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Prologue

	The Podium

	Four Years Ago

	





	One — Nate

	He knows, before the reporter finishes the question, that he is going to say the wrong thing.

	This is not usually a problem Nate Holloway has. He is twenty-five years old and already known, in the hockey world's specific vocabulary, as someone with a good head — the center who reads plays three moves out, who processes the ice the way other people process text, who has never once in his professional life been surprised by what happened next because he has always already understood what was going to happen.

	He did not account for Marco Reyes.

	The regional championship just ended. They won — his team, by three goals, two of which were directly attributable to Nate reading the Reyes line's defensive pattern and exploiting it with the specific surgical precision that has been making him money since he was nineteen. He is standing at the podium with ice still in his hair and the specific full-body exhaustion of a man who has left everything on the ice and would do it again tomorrow and the reporter is saying something about the competition, about Reyes specifically, about how did Nate assess him as a —

	The thing is: Nate has been watching Marco Reyes for six months.

	Not the way you watch a competitor, though he has been doing that too, assiduously, with the full game-reading attention he gives everything that will be on the opposite side of the ice from him. The other way. The way that started at a preseason tournament in October when Marco Reyes came off the ice after a shift and the look on his face — the specific fierce focused quality of it, the look of a man who is inside a thing completely — did something to Nate's chest that he has been managing with varying success ever since.

	He has watched Marco Reyes train.

	He has watched him at five in the morning when nobody is supposed to be watching, through the glass of a rink in a city that is not his home, working his edges in the dark with the methodical intensity of someone who is not practicing because he loves it but because the alternative is not good enough.

	Never trained seriously.

	He doesn't understand where the words come from. They arrive in his mouth the way all his worst moments do — not from stupidity or malice, from the specific short-circuit of a perception that has outrun his ability to manage it. He is trying to say: I have watched this man work harder than anyone I have ever competed against, with less structural support and more personal cost, and the result is something I find — extraordinary. He is trying to say: his seriousness is invisible because it has become him, and the invisibility is the proof of it.

	What comes out is its negative image.

	The cameras are still rolling.

	He can see Marco at the edge of his vision — standing at the bottom of the platform, handlers already moving toward him, the look on his face doing the thing it does when Marco is containing something too large for the container. Nate has watched that face for six months. He knows exactly what the containment costs.

	He finishes the statement.

	He turns.

	The handlers are between them and closing and he has approximately three seconds and he does the thing he will spend four years wondering if he should have done and does it anyway, leans toward Marco, drops his voice below the ambient noise:

	You're the most serious player I've ever watched. That's what I meant. I said it wrong.

	Marco's face in the chaos — the roar of the crowd, the handlers, the cameras still catching everything they can catch — goes through three things so fast Nate can barely read them.

	Then the handlers are there and Nate is being moved and Marco is being moved and the space between them closes in the specific way of things that get closed before they can be answered, and Nate is walking away from the podium with the cold of the ice still in his bones and the image of Marco Reyes's face in his chest like something he is going to be carrying for a very long time.

	He is right about that.

	





	Two — Marco

	He hears it perfectly.

	This is the thing about the human body under adrenaline — the way it becomes selectively perfect, the way certain sounds arrive with preternatural clarity through the chaos. The crowd noise is enormous and the handlers are loud and his own heartbeat is in his ears and he hears Nate Holloway's voice as clearly as if the rink were empty.

	Plays like someone who never trained seriously.

	The words find the exact wound they were made for.

	Marco grew up watching his mother work double shifts at the hospital. His father drove a delivery truck for eleven years with a bad back and never once complained about it in front of Marco because complaining was not something the Reyes family did when there was work to be done. He went to the rink at five in the morning for seven years because the ice time was cheapest then and learned to skate in the half-dark with one set of hand-me-down skates from an older kid on the team whose feet had grown. He earned everything — the scholarship, the junior league, the professional contract — through the specific grinding accumulation of a man for whom talent was the beginning of the story and work was the middle and the end.

	Never trained seriously.

	The worst part is not that it's untrue.

	The worst part is that it named the thing he has always been afraid was visible. The seam where determination meets desperation. The place where he made it and he scraped through shares a border that sometimes, in the wrong light, looks like the same country.

	He is putting his face back together — the specific controlled arrangement of a professional who has been trained to receive criticism in public without displaying the impact — when Nate Holloway turns.

	The handlers are already moving.

	And Nate — who has just, in front of every camera at the championship, done the thing Marco has been braced for his entire career — leans toward him, drops his voice, says something directly into the space between them.

	Marco barely catches it through the roaring.

