unfortunately— Oh, hey, Damien. We’ve got the left-side washer working, but the right is still refusing to cooperate.”

And any new softness sitting on Rome’s features evaporates the second Damien rounds the corner from common room to kitchen. He straightens, wiping his hands on the towel by the stove, and nods toward the stairs.

“Oh,” Olly says. “You don’t want to stay? I was about get out the controllers for FIFA.”

“Nah,” Rome says. “Gotta unpack. You know who my roommate is?”

“No one,” Damien supplies. “Jeeves decided not to board last minute. His parents’ house is twenty minutes away.”

“And he has a girlfriend now,” Olly adds helpfully. “And Brass—that’s our house dad; you’ll meet him later tonight—he’ll look the other way for parties, but he’s a stickler about overnight guests.”

“And Jeeves’s parents travel a lot,” Damien says.

Olly rolls his eyes. “Jeeves’s parents wouldn’t notice if there was an extra person in their maze of a house even if they were home.”

“Fair.”

Rome nods toward the stairs.

“Well,” Olly says, “thanks for your help, man.”

Rome retreats.

Olly frowns after him for a moment before taking a breath, pivoting to smile at Damien, and offering him water like he’s not perfectly capable of getting out a glass from the cabinet himself. Southern hospitality is something else.

Damien watches Rome’s back, the way his long fingers curl around the handrail on the banister, the way his battered jeans stretch over his thighs to accommodate taking two steps at a time up the stairs.

There’s a poem in that, he thinks. Something about freckled knuckles and sun-bleached oak wood. Something about shifting muscle and torn denim.

Rome’s eyes meet his just as he turns to go out of sight at the first landing, and if his expression isn’t outright hostile, it’s something close.

Damien is baffled.

Things don’t exactly improve over the following days.

Their rooms are right next to each other, so he has plenty of opportunities to invite Rome to grab coffee or froyo; to hit up the movie theater after practice; to breakfast and lunch and dinner at the dining hall.

Almost every time, Rome says no, if he says anything. Unless it’s to the dining hall, and even then, the others are usually there, and he mostly ignores Damien. Not that he’s super talkative with anyone else either. But still.

The following week, Damien steals Rome’s phone at practice one day and adds him to the group chat. Which backfires spectacularly, though he has no idea why.

When he knocks on the door to Rome’s room that evening to let him know that they ordered pizza and are skipping the dining hall, Rome is lying on his stomach on his still-bare mattress surrounded by still-bare walls with a chemistry book open in front of him and a pen clenched between his teeth.

“What,” Rome says flatly.

“Hey. We got pizzas downstairs. Olly added jalapeños. Kaner is crying but still eating it. Did you get my text?”

“No,” he says. “And stop adding me to your group chat.”

“It’s team bonding, asshole,” Damien says. “And you’re, like, three years behind. Embrace it.”

“No. I have to pay for every shitty meme you post.”

“So just get unlimited texting like a normal human being.”

“Right, because that doesn’t cost money.”

Damien rolls his eyes. “Come on, man. We’re your team. We’re worth it.”

Rome just looks at him blankly. “Get out of my room.”

“What?”

“Get out. Of my room.”

“Seriously?”

Rome slaps his textbook closed and stands up. “Fuck. Off.”

Damien fucks off.

He doesn’t try to add Rome to the group chat anymore.

The following night, after listening to a combination of Fall Out Boy, Paramore, Panic! at the Disco, and 30 Seconds to Mars bleed from the room next door for over an hour, Damien bangs his fist against their shared wall.

“Hey, Rome. Could you maybe relive the ’90s a little quieter?” he yells.

“Try early 2000s, asshole,” Rome yells back.

The music gets louder.

Chai, Damien’s roommate, sighs from his bed on the other side of the room. “Don’t,” he says.

But Damien is already halfway into the hallway.

