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Major Arcana

    by woodenducks

      Summary

      Scott is in a slump. He’s in a slump and it’s annoying. He’s tried everything: running extra drills; going back to basics; increasing his cardio interval training; changing the way he tapes his stick; daily affirmations; and, in desperation, following a YouTube tutorial to learn to juggle, hoping it would further hone his hand-eye coordination. (It didn’t.)

So when he complains to Carter, and Carter says he definitely has a solution, he is ready to listen.



      Notes

        Hello! So, these are actual tarot readings I did for Scott as I was writing this. They may seem a little too on the nose, but it was genuinely what I pulled! These are also Kabbalist tarot interpretations, which may differ a little from standard in some small ways.

Thank you to latestfeature who talked tarot with me and fringe_problems who made me write the dialogue that made this fic better.

Not written for, but retroactively applied to, the sixtysixdaysofskip prompt: Spirit.




  






      

  












      Chapter 1: Pentacles
  








  Scott is in a slump. He’s in a slump and it’s annoying. He’s tried everything: running extra drills; going back to basics; increasing his cardio interval training; changing the way he tapes his stick; daily affirmations; and, in desperation, following a YouTube tutorial to learn to juggle, hoping it would further hone his hand-eye coordination. (It didn’t.)
So when he complains to Carter, and Carter says he definitely has a solution, he is ready to listen. 
“Okay, so, it might sound a little out there, but Gloria sees this guy—”
Scott has worked very hard to keep his interest in seeing a guy under wraps. 
“No, no,” Carter continues. “Don’t make that face, I didn’t even finish! She sees this guy who does her readings. When she’s stressed or whatever. Or has to make some big decision and needs some perspective.”
“Reading? Like, heart rate or something?”
“No, mano,” Carter laughs. “A card reading. Tarot?” 
“You’re not seriously suggesting that I get someone to read tarot cards to see my future and fix my game.” Scott folds his arms. 
“Nah, it’s not like that. Gloria says it’s like therapy that’s performed by a witch. If the witch were a nerdy little dude from Brooklyn. Here, I’ll get you his number.” 
Carter pulls out his phone and sends off a quick message. 
Scott rolls his eyes and returns to getting his gear on in the right order. 



They lose the game to Nashville 5-1. Scott gets a message from Carter on the ride home from MSG. It contains a phone number, and a quick missive: Call Kip! Tell him Gloria sent you! 
Kip. What the fuck kind of name is ‘Kip’? 
 
 
 