	You're the most serious player I've ever watched. That's what I meant. I said it wrong.

	The handlers close in.

	The crowd swallows everything.

	Marco is in the parking lot before he understands what happened.

	He stands in the cold concrete dark with the noise of the rink still in his body and those two statements sitting side by side in his chest — the public one and the private one, the one said into the microphone and the one said into the space between them — and he turns them over, one after the other, trying to understand how both of them came from the same mouth in the same ninety seconds.

	He cannot make them fit.

	He will spend four years trying.

	The worst version of what happened is simple: Nate Holloway said something cruel in public and then covered it with something quieter when he saw the damage.

	He turns this version over.

	He turns it over again.

	He gets in his car.

	He drives home in the dark with the heater blasting and Nate Holloway's voice in his ears — both versions of it, the public and the private, the wound and the thing that doesn't fit the wound — and he feels the fury solidifying in his chest into something useful.

	He is going to use it.

	For four years he is going to use every gram of it.

	He does not examine the other thing.

	The other thing — the private voice, the specific quality of that's what I meant, the look on Nate Holloway's face in the half-second before the handlers closed in, the thing Marco barely caught and cannot stop hearing —

	He does not examine it.

	He files it somewhere he does not intend to go back to.

	He goes back to it every day for four years.


Chapter One

	The Facility

	Marco's POV

	





	The injury is a Grade II hip flexor strain with associated labral irritation, which is the medical vocabulary for: six to eight weeks, modified activity, no full-contact skating until the physio clears you, and if you push it before you're ready you're looking at surgery and six months.

	Marco's relationship with his body has never included the concept of modified activity.

	He knows how to be fast. He knows how to be fierce. He knows the specific physical grammar of a left wing who has built his entire game around the engine of his lower body — the explosive first step, the edge work, the hip drive through a check — and all of that grammar is currently offline. His body is telling him things it has never told him before. Things like: slower. Things like: not that. Things like: we have limits and you have found one.

	He is not handling this gracefully.

	He is handling it with the grim controlled fury of a man who has exactly one off-season before preseason starts and eight weeks of recovery between him and the ice, and who has been assigned to the Holloway developmental facility for his rehab because the Holloway facility has the best sports medicine program in the Midwest and because his mother married Thomas Holloway six months ago and the family connection made the arrangement — his agent's word, arrangement — straightforward.

	He parks in the lot at five fifty-three in the morning.

	The facility is lit from inside. The specific cold-white quality of rink lighting, the kind that exists nowhere else, that Marco associates with five AM skates and the specific loneliness of being the only person on the ice and the specific joy of the same thing. He sits in the car for a moment and breathes.

	He is not thinking about Nate.

	He has not been thinking about Nate since he got the call from his mother — I know this is strange, mijo, I know you and Nate have history, but the facility is the best option and Thomas thinks it could be good, for you both — which was three weeks ago and which Marco handled by saying it's fine, Mamá in the voice he uses when things are not fine and he has already decided not to let them be otherwise.

	He gets out of the car.

	✦

	The weight room is on the east side of the facility, past the rink, past the coaches' offices, past the developmental team's locker room with its thirty individual name plates and its specific smell of adolescent ambition and whatever combination of tape and rubber and ice shavings makes a hockey locker room smell like itself. Marco knows the layout from his mother's descriptions — she has been to the facility twice for events, and has described it with the warmth of a woman who is learning to love a new world because someone she loves lives in it.

	He is halfway down the corridor when he sees the ice.

	Or rather: sees who is on the ice.

	The rink is visible through the glass panel beside the Zamboni entrance. Nate Holloway is on it, and Marco stops walking.

	He is not stopping to watch.

	He is simply standing in the corridor that leads to the weight room and the glass is there and so Nate and his eyes go where they go before his brain has finished issuing the directive not to.

	Nate is working with one of the developmental kids — a forward, sixteen or seventeen, all arms and ambition and not enough body control yet. Nate is skating backward in front of him, unhurried, talking in the low continuous way of a coach who is teaching rather than correcting, and the kid is listening with the full leaning quality of someone who has found the thing they were made for and cannot believe an adult is taking it seriously.

	Marco knows that quality.

	He felt it once, at fifteen, when a junior coach named Harrington watched him run a drill three times and then said, without ceremony or performance: do it again, same edge, and this time let the hip lead the shoulder. The specific quality of being seen by someone who knows what they're looking at.

	Nate Holloway is doing that.

	Marco notes this with the specific irritation of a man who has been using someone else's flaws as structural support for several years and has just been handed evidence that complicates the architecture.