He knocks on Rome’s door because they’re practically adults, and they can talk about this face-to-face like reasonable human beings. Except when Rome opens the door, he’s wearing the kind of expression that says this will probably either end in Damien giving up or in Damien getting punched.

“Hey,” Damien says because he’s already committed. “Have you ever heard of headphones?”

“I don’t have any.”

Damien checks his watch. “Bookstore is open until 9:00. If you hurry, you can go get a new pair before they close.”

“No.”

“Jesus. Why not? I’ll give you a pair of mine, then. What is your deal?”

“Fuck off. I don’t want your headphones.”

“Then turn the damn music down. I’m trying to read, and your angst is harshing my vibe.”

Harshing your vibe, Rome mouths, one eyebrow arched with infuriating condescension.

And Damien is readying a cutting retort, except that’s not going to get them anywhere.

“Look,” he says, palms up, not like he’s begging, but…okay, maybe a little like he’s begging, “You may not care about your grades, but I care about mine, and I can’t concentrate on Pablo Neruda with your angstfest music coming through the wall.”

“I care,” Rome says, firm and grating like that somehow wins him the argument.

“Okay,” Damien says slowly. “Then turn down your shitty music or let me give you some headphones.”

Rome doesn’t take the headphones. But he does turn the shitty music down.

After a few weeks, and a few more doorway standoffs, they have a tentative truce on the music front, and Rome starts talking a little more. But rather than ignoring Damien or giving him short responses that usually contain the words fuck and off, now, he’s added in being a sarcastic little shit as well. He rolls his eyes through conversations about gay rights or economics and straight-up leaves the common room when Damien and Brass get into a friendly debate about racial inequality in the Ivy League.

Damien probably shouldn’t be surprised. So Rome is a little homophobic. A little racist. A majority of St. James Academy students are. And he’s not even as vocal about it as some—like Chad in his poli sci class, who likes to sit behind him and quietly refer to Damien as Affirmative Action when the teacher isn’t in earshot. It sucks, but it could be worse. He knows from experience it could be worse.

Regardless, after two months, Damien can solidly say that he and Rome are not friends.

To make matters worse, for all his terrible personality traits, Rome is still entirely, unfairly, attractive. And Damien sees him naked on a near-daily basis in the locker room.

So now he knows that the freckles really are everywhere and well—

There are the tattoos to consider.

And Damien does. Consider them.

The first day of practice, Damien was studiously ignoring Rome in the locker room when Justin whistled something about wicked ink, bro, and then everyone was crowded around Rome, and Damien had to look.

Rome has four tattoos.

The largest, a series of grayscale interconnected Celtic-looking knots, forms a band around his right arm, high up, nearly to his shoulder. It’s just high enough that the sleeve of a T-shirt would cover it—clearly professional work with sharp lines and beautiful shading.

Equally beautiful is the rose under his left collarbone: black and white, fully bloomed, the outside petals just starting to curl with rippled darkened edges.

The third, a date, looks far less professional and hugs the curve of his ribcage.

The fourth is a small, chaotic mess of wobbly, faded, blue ink on the top of his right foot.

“A rabbit,” Rome said when Olly asked, as if it should be obvious.

“Bless its heart,” Olly said.

“You’re seventeen,” Damien said faintly, like maybe if he protested with the semantics of age and legality, the ink would somehow disappear.

Rome didn’t say anything.

That’s a habit of his.

So. The tattoos, even the shitty ones, round out the unfairness of the Patrick Roman situation. Because Damien has a type, and that type is apparently terrible.

The worst thing though. The worst thing is that they play really good hockey together.

He knows some players just click; he’s seen it on television and in person during NHL games and, to a degree, with Jeeves and Wooster. But he’s never personally experienced chemistry like this before. He has a weirdly innate knowledge of where Rome is at all times on the ice. And once they’ve played a few games, it’s clear the coaches will be keeping them on the same line. They’re just good together.

Not that you’d know it from the way Rome treats him.

Off the ice, Rome is still mostly quiet and reserved, if occasionally condescending and nearly always profane. On the ice, he’s abrasive and opinionated and even more profane.