Kip, it turns out, is a somewhat short, surprisingly muscular guy with curly hair and wire-rimmed glasses, who’s calmly installing himself on Scott’s couch one Wednesday afternoon. He’s got a bright, warm smile as he makes himself comfortable. The name itself is sprightly, puckish. It suits him, Scott thinks.  
“I’m glad you called,” Kip says, zipping open his messenger bag. “I love Gloria. Any friend of hers, you know. Your place is beautiful, by the way.” 
Scott finds the prattling charming. Too charming, perhaps. 
“Oh, this old thing?” he says, leaning casually against a wall, then immediately wanting to throw himself out a window. 
“Yeah, it’s, um…” He watches as Kip takes in the grey walls, the anonymous objets d’art picked out by his decorator, the lack of personal touches basically anywhere in the place. 
“It’s…got great light.” Kip smiles again. 
“Thanks,” Scott says. He has never had a strong feeling about his apartment one way or another until this point. It does have good lighting, though, he will concede. 
“So,” Kip says, reaching into his bag and drawing out a small box and placing it on the coffee table. “Come and sit. Tell me what you want to talk about today.” 
He kind of does sound like a therapist. Scott moves over to the couch and takes a seat next to Kip. 
“I’ve never done this before,” he says. 
“That’s okay,” Kip says. “I kind of picked that up on the phone. What do you know about tarot?”
Scott looks at him and shrugs. “Nothing, really. Are you a fortune teller?” 
Kip laughs. “No. It’s more like…guidance. It’s opening your mind to think about things a little more deeply. Talk things through.”
“Right,” Scott nods. “So, no head scarf and crystal ball?” 
“I do look fantastic in the head scarf, but no.” Kip grins, and Scott feels a slight tingle in his stomach. Kip is cute. This was a terrible idea. 
Kip places the box on the table and raps his knuckles on it three times. 
“Cleansing the deck,” he says, smiling that smile again. Scott nods like that sentence makes sense. 
He watches as Kip removed the cards from the box, a thick stack of them, and shuffles them before placing them on the coffee table in a neat stack. 
“What do you want to discuss today?” Kip asks. He’s looking at Scott with complete openness, not a hint of judgement. 
“Umm, my hockey game is in a slump, and I guess I want to know if there’s a way I can fix it.” 
It sounds stupid, saying it out loud. But Kip just nods, points to the cards, and asks Scott to cut the deck. 
“I’ll do a three-card draw,” Kip says, pushing up his sleeves. “Past, present, and future.” 
“Uh, okay,” Scott replies, aware that he sounds like an idiot. 
“Scott,” Kip says, placing a gentle hand on Scott’s forearm. 
Scott tries very hard not to think about the heat of Kip’s fingertips against his skin. 
“This is really just a way for you to explore some thoughts you’re already having, even if you haven’t been able to really grab onto them yet. It’s fine. If anything makes you feel uncomfortable, we can just pack up and I’ll get out of your hair.” 
Kip looks so earnest, his warm, brown eyes seem so trustworthy. 
“I’m okay,” Scott says. “Go ahead.” 
Kip claps his hands together. “Great! Okay. Let’s have a look at your past first.” 
He turns over a card and places it face-up in front of them on the table. 
The card features a naked woman, bending at the knee and pouring water from jugs. There’s a constellation in the sky behind her. 
“The Star,” Kip says. “A happy and joyful future. Good luck and achievements. Fulfilment of dreams.” 
“That, uh, yeah.” Scott looks towards a shelf that has his sports trophies: Lady Byng Memorial, Calder Memorial in his rookie year, Conn Smythe. “I guess you could say that’s definitely my past in hockey.”
Kip looks at him with pleased curiosity. “So you’re kind of a big deal?” 
“I mean, I’ve won a lot. As a team, we’ve won a lot. Stanley Cup’s still just outta reach, though. Maybe this year, but the way my game’s been going lately, I don’t know.”
“Isn’t ice hockey a team sport?” Kip asks. 
“I mean, yeah. But I’m the captain.”
“So it’s entirely on your shoulders to win?”
“Feels like it.” 
“Talk to me about that,” Kip says, and it feels kinda right to just…do it. 
“I have a lot of people counting on me for a lot of things. To win games, to hold the team together, to be the face of The Admirals. It’s hard to be in a slump when your face is literally on subway ads, you know?”
“Oh, I’ve seen the ads,” Kip cuts in, a small smile playing on his face. 
Scott grimaces. He still doesn’t feel great about being seen. 
“So is your sport—your job—just about winning?” Kip asks. 
“I mean, yeah?” 
Kip hums. “Tell me more about the happiness and joy this card denotes. Did you used to feel joy when you played?”
Scott thinks back to his earliest memories of hockey: the teamwork, the freedom, the feeling of flying on ice. 
“Yeah,” he says, “I did.” 
“And now?” 
He thinks hard. He sees the grind, the endlessness of it. The pressure. The fucking podcasts ripping him to shreds. 
“I don’t know?” His voice seems small. “I’m good at it, really fucking good. Isn’t that more important?” 
Kip fixes him with an inscrutable look. “You tell me.” 
Scott looks away and starts to chew on the edge of his thumbnail. He doesn’t answer. 
“Okay,” Kip says, and that smile is back in his voice again. “Let’s have a look at your present.” 
He turns over the second card: a man in a jaunty hat, holding a cup. 
“Page of cups,” Kip says. “Embracing creativity, expressing your emotions. Releasing your inner child. Does that sound like you right now?” 
Scott laughs dryly. “Definitely not.” 
“That’s a strong reaction,” Kip prompts. “The card is calling out that lack. When we combine that with the last card—the happiness and joy you used to feel when you played—I think we’re seeing a theme.”
“That my game is shit because I’m miserable?”
“I doubt someone with a shit game would have their face on every carriage of the C train,” Kip grins. 
“Okay, okay, not shit. Just…subpar.” 
“We can deal with subpar,” he smiles kindly. “Why did you first start playing hockey?”
“My parents were coaches. It was basically the family business.”
“And why did you keep playing? Why did you get out on the ice every time, when you were young?” 
Scott thinks back: outdoor rinks, the air so crisp, his mom doing up his laces while he rolled his eyes, eager to get out on the ice with his friends. Six years old and playing pick-up hockey with the other kids, half of whom were bigger than him, but no one was faster. Getting McDonald’s on the way back from games, his dad running through the highlights from the front seat. The feeling of utter joy every time the puck slid across the line—a feeling that’s dulled but is still there. 
“You don’t have to tell me,” Kip says, his voice gentle, looking at Scott closely. “If you don’t want. But I can tell. Whatever you’re thinking right now: that’s what’s missing from your present.” 
Scott’s eyes flick up to the bookshelf where he keeps a photo of his parents. Yeah, no shit, he thinks. 
He clears his throat. “My future?” 
Kip flips over the third card. Two men, each holding a goblet. 
“Two of cups,” Kip says. “Friendship, joy, pleasure, passion.” 
Scott feels his cheeks heat at the last words. He looks at Kip, the cut of his jaw, the breadth of his shoulders. Probably not that kind of passion, he thinks. 
“I think this is pretty clear,” Kip says. “Especially when we look at your past and present. Joy, again. That’s your key.” 
“How do I do that?” Scott asks, like Kip is an actual oracle who can bestow wisdom upon him. 
“That’s up to you. But think about playing, about the relationships you have with your teammates. If you focus on those positive friendships, and find a way to bring more joy to your practice, that might be the way to improve things. At least improve your outlook. And that’s probably half the battle.” 
“Probably?”
“None of this is an exact science,” Kip shrugs. “But it seems like some of what the cards showed you rang true. It’s not what the cards are, but how you react to them that matters. The cards helped you find the threads. Now it’s up to you to pull on them, as much or as little as you want.” 
By the time he’s showing Kip to the door, he feels a little unsettled. He knows that Kip isn’t actually a witch, or a therapist, but all the same…Thoughts had come up. Feelings. Memories that he doesn’t let out very often. 
He pays Kip a crisp hundred dollar bill, and watches it get neatly folded away into a beaten-up leather wallet. 
“Call me again if you want to look into anything else,” Kip says. “And I wish you all the best with your game.” 
“Thanks,” Scott says, opening the door. Kip pats him on the shoulder as he slips past. 
Scott closes the door behind him, and then presses his forehead against the cool of the wood. 
Fun. He can have fun. Right? 
 