	He goes to the weight room.

	He starts the rehab protocol.

	He does not think about Nate.

	✦

	The protocol is humiliating in the specific way of all injury rehab — the reduction of a body that has been asked for extraordinary things to a body being asked for ordinary ones. Resistance bands. Isometric holds. Movements designed to restore the baseline rather than build past it. Marco executes each one with the same focus he brings to everything, which is: total. Not because the exercises deserve total focus but because total focus is the only kind he knows how to give.

	He is forty minutes in when the weight room door opens.

	He knows before he looks up.

	The specific quality of Nate Holloway occupying a room is not dramatic — he does not fill a room the way some men fill rooms, with volume and projection and the deliberate deployment of presence. He does the opposite. He comes into spaces quietly and then the spaces are different, and you understand that they are different when you notice how often your attention has drifted in his direction.

	Marco does not look up.

	He does the next exercise in the protocol.

	"The physio sent your chart," Nate says. He is across the room. Marco knows where he is without looking and hates knowing. "I wanted to review it before your first session."

	"Good for you," Marco says.

	A beat.

	"I'm not here to manage your recovery," Nate says. His voice has the specific quality it has always had — controlled, unhurried, the voice of a man who speaks when the speaking is worth it. "I'm here to coach the developmental team. Our schedules will overlap. I thought it was worth addressing directly."

	"We've addressed it," Marco says.

	Another beat.

	"Marco."

	He looks up.

	This is a mistake and he knows it is a mistake in the half-second before he does it and does it anyway, because there is a specific kind of stubbornness that knows it is being stubborn and proceeds regardless, and Marco has this kind in abundance.

	Nate is standing near the door. He is in practice gear — the Holloway development colors, the specific worn quality of clothes that have been on the ice, that have absorbed the cold and the work. He looks like what he is: a coach. A person who has been on the ice at six in the morning because that is where the work is.

	He looks at Marco with a look.

	The look that Marco has been the subject of for four years from a distance and is now being subjected to up close, in a weight room, in the specific vulnerable context of a man who is doing resistance bands instead of skating and knows it and hates it.

	The look that sees.

	That is the only word Marco has ever found for it. Nate Holloway looks at Marco Reyes and sees, with the full specific clarity of someone who reads systems for a living, something that Marco has spent four years doing his level best to make illegible.

	"I'm fine," Marco says. Preemptively.

	"I know you are," Nate says.

	He leaves.

	The weight room door closes.

	Marco holds the resistance band in both hands and stares at the wall and feels the four years of productive hatred do the thing it does when Nate Holloway is in the same building, which is: become something slightly different from hatred, something that has always had a different name that Marco has never allowed himself to use.

	He does the next exercise.

	He is very focused.

	He does not think about the look.


Chapter Two

	The Glass

	Nate's POV

	





	Thomas called on a Sunday evening, three weeks before Marco arrived.

	He said: Marco's going to use the facility for his rehab. He said it the way he says most things — directly, warmly, with the full quality of a man who has thought about what he's going to say and has decided that the most efficient kindness is honesty. Then he said: I think it could be good. For both of you. And then he said nothing else, because Thomas Holloway has always understood that the things left unsaid do more work than the things said, and he has never once in Nate's twenty-nine years steered him wrong.

	Nate said: Okay, Dad.

	He spent the next three weeks preparing.

	Preparation went like this: arriving at the facility earlier. Mapping the facility's schedule so he understood which spaces Marco would occupy and when. Developing a professional framework for the cohabitation of a training facility by two people who have been, in the public vocabulary of their shared sport, adversaries since a podium four years ago.

	What the preparation actually was: Nate Holloway spending three weeks trying to organize himself against something that has never once been successfully organized against.

	He has known Marco Reyes for four years.

	Knowing it has not made it more manageable.

	✦

	He sees him in the parking lot at five fifty-three.

	He is on the ice with Dmitri — the kid who arrived at the developmental program in September with the best instincts Nate has seen in a sixteen-year-old and absolutely no idea how to translate instinct into execution, the kid who reminds him, sometimes, of the twenty-one-year-old Nate was before he understood that perception without patience is just anxiety — and he is skating backward in front of him, watching his edges, watching the way his hip is slightly ahead of where it needs to be, when he catches the movement through the glass.

	He doesn't stop the drill.

OEBPS/images/image2.jpeg
AN MM ENEMIES TO LOVERS STEPBROTHER ROMANCE

CADEN CALLOWAY





OEBPS/images/image1.png
lRONGATE

——PRESS —