Which would be a problem if he was that way with everyone, but he’s not. He immediately defers to Justin, carries on actual conversations with Olly at the net, trades sarcastic quips with Kaner, ducks to make himself smaller around the freshmen, listens intently when Coach gives advice, and even playfully roughhouses with Chai.

But with Damien?

Criticism. Always.

He criticizes Damien’s puck handling during tracking drills, his back-checking during neutral zone drills, and his ability to be clairvoyant during zone breakout drills.

Where were you? Rome snaps after one of the rare instances when his pass had just missed Damien’s stick. Why weren’t you there?

And he wants to say, “I’m not a fucking mind reader, Patrick,” except he’s learned not to use Rome’s real name unless he’s really spoiling for an argument. Rome, for some reason, absolutely hates his name.

Justin frowns at them a lot as the season progresses, Kaner has perfected the art of rolling her eyes at them, and the coaches give each other a lot of “we’re having entire conversations without speaking” looks whenever he and Rome snarl at each other in the locker room, but—

No one says anything.

Because Damien is playing some of the best hockey of his life, and Rome probably is too, and the coaches love Rome.

Rome is the first one on the ice and the last one off. He never goes out on school or game nights. He follows his meal plans and his workouts to the letter. He never has cheat days and always goes back to the dining hall right before it closes at eight to have a last protein shake every night. Why he doesn’t just keep milk and powder in the dorm kitchen like everyone else, Damien doesn’t know, but even he has to admit it. Patrick Roman is the perfect athlete and a near-perfect center.

If only he wasn’t such a dick of a person.


Chapter Four

ROME LOVES ST. James Academy.

The teachers and coaches are top quality, the resources at the library are frankly a little overwhelming, the food is fantastic, and the grounds—well. There’s a reason St. James is usually listed as one of the most beautiful boarding schools in the US.

The classes are difficult, especially since his previous school district wasn’t exactly top tier, but between their house dad, Brass, looking over his homework and the student tutoring center, he’s making A’s and B’s. And he’s managed to get a part-time job from an aging mechanic named Benny, picking up slack whenever he doesn’t have practice or a game or tutoring, which isn’t that often. It means he has to skip pretty much any extracurricular hangouts the rest of the team invites him to, but it isn’t like he can afford to go to the arcade or theater anyway. Benny also loaned him a shitty bike for the semester that Rome enjoys riding along the twenty-minute stretch of back roads into town.

He also likes the work. It’s usually pretty easy, monotonous, stuff Benny has him doing: oil changes and detailing, helping him as a tool lackey, and cleaning up around the garage. But it pays well, and Benny is soft-spoken and kind. It’s a nice escape to familiarity from all the newness of St. James Academy.

The hockey though. Hockey is the best thing about St. James.

The team has grown up together, so there are a hundred inside jokes about superstitions, from special tape jobs and skate-lacing rituals to a decade-old water bottle Olly claims has magical powers. But they fit Rome in seamlessly, including him on pranks and warning him not to interfere with Jeeves and Wooster’s very specific warm-up routine.

The first time he plays in the St. James igloo, on a team full of college, if not NHL prospects, in front of shouting fans all decked out in green and black, he feels settled, maybe. Like he finally belongs to something bigger than himself. Like it isn’t him against the other team, it’s his team against the other team. He never really enjoyed being the best, as hard as he fought for it. So being here—on a line with Kaner, who’s the fastest goddamn skater he’s ever seen, and Damien, who stickhandles like he was born doing it—he feels like he can exhale. Like winning or losing won’t come down to him. It’s a good feeling.

He scores his first goal three minutes into the first period after Kaner steals the puck from a defenseman, sends it to Damien behind the net, and Damien passes it between the second defenseman’s legs straight and flat and right onto Rome’s tape, where he’s perfectly positioned front and center of the crease.