 
At morning skate, Scott organises with Coach to play a few rounds of three-versus-three handball on the ice. Scott hasn’t done this as a drill since he was a teenager. 
And it is fun: throwing the ball with a three-second rule, trying to score, trying to intercept. No sticks, no gloves, no pressure (except for the natural competition that’ll come out with a group of professional athletes doing, well, anything). 
It’s just half an hour, but it’s joyful. They heckle each other, chirping playfully as they snatch the ball. Carter ends up sliding head-first, belly on the ice, into the goal net to clinch the win one round, shouting “Right in the five-hole!” 
They laugh. A lot. 
They beat Winnipeg that night, 4-0.






      

  












      Chapter 2: Cups
  








  Scott paces in his living room, waiting for the knock at the door. Kip is coming back. 
The Admirals have swept their away series, Scott is scoring more than he has in weeks, possibly years, and he is actually looking forward to practice. 
He’s not going to ascribe this to any kind of magic, woo-woo belief in the tarot. Kip is definitely not actually a witch. But he wonders if there’s anything else the cards can tell him. 
He lets Kip in when he knocks. Kip makes himself comfortable on the couch, looking like sunshine personified in a yellow T-shirt. Scott tries not to dwell too long on the way the shirt’s soft fabric clings to Kip’s muscles as he twists to open his bag. 
“How’d you go after our last session?” Kip asks.
“Uh, yeah. Good. Better than I expected, to be honest.”
Kip smiles, bright and happy. “That’s great to hear.” 
“When something goes right, I want to replicate it. So I want to see what else you’ve got.” 
“No problem,” Kip says. “That’s what I’m here for.” 
He pulls out the cards, knocks on the deck, and shuffles. 
“Come and sit. What do you want to talk about today?”
Scott sits on the couch next to Kip and looks at him. He’s nice to look at. He’s handsome, yes, but his smile is so open, his eyes are really warm, and Scott wants to…be honest with him. 
“I want to know,” Scott starts, and then feels stupid. “It’s really dumb.”
“No such thing as a stupid question,” Kip says brightly. “Well, there is. I can’t give you the winning lottery numbers. And I can’t make someone fall in love with you. Most other things, the cards can answer. Just ask, and I’ll tell you if we need to reshape it a bit.” 
Scott nods, nervous. “Okay. Um. Am I ever going to win the Stanley Cup?” 
“Aha!” Kip laughs. “I had a feeling. Look, I can’t tell you that for sure. But do you want to see what the cards see anyway?” 
“Yeah, yes. Let’s do it.” Scott tries not to be disappointed. He should have known it was dumb to ask. But now Kip is here, taking up space on his couch, a dark curl of hair flopping over his forehead as he focuses on the shuffle. It’s worth it. 
Scott cuts the cards. Kip places three face-down on the coffee table, same as last time. 
“Your past,” he says, and turns the card over. “The Devil.”
“Is that bad?” Scott asks, looking at the card and blanching.
“None of the cards are bad, per se. The devil is about obsession, materiality. Would you say you’re obsessed with the Stanley Cup?”
“Um, I’m a pro hockey player,” Scott laughs. 
“Right. Of course! Has it always been that way?”
“I don’t know what to tell you. Most of us grew up keeping pictures of that thing under our pillows.” 
Kip smiles, nods. “Makes sense. The Devil can also be about a time in our lives when we made a choice between the reality of life and the ideal of how we wished our lives could truly be. Does that ring true to you?”
The memory of it rushes up at him in a cold shock: He was fourteen years old, and he wanted nothing more than to win the Stanley Cup. He’d had this friend, Peter Steinbeck, another kid on the hockey team. They’d talked about it all the time, inflated by teenage bravado: how they were going to get signed to the majors and win Lord Stanley and make history. They’d listed all the records they were going to break. Peter wanted to be captain of the Jersey Devils, because that’s where he lived with his parents when he wasn’t at boarding school. Scott wanted to be captain of the New York Admirals, because they’d been his dad’s favourite team. You can win the cup first, Peter said. And then I’ll win the year after. 
Peter was a fever dream. Curly blond hair and a disposition too sweet for hockey. They’d sit together on the bus to away games, heads knocking close to share Peter’s Game Boy. They were friends. It was the first time Scott had felt that butterfly feeling, like he wanted something more. 
It was perfect. It was impossibly perfect, like all pipe dreams. 
Peter was pretty and Peter was soft, and Peter got the shit kicked out of him by Brock Hamill after he missed one too many shots, Brock spitting that “faggots don’t belong on the ice, get the fuck out of here,” and that—that had been the moment that Scott had shut down. 
There’d been no more shared bus rides. He’d gotten on the team bus for the next away game, had seen Peter sitting there, seat next to him open, and Scott had chosen to walk past. He’d kept his distance in the cafeteria and the halls, too, because he was so scared. He couldn’t be that thing, too. 
He blinks heavily, the room coming back into focus. 
“Uh,” he says, stupidly, his mouth dry. “Maybe.”
Kip looks at him with knowing eyes. “We don’t have to discuss it. But sometimes it’s better to exorcise these thoughts.”
Scott shakes his head. “No. Um, no. Next card.” 
Kip waits, just a beat, and then flips over the second card. 
“Judgement,” he says. “Besides the obvious: feeling judged.” 
“Pro athlete,” Scott says, like it’s all-encompassing. It is—his every move is monitored, broadcast to millions. His food intake is tracked, his exercise, his physical health, his age, his speed, his personal life. Everything is on display. Everything is for public consumption, digestion, evaluation. 
He’s not bringing that up right now, though. Not with this man he knows nothing about, who’s sitting on his couch and staring at him with the warmest brown eyes he’s ever seen. 
Eyes he feels like he can trust. Eyes he kind of wants to fall into. 
Bad idea, Hunter. Let it go. 
“What else does the card mean?” he asks instead. 
“A few things. Often it’s signalling that your present is built on regrets about lost opportunities. It can also be about change and transformation. What does that mean to you?”
“Uh, I guess I probably do regret every time we’ve crashed out in the playoffs.” 
It’s a misdirect, and he knows it. What he instantly thinks of is Peter Steinbeck, and every man who came after him. Every lost opportunity in a long line of chances he pushed away, people he didn’t commit to, men he gave fake names to. 
Change and transformation. He wishes, he wishes that was something he could have, something he could do. 
Oh god, this was supposed to be a light-hearted tarot reading about his chance at winning the Cup and now he’s on his uninspiring couch next to a near-stranger on the verge of a breakdown.  
Kip must sense his reticence, because he moves his hand to hover over the third card. “Okay, let’s look at future. Will you win a Stanley Cup?”
He turns the card over, and barks out a laugh. 
“What is it?” Scott asks, anxious. 
“Seven of wands,” Kip says. “Holding your ground, perseverance. But the sevens are also in the domain of netzach—victory.”
“Victory?” Scott perks up. 
“Defeating resistance, taking control.”
“So I’m going to win the Stanley Cup,” Scott says, slyly, half-joking.
“I never said that!” Kip laughs.
“The card said it! I’m taking that as contractual evidence.” 
“Well, call me if it never happens,” Kip grins. “And I’ll give you your session fee back.” 
 
 
As Kip is packing away the deck, Scott hovers awkwardly near the kitchen island. 
“Do you want a coffee?” he asks. He feels nervous, but he kind of wants to keep Kip in his orbit for just a little longer. 
It’s not just that he’s cute, but that he’s interesting. He’s so far removed from Scott’s usual grind. 
“Sure,” Kip says, like it’s that easy. 
Scott has a proper espresso machine—if he’s going to have one indulgence, and he doesn’t really drink, then this is as good as any. 
Kip sits at the kitchen island, strong hands wrapped around a warm mug. “This is good,” he says, taking another sip. 
“Yeah, there’s this roastery in Bushwick that I get deliveries from. Worth it.” 
“Well, a lot of good things come from Brooklyn.”
Including you? Scott thinks unhelpfully. 
“You, uh, live there?” he asks instead. 
“Midwood. I grew up there.” 
“That’s great,” Scott says, and means it. To live in the place you’d been raised seems like a dream. “Is this your full-time job?” 
“God no,” Kip says with surprising vehemence. “I love this, it’s so fascinating to me, and I love meeting new people and helping them out. But no. I’ve got student loan debts to pay.” 
“Oh. What’s your main gig, then?” 
“Believe it or not, my main focus these days is racking up more student debt. I’m finishing up my masters in art history at NYU.” 
“Oh, that’s very cool.” He’s being genuine, but it also means that Kip is way out of his league. Smart guys are not into jocks wheeling around a ton of emotional baggage. 
“You know what, it is cool,” Kip laughs. “And expensive. But worth it, I hope.” 
Scott feels suddenly guilty about the measly hundred bucks he’s going to pay Kip for the session. 
He must give it away on his face, because Kip points at him and says: “Don’t even think about trying to overpay me. Standard rate for a standard reading.” 
He still tips Kip outrageously when he goes to leave, ignoring his protests as he hands him another fifty dollars. 
“I really can’t accept that,” Kip says. 
“You really can,” Scott counters. “You’ve shown me a lot today. I’ve got a lot to think about.” 
Kip pats hum on the shoulder again as he leaves. 
“Call me if you need me again. Or if you want to work through anything else.”
 