It’s an easy top-shelf goal. A snap of his wrist and the puck is in the net just above the goalie’s right shoulder and just below the crossbar.

And then Kaner is slamming into him, yelling fuck yeah around her obnoxious sparkly mouthguard, and Damien throws his arms around them both a second later. Justin and Chai crash into them as well, with enough force that they all end up in a pile on the ice.

The physicality of joy is something Rome has always loved about hockey. It’s brief—the euphoria that comes from a goal—but it’s visceral and honest and real in a way he’s never experienced off the ice. And sometimes, if he’s lucky, if the goal matters, he earns colliding bodies and helmets pressed together and incoherent screaming. It’s as physical as affection can get, and it’s excused by adrenaline and the triumph of the effort succeeding, and god, he loves hockey.

“Nice steal,” he says to Kaner as they’re hauling themselves upright.

“Nice goal,” she answers.

“Damien also had a nice pass,” Damien says.

Rome ignores him.

Kaner rolls her eyes.

“Hey, Rome,” Damien says at the next line change, spinning into a one-legged hockey stop and swinging his other foot around to dust Rome with ice.

“Damien,” Rome says, stopping like a normal person before climbing over the boards and onto the bench.

Damien slides next to him. “I got a hat trick my first game here.”

“Did you,” Rome says.

“You know. If you want something to aspire to.”

“Dunno,” Rome says. “Three goals just don’t feel like enough. I think I’ll go for four.”

“Four,” Damien says disbelievingly.

Rome holds up four fingers. “That’s this many.”

“All right, asshole—”

“HO-KAY,” Kaner interrupts, shoving her way between them. She spits out her mouthguard and then waves it at the scoreboard. “Let’s focus on getting a second point for now, yeah? We’ll talk three versus four after that.”

Rome doesn’t get four goals. But he does get two. And two assists. Both for Damien’s goals, which he can’t be bitter about even if he’d like to. He may not like Damien, but their chemistry on the ice is undeniable. They win the game handily. And Rome can’t wait for the next one.

On the first of October, Rome is included in a USA Today article about promising prep school NHL prospects. It focuses mostly on Justin, but they do have a rather nice picture of Rome scoring top-shelf and a solid paragraph that declares that while “unknown until this season,” he’s an adept center whose impressive stats may elevate him to become a “dark horse” in the upcoming draft. Olly and Damien get mentioned in the article as well, but only mentioned. Chai won’t be eligible for another year, so that’s not too surprising, but Rome is a little shocked Damien doesn’t get more attention. Because he’s good. So good. And he’s no small part of the reason Rome’s performance is through the roof. Kaner doesn’t get mentioned either, even though she should. Rome still doesn’t really know what her deal is. Only that she used to be a boy, or people thought she was a boy, but she’s not anymore. And even though her stats haven’t changed, she’s stopped showing up in top prospect reports. She says she doesn’t care, that she just plays for the love of it or whatever. But Rome is pretty sure he would care if it were him.

After that, he starts googling his name every few days, and it keeps…showing up. In things. Nothing big. Nothing noteworthy aside from the fact that it’s his name and it’s being included in lists of players who will likely get drafted.

He’s gotten used to the occasional scouts or visiting GMs sitting in the stands during games and practice. Justin is, after all, the second coming of hockey Jesus. But twice now, instead of shaking Justin’s hand after a game, the men in suits have sought Rome out and asked him about his future plans. Could he see himself on the East Coast? Does he want to play D1 or go straight to the NHL?

It takes him several nights of loud music—fuck you, Damien; I’m having a crisis—to wrap his head around how those are both potential options for him now.

So the hockey is good.

Damien though. Damien Raphael Bordeaux is a problem.

Because he doesn’t make any sense.

At first, Rome thought he was your standard douche-bro athlete with muscles on muscles and an Insta full of shirtless pics. But now he knows that Damien also gets his eyebrows threaded and has a skincare routine, that he’s a hard worker, is fiercely protective of his teammates, makes all A’s, listens to weird instrumental music, and lets Kaner paint his nails. He swears like a sailor on the ice and has no problem getting physical in games, but spends his free time on Sundays off setting up a hammock by the lake, reading poetry, and writing in his leather notebooks.