 
What he has to think about, it turns out, as he lies in bed later that night, is the curve of Kip’s smile, the brightness of his eyes, the strength of his hands, the shape of his muscles under his clothes. Scott wonders how strong Kip actually is. He hugs a pillow tight to his chest in his big, lonely bed, and lets himself fantasise. But the pleasant thoughts of Kip turn, flourishing darkly into well-trodden anxieties. He thinks of Peter Steinbeck, the memories steeped in regret, the first in a long line of fear, the start of a life he’s shied away from. 
The thoughts hound him well into the night. He sleeps poorly, tossing and turning as old self-recriminations stick him like needles.
He’s compartmentalised for so long. Kip is cracking open the containers. He’s asking questions like sledgehammers and bringing the past to bear witness to the present he’s become. 
It should scare him. Instead it just makes him feel seen. Kip is peering in through the gaps, and Scott wants, more than anything, to wave him in. 
It feels…nice. To be seen. Kip is handling him with care. It’s more than he’s felt in a long time. 
He thinks of other things that Kip had pointed out: his stagnation; his fear of change. Maybe there are small things, he thinks, as he starts to drift off to sleep. Maybe he can start to make room.  
When he wakes and pads out to the kitchen for a glass of water, he looks around at the living space: impersonal, false. He’s never settled here because he’s afraid to leave his mark. He hasn’t changed a thing since the interior designer he’d hired had staged the place when he bought it. 
A few days later, he spends a quiet Sunday morning packing away some of the more offensively boring tchotchkes on the large shelf near the front door. He goes on Etsy instead, and finds small things that make him smile: a ceramic frog with spindly limbs, sitting and resting its chin on its knee; a hand-dried and stained piece of coral; a delicately carved wooden bowl, segmented and with inlaid tessellated shades of timber. He moves his hockey trophies onto the main shelf, and replaces them instead with potted plants: a peace lily; a string of pearls.
He waters the plants and lets them breathe life into his space. 
He buys a deeply stupid art print of a cat eating pasta, bordered with the words more spaghetti, less upsetti, because it makes him smile. He hangs it near the kitchen on a wall by the large windows. 
It’s colour. It’s life. It’s the start of something.






      

  












      Chapter 3: Swords
  








  A couple of weeks go by. Scott is struggling. His game is circling the drain again, because his head is spending half its time somewhere unpleasant and dark. The constant travel of a nine-day road trip is grinding him down, and he spends the back half of the series feeling constricted under scratchy hotel bed sheets, alone and annoyed, something itching under his skin that he can’t pin down.
He thinks a lot of Kip, too. How Kip sees him. He looks at Scott and asks his questions and flips his cards and sees deeper within than anyone has in…possibly ever. Scott doesn’t mind being seen—at least when it’s Kip who’s looking. He wants to know what else Kip can turn over, what else he can help draw forth. 
Maybe it’s just because it’s someone outside of hockey. Someone who’s so far removed from Scott’s circle that he can almost fool himself into believing it wouldn’t matter. 
It doesn’t hurt that Kip is also kind of a smoke show. Handsome, well-built, kind eyes, permanent stubble. His hands are beautiful when they shuffle the cards. Scott’s noticed; how could he not? 
It’s probably unethical—nurturing a crush on someone who’s technically an employee and also kind of a weird therapist. Twice now, Scott has poured out his soul in front of Kip. It should make him cautious. Information in ammunition, and he feels like he’s one step away from giving up a nuke of a secret.
Nonetheless, he has made up his mind. He calls Kip as soon as he’s back in New York. 
“Can you come over?” he asks.
And easy as anything, Kip replies, “I’ll be there.” 
He comes late the next morning. He looks at ease as Scott opens the door, emanating a kind of serenity that Scott could only dream of harnessing. 
“Morning,” Kip says, looking pleased to be there.
Scott ushers him into the apartment. He can feel himself soothing just looking at Kip. The ugly knot in his stomach is replaced with something lighter and more playful: a simmering nervousness, something that makes his cheeks want to heat before he’s even opened his mouth. 
“Hey, I love the new decorations,” Kip says. He stops near the shelf, peering at the ceramic frog. 
“Yeah, it’s, uh.” Scott is suddenly embarrassed of his purchases, now they’re being scrutinised by an art historian. “They’re handmade.” 
“Yeah, I can tell,” Kip says. “That’s cool.” 
Scott feels relieved. Like Kip’s opinion had really mattered. 
Kip straightens up and looks at Scott, his eyes searching. “Are you okay? You seem tense.” 
“I’m fine,” he says. “Can I get you a drink?”
“No coffee—you look like you’ve had enough caffeine,” Kip quips. He bites his lower lip, looking at Scott more closely. “Are you sure you’re fine?”
It feels so unusual to have someone care about him. Even this little bit. Someone outside of his team, his coach. He feels seen. It feels…nice. 
“I guess I’ve been feeling pretty tightly wound,” he says. 
“Psychic echoes,” Kip says. 
“Really?”
Kip snorts. “No. Like I said, there’s nothing supernatural about tarot. You do sound anxious, though. You want to talk about it?”
Scott does, but at the same time the idea is kind of terrifying. He holds his secret too tightly, its edges cutting into his hands. He thinks of the last session, and the way it had left him feeling flayed open. Another dive into his past, present and future might actually kill him. 
But then, it’s Kip. He’s standing solidly near the couch, hand wrapped around the strap of his messenger bag. His eyes are kind behind his glasses. In this moment, Scott is so deeply attracted to him that it scares him. He barely knows the guy. But he trusts him. Maybe not with everything, but…maybe he can do this. 
“Okay,” he says. “Yes. Let’s talk about it.” 
Kip smiles, and it almost looks like he’s proud of Scott or something for expressing a feeling. 
They sit on the couch, Scott keenly aware of the amount of space between them. 
“Okay,” Kip says, pulling out the cards and preparing the deck. His hands are graceful as they shuffle the deck. “What do you want to know?” 
Scott exhales. “Okay. Um. I guess, what I want to know is…” He thinks of the sleepless nights, of his self-abnegation, of the toll it takes to hold his secret down. “Am I always going to feel this way?” 
Kip raises an eyebrow. “You can elaborate, if you’d like. This is a judgement-free zone.” 
Scott shakes his head. 
Kip smiles softly. “Let’s have a look, then.” 
Scott cuts. Kip deals. Past, present, future. 
“Your past,” Kip says. “Six of wands. This card represents stability and success. Public recognition of hard work. Success in achieving your goals.”
“Except that Stanley Cup,” Scott says with a half-shrug.
“Right,” Kip grins. “But otherwise, would you say that’s true?”
“I mean, yeah.” Scott gestures at the apartment, his trophies on the shelf. “If we’re talking about hockey, then definitely.”
“And what about outside of hockey?”
Outside of hockey—an alien concept. There is nothing outside of hockey. Nothing he’s allowed to have. 
“Hockey is what matters,” he ends up saying, his voice tight.
Kip looks at him, biting at his lower lip again. Scott gets the feeling he wants to challenge it, to push back. “That was the past. What about right now? If everything’s lined up in your professional life, then what’s left?”
What’s left, Scott thinks, is a yawning abyss of want that he fills once a year with anonymous men, and then white-knuckles through the season desperately shoving down any impulse he has to try and be happy. 
He rubs a hand over his face. “I don’t know,” he says. “There are…things that I want. That I can’t have.”
He lets the silence settle. He can’t elaborate. 
Kip’s looking at him, and he meets his eyes. There’s no curiosity, no judgement. Just an openness, should he choose to reach out and meet it. 
He leaves it. 
“Unfulfilled needs can cause anxiety, obviously,” Kip says. “But you don’t need the cards to tell you that. Maybe you need to think bigger than your career now. If you’ve already achieved so much, you need to look to some other spaces to let some of your other desires be met.” 
Scott’s eyes flick down to Kip’s mouth, and he’s so obvious, so painfully obvious. Kip must have seen him looking, because now he’s doing the same thing: eyes sliding over Scott’s features, his mouth, his chest. 
Scott feels his cheeks heat. 
“Next card,” he says. 
“Okay,” Kip smiles, beatific and unflustered as he flips the card over. “Your present. The ten of cups.” 
“What’s this one mean?”
“It’s a very positive card. It means you’re getting ready for change. It signifies closing the door on one cycle of life and preparing to open another.”
Scott swallows. He feels so seen, and so unprepared to be witnessed.  
“What kind of change?” he asks. 
“Good change,” Kip says, his voice urgent and kind. “Ten of cups means happiness, pleasure, success, steadiness. Even if you don’t feel it now, Scott. If you open yourself to change, then it will come.” 
He notices that Kip has never been this prescriptive in his reading before. Hasn’t been this concrete in his words. You will change. You will have a happy life. He can’t tell if he’s being placated. Maybe he’s just being guided.  
“What’s this future, then?” He gestures to the remaining card. 
Kip turns it over. A woman, an angel, pouring from one cup into another.
“Temperance,” he says. “Balance and harmony.” 
Scott feels it within himself some days: the battle of holding both halves of himself separate, the tightrope he walks to keep his secret, his desires, pushed to one side.  He lists from side to side like a ship in a storm. Balance has never felt further from reach. 
“How do I get there?” he asks, voice quiet. 
“The temperance card represents samekh, or a prop, a foundation. You need to find something that gives you the strength you need to bring the separate parts of yourself into harmony. Going it alone isn’t working. You might need to open yourself to new experiences, to new truths.”
Scott swallows. It spins out in front of him: this possibility at a better life. It feels almost cruel to have it dangled in front of him like this. He can’t grab it; he can’t even uncurl his fist to reach. 
Kip sits beside him, solid and patient and real. “It’s a good card, Scott. It represents a need for healing. And that you don’t have to bear it alone.” 
 