And the poetry is…a thing.

Damien is taking poetry as an elective and apparently has even published a few pieces he’s written, not that Rome looked them up in the library or anything. And according to Olly, he goes to open mic night at a coffee shop in the city sometimes. Rome has caught him, every now and then, getting teary, maybe, over a book, sometimes murmuring the words, sometimes in French, and that’s—

But Damien Raphael Bordeaux is also a moron when it comes to things like money and any concept of how people who don’t have trust funds live.

Like the time they were all in the common room watching the Sharks play, and Olly asked at intermission how Damien’s monthly talk with his grandmother went. And Damien said fine, but she’d spent most of the call complaining about how her house in California was under water restrictions due to a drought, and since she obviously couldn’t stop watering the impeccable landscaping, she was having to pay fines.

Rome hadn’t meant to say anything, but he couldn’t really stop himself. “So what happens when the city runs out of water because too many people are just paying the fines? Fines don’t do shit for the actual problem.”

Damien shrugged. “Start buying bottled water and wait for a hurricane? My uncle was suggesting she drill for her own water. Because there’s an aquifer under the property.”

“Okay,” Rome said tightly. “But what about normal people?”

“Normal people,” Damien repeated. “What do you mean?”

Olly laid a hand on Rome’s arm before he could answer. “He means,” Olly said, far more gently than Rome would have, “people who can’t afford to drill their own well.”

“Or buy bottled water,” Rome had to add. “The kind of people who don’t have lawns in the first place.”

“Oh.” Damien looked suddenly uncomfortable. “Well, shit, that’s fucked up.”

That was something.

Even though, in many ways, Damien is the exact sort of cavalier rich kid Rome expected him to be, often carelessly, infuriatingly, wasteful…he’s still nice.

Not to Rome, probably because Rome is admittedly an asshole to him, but he’s not the entitled dick Rome initially assumed he would be. He does little thoughtful shit all the time, like running errands and staying after practice to help the coaches with gear. He sneaks Chai coffee in the computer lab when he knows he’s going to be working late on a project and lets Kaner use him as a live model for her drawing class assignments. He helps the rookies with their homework and watches tape with Justin when he’s stressed, and he always washes dishes in the dorm kitchen after they’ve eaten something.

So Rome, maybe, has some reevaluation he needs to do.

Especially when it comes to race.

Rome has never had a friend who wasn’t white before. Not that he’s ever had friends, per se, and definitely not that Damien is a friend, but his hometown is overwhelmingly white, so race was never a thing that got talked about unless it was in history class about the Civil War.

Rome remembers on his second day at St. James, walking into the common room to Damien and Kaner talking about white privilege, and Rome made a disgusted sound and turned right around and left because in no world did Rome have more privilege than Damien Raphael Bordeaux. Sitting on his naked mattress, sewing up a tear in the collar of one of the three shirts he owned, Rome stewed in frustration and embarrassment, adding the words “white privilege” to the annoyance he felt toward Damien after the whole food-in-the-cafeteria thing. And it all just sort of spilled out on the ice at practice the next day. And the day after that. And…and then it was just habit. Even though he knew it wasn’t really fair.

Except then, the thing with the cop happens.

It is, actually, the first time Rome has ever been in Damien’s car. Olly needs more jalapeños for pizza doctoring, and Damien volunteers to go pick some up. But Rome also needs some half-inch screws to fix one of the sagging light fixtures in the second-floor bathroom, and he doesn’t trust Damien to find the hardware store, much less the correct screws once he gets there. So they go together. In Damien’s beautiful white exterior/brown leather interior Porsche Cayman GT4. Because, naturally, that’s what Damien Raphael Bordeaux drives. Like some sort of douchebag in a teen movie.
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