 
 
 
Scott is struggling to sleep again, but this time it’s not quite because he’s spiralling into an abyss of doom—this time it’s because he can’t stop thinking about Kip. 
He’d checked Kip out, eyes drawn to his perfect mouth, and Kip had looked back. 
It’s not a promise, and nothing overt. He doesn’t even know if it’s something he should act on. Or even can. If Kip is even interested. Because, if he’s honest, Kip has had a couple of really great insights into how much of a mess Scott is inside his own head. He’s got every reason to be running for the hills. 
But still—Kip had looked back. Like his interest might be reciprocated. Like Kip was appraising him and had liked what he’d seen. 
A few days after their last session, Scott pulls out his phone and sends a message.
When are you in Manhattan next? Do you want to get lunch?
He sends it and feels sick. He goes for a run to calm his nerves. He sees the reply when he gets back. 
Kip: I’d love to. Tomorrow? 
Scott: I know a great Mexican place, if you like that kind of thing. 
Kip: Everyone loves Mexican food. Are you sure?
Scott: I’m sure. 
 
 
The lunch is nice. It’s easy. They don’t talk about tarot, and Scott tries not to talk too much about hockey. They eat birria and Scott makes Kip laugh and it’s the best feeling he thinks he’s ever felt.
“Is ‘Kip’ short for anything?” he asks. 
“It’s ‘Christopher’, actually. On my official documents. And when I’m in trouble.” 
“I really can’t imagine you being trouble,” Scott says, grinning. It’s easy, it feels so easy, to let himself go like this. 
“I used to date this guy,” Kip says, and Scott’s heart thumps like a fish on a dock. “He would only call me Christopher. I think he thought having a boyfriend called ‘Kip’ was undignified.” 
“His loss,” Scott says, emboldened. “It suits you.” 
Kip smiles, and the sun is like a halo through his curly hair, and his eyes are so kind that Scott’s palms start to sweat and he doesn’t know what to do with himself.
“How about you?” Kip asks. “Who calls you ‘Scotty’?” 
“My mom used to,” he says with a pang, and Kip’s gaze softens. “Now it’s only my alternate captain who can get away with that.” 
“Ah, yes. Carter Vaughn.” Kip raises an eyebrow.
Scott laughs. “His reputation precedes him?” 
“Let’s just say that I’ve read for Gloria for a long time. I probably know more about Carter Vaughn than Carter Vaughn does, at this point.” 
“Oh yeah? What’s the dirt?”
“No, I couldn’t possibly! Reader-client privilege. I swear.” 
They laugh. It feels like the easiest thing in the world.
He’s only fifty percent sure that this is a date. He’s never been on a date with a man before. He wonders if it would always have felt this good, or if it’s all down to Kip: his ease, his affable nature, his quick smile. 
They don’t talk about Scott’s weird hangups. They don’t talk about his past, present or future. The conversation is so different here, in the light of day, out in the world. 
They talk about books, and Kip describes something dense and complex he’s reading called The Goldfinch, and Scott admits to reading a lot of questionable crime stories. 
“I can’t believe you’ve read The Dice Man but you have never read In Cold Blood!” Kip exclaims. “I’ll bring it over for you. It’s the original true crime novel.” 
The late fall sun is forgiving as they sit together at an outside table. Scott doesn’t feel watched, for once; for the couple of hours they’re together, he feels seen. 
Afterwards, on his way to MSG, he sends Kip a message. 
I had a nice time today.
The reply comes quickly. 
So did I. I’d like to do it again sometime. Good luck with your game. 
He leaves the message on read until after the game, once they’ve sent New Jersey back across the river crying. 
I’d like that, too, he replies. 
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  His schedule gets the better of him. He’s still trying to keep the spirits up in the locker room and at practice, and it is, for the most part, working. The team have a decent chance at making the playoffs. He keeps most of the podcasts off his back, at least for now. 
He thinks of Kip often. They’re nice thoughts. They’re thoughts that centre around want, around desire, around giving himself a chance to change. He thinks of temperance, of his future where he closes the schism between the halves of himself. 
They text each other semi-regularly, now. 
Kip sends him photos, things he sees throughout his day. A half-eaten apple someone left in his carrel at the humanities library, followed by the puking emoji. A greyhound wearing ski goggles. A painting reprinted in a text book that Scott doesn’t understand: fleeing figures, a melee of limbs and weapons, and the accompanying text—Ghirlandaio would have had thoughts about the brawl in last night’s game. Scott grins and types back slowly, picking over the letters, that Boston had deserved it. 
He texts Kip, too. Horizons from plane windows; Almost got hit by a Tesla on my run this morning—why didn’t you warn me 😠🙃; and, his heart thumping out of his chest, a selfie that he takes in his kitchen one morning, coffee cup in frame, wishing Kip a good morning.  
Three weeks after their lunch hangout, Kip calls.
“I’m heading your way tomorrow morning to see a client. Would you like to get coffee with me afterwards?” 
Scott would like that very much. 
He meets Kip at a small cafe on West 93rd Street. It’s colder now, and Kip looks sweet in a navy duffel coat, a tan beanie pulled down over his curls. 
“Oh, I have something for you,” Kip says, as they sit and sip lattes. The milk is burned, but Scott finds he doesn’t care. 
“For me?” 
“It’s nothing, really. I went to a second-hand book sale, and I saw it…” 
He’s fumbling in his messenger bag as he talks, not looking at Scott, and then he pulls out a paperback and offers it. 
Scott takes it, warmth blooming under his ribcage. 
“In Cold Blood,” he reads. 
“It’s not the nicest edition, but I checked and at least some undergrad hasn’t scribbled all over the margins,” Kip says, and Scott can see through the cool veneer and clock the rambling for what it is. Kip is nervous. “Anyway, I figured that seeing as you haven’t read it but for some reason you’ve read and enjoyed all the Rizzoli and Isles books, that you are probably long overdue.” 
Scott clutches the book in both hands. He can’t remember the last time someone gave him a gift. He runs his thumb over the worn spine, riffles the pages with his fingers. The paper is dry, yellowing. It’s probably the best thing he’s ever held. 
Kip offers to walk Scott back to his building—“I really don’t have anywhere to be except the library, which I am currently avoiding because procrastination actually makes your thesis better”—and Scott wants nothing more. At the door, Kip shoves his hands in his pockets and rocks on his feet a little and smiles at Scott with that deep-dimpled smile, and Scott wants to grab him and kiss him and pull him inside and never let him leave. 
Because he is a coward, he says: “Thank you. For the book.” 
“Thank you for the coffee.” 
They stand there and grin at each other for several moments longer than necessary, until Kip gestures up the sidewalk with his shoulder. “I should go,” he says. 
Scott wants to say a lot of things: don’t; come here; come upstairs with me. 
“I’ll see you round,” he says instead. 
He wants it. So badly. He doesn’t know if Kip is the answer, but it feels like a sign. It feels right. 
Over the next couple of days, he twists himself into knots thinking about it. He catalogues what he knows: he likes Kip, a lot, and he is tired of living an in-between life. 
But he doesn’t want to presume, or to make things awkward, or to ask too much of someone when they may not want to give it.
So he makes the call. He asks Kip over. He needs to find out. 
 
 
 
Kip turns up on a rainy afternoon, his coat and the front of his chambray shirt dotted with raindrops, his hair slightly damp. 
“Hi,” he says when Scott opens the door. There’s a new shyness there, a tentativeness. 
“Hi.” Scott motions for him to come in. 
Kip hangs his coat by the door and steps into the apartment. 
“It’s nice to see you,” he says. 
“Same,” Scott says, apparently incapable of speaking in more than monosyllables. 
Kip makes himself comfortable on the couch, settling onto the cushions in a way that makes Scott feel warm. 
Scott sits next to him, carefully judging the distance between their knees. 
“Is this a social call or a professional one?” Kip asks. “I brought the cards.” 
“Probably both, to be honest,” Scott says, and Kip lights up with the biggest grin, eyes bright. 
“I don’t do this,” Scott continues, letting it out in a rush. “I don’t…see people. I can’t. It’s too complicated.” 
Kip’s smile falls, his light dimming. 
“I understand,” he says. He probably does. He’s heard enough. He’s seen the cards. 
“It doesn’t feel complicated with you, though,” Scott barrels on. “I like how not-complicated you make me feel. Like it could be easy.” 
Kip sighs. “I’m not going to lie to you, Scott. I get it. Your world, the pressure. It’s crazy. I’m not asking anything of you. I just…like you.” 
“I like you, too,” Scott replies, and it’s like he’s pulled a splinter out from under his skin: relieved, released. 
Kip smiles again, but there’s a sadness underneath. “So, what are you asking today?”
He pulls the cards out of his bag and rests the deck on the coffee table. 
Scott looks at him, his cheeks heating, his hands wringing. “I need to know,” he says. “I need to know if I’m ever gonna find it. If I ever get to have it.” 
“Have what?” Kip asks, his voice so gentle.
“Love,” Scott replies. 
Kip shuffles the deck. Scott cuts. A three-card draw. Kip’s hands are shaking, just a little. 
“Remember, this isn’t indicative of your actual future, Scott. This is just…a way to show you how things could be. Or to help you get to where you want to end up.” 
He turns over the first card. A man and woman stand facing each other 
“Your past. The lovers.” 
Scott laughs. “Definitely not my past.” 
“It can mean actual lovers, but there’s another meaning. The card can also be about making a choice between things that are mutually exclusive. Choosing between love and work, for example. It’s about what you sacrifice for love—or what you sacrifice love for.” 
Scott swallows. He thinks about every missed connection, every man to whom he gave a fake name, every time the guy whose hotel room he was rushing out of asked when can I see you again? and he hadn’t even answered. 
His image had come first. Hockey had come first. 
It’s not a surprise to him, but it feels wrong: having Kip see this part of his past so clearly. 
He nods. “My present, then.” 
Kip turns the card over. “The two of wands.” He smiles softly. “Strength, bravery, courage. The twos are the domain of chokmah, or wisdom. The two of wands is about pausing between two choices, or attempting to do two things at once. It shows a decision needs to be made.” 
Kip’s not looking directly at Scott any more. He’s staring at the deck, a slight pink flush to his cheeks. 
Scott licks his lips. His heart is beating heavier in his chest now. 
“And my future?” His voice is low, raw. 
Kip flips the card. 
“The sun,” he says. He’s smiling at the card, then turning and bestowing the smile on Scott, his cheeks dimpling with the strength of it. 
“What’s that mean?” Scott asks, leaning closer. 
“Joy,” Kip says, simply. “Happiness. Love. A deep sense of fulfilment, so strong it can’t help but spill over and fill the cups of those around you.” 
Scott’s eyes are stinging, his throat tight, and it’s stupid, stupid, because a couple of months ago he didn’t believe in any of this.
A couple of months ago he didn’t believe he could have any of this. Those things were not for him. Not until later, maybe, once he’d faded away, once he no longer had to balance the two halves of his whole. 
But that was before he met Kip. He hadn’t felt the warmth of him, his kindness. A couple of months ago his future was a grey expanse. Right now, this handsome, generous man who likes him is sitting on his couch and telling him that his future contains all the love he could ever want—so much love he’ll brim over with it. 
Kip’s eyes are bright, his whole demeanour pleased. 
Scott clears his throat. “How far in my future is this?” 
Kip shrugs. “It’s yours as soon as you reach out and take it.” 
Scott lifts his hand and places it gently on Kip’s cheek, cupping his jaw. Kip’s smile deepens, and he leans into the touch and Scott runs his thumb over the curve of Kip’s cheekbone. 
“Can I kiss you?” Scott asks. 
“I think that’s definitely on the cards,” Kip replies. 
Scott leans in—Kip meets him halfway. Outside, the rain continues to fall. In here, they bask in the light of the sun. 
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