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let me know when you get home

    by texalotl

      Summary

      Lachlan Pucey joins the Montreal Metros as a rookie with all eyes on him. After a year spent in the AHL, developing and preparing for his NHL debut, he's not going to let anything distract him from playing the best hockey he can and proving to everyone watching that he's just as good of a player as his old man was and his big brother is.

Hank Crawford is a second round draft pick that comes into the league after two years playing the college circuit. He's got no one's expectations to live up to save for his own, but there's a lot riding on him making a name for himself in Montreal. It's the best day of his life when Shane Hollander calls to invite him to training camp in September, bar none.

Lachlan and Crawford are fast friends. Hard not to be when they have so much in common, when it's so easy to kill an afternoon hanging out and playing video games beside each other on the couch. When it starts to feel like the only deep breaths they're able to take are the ones they take when they're side by side, on the ice or at home or out in the city.

They're fast friends. Good friends. Best friends. That's all they can be; hockey is everything else.



      Notes

        this fic is for the ~10 people who wanted to see more of bagsy and crawford & and for the ~5 people who may be thrilled by exactly how much more bagsy and crawford this fic is going to contain (many thousands of words)

quick housekeeping notes:

1) this is set within my fic home economics and follows the two montreal metros rookies mentioned in the original fic and then the sequel, open house. i don't think you necessarily need to read that or even brush up on the rookie scenes there in order to understand this fic, as it starts before home economics and runs on after it. there are going to be little callbacks/shout outs to that story (especially to what shane and ilya are up to in switzerland and how their relationship is evolving), but this story is absolutely a stand-alone (as much of a stand-alone as a fanfiction based on someone else's book can be, that is)

2) i tried very hard to write like i think a 19 year old and 20 year old boy would think, but that being said, there may be moments of ooc'ness for 19 year old boys as i am not a 19 year old male hockey player child prodigy. there are also going to be moments where the conversations had or the narration isn't great/is misogynistic or homophobic or otherwise problematic. i'm definitely open to including additional warnings of Very Big Instances of that in the end notes in the chapters in which they occur if that's something you want. i decided that i really wanted to explore a little more of hockey culture and team mindset and what's allowed/not allowed and what's taken as the norm and what that makes abnormal throughout this fic. i wanted to make these guys young and dumb and imperfect and definitely very thoughtless and willing to play along with their teammates or sit quietly and not speak up in opposition because i think that's really interesting. i'm not condoning anything about hockey culture through depicting this fictional understanding of it, but the writing perspective i've chosen sticks very close to the characters' thoughts and these thoughts are not necessarily going to be overtly challenged. they will get better, but they will not get perfect. because i find perfection uninteresting

3) no one has asked but i feel the need to say that i never thought back in february i would be writing a faux-book about these two oc rookie characters. which is why i chose such ridiculously un-main character names for them. im way too stubborn to change them now, even though the only reason i chose the last name pucey for lachlan was to write a puke joke (that i didn't even end up including in home economics) and hank for crawford for the hanky-panky joke i mentioned once. they were supposed to be side characters lol

i was pretty sure i wouldn't actually write more about these two, except then i was making out with a girl and our necklaces got tangled together and i was like man what if these were cross necklaces and we were both boys and hockey players and so for religious reasons and cultural sports reasons we couldn't even conceive of being together until we were already too in love to think straight.

and then i realized take me to church was released in 2013 and was still enjoying crazy airplay in 2015 and i couldn't shake the image of lachlan and crawford, like. carpooling to the practice rink in hayden's mini van with take me to church playing on the radio and both of them staring out the window and sweating bullets. so i had to write this fic.

but anyway @god if you send me another girl to make out with i promise not to make it about two men this time. im sorry women everywhere




  






      

  












      Chapter 1: lachlan
  



    Chapter Notes

      
        See the end of the chapter for notes
      






  Shane Hollander is sitting up in the stands, legs propped up on the back of the chair in front of him and hands stuffed into the pouch of his sweatshirt, face expressionless and body completely motionless except for the way his eyes dart around the ice, following the stop-start flow of the drills.
“Sort of feels like God’s watching me practice my puck handling,” Lachlan mutters to the guy next to him, who shoots him a weird look, mustache quivering as his mouth turns down. Lachlan bites at the inside of his cheek so he doesn’t make a face back at him. He’s nineteen years old now and on MLH ice. He probably shouldn’t be making faces at anyone anymore, not if he wants to prove that he’s a mature hockey player worthy of being added to Montreal’s roster, for real and for keeps this time.
But then someone snorts behind him, rough and genuine, the kind of laugh torn straight out of the chest, and Lachlan almost loses an edge on the ice trying to turn around and look. 
He doesn’t recognize the guy, which is pretty par for the course when it comes to rookie camp. Everyone on the ice today is a nobody with the slimmest shot at being a somebody and a whole mountain of odds stacked against them. But at least Lachlan’s spent a year on the Magnitude with some of these guys and he recognizes a few of the other younger faces from watching this year’s draft—low picks, second and third rounders, boys destined to be sent to the AHL or the college circuit for further development. Everyone else is a stranger. This guy is a stranger, for all he looks the same age as Lachlan.
They must have just missed each other, growing up. It’s a small world, after all; hockey rinks are even smaller. 
The guy blinks startlingly blue eyes at him, mouth curled up in a stubborn kind of grin, chin propped up on the blade of his stick as he looks back at Lachlan, like he’s taking his measure too.
Definitely not drafted this year; Lachlan would remember those eyes.
It’s a passing thought he ushers out of his mind before it can sink its claws in. Better to—better to not.
Just—better not. 
Safer to look at the clump of angry red pimples on the guy’s chin. Smarter to notice the way his helmet’s too big for his head, sitting crooked over his hair and falling too far down into his face, covering up his thick eyebrows and the jut of his brow bone. Easier to focus on the long, proud line of his nose and the little mole just on the top of his cheekbone than to look too long at his eyes.
They’re just very blue, is all. 
The guy gives him a smile, over quick, nothing more than a flash of his teeth and a quirk of his lips. Over and done in less than a second, and Lachlan doesn’t even know his name. Doesn’t know his position or where he came from or what his hair looks like underneath the shitty practice helmet.
Got a sense of humor though. Got real long legs. Got a pair of really, really blue—
“Pucey, Pelletier, you’re up!” one of the coaches calls, and Lachlan’s attention is pulled full-force and immediately back to the drill at hand. Pelletier is already snapping into motion, catching the puck Coach throws at him against his blade before skating from center ice out, eyes focused five spaces ahead of Lachlan and drawing his stick back to shoot.
So obviously, Lachlan jumps into motion too, pushing out and diagonally away from the line of forwards to where he knows Pelletier is going to put the puck. 
He catches it on his stick, easy money, and takes it with him around one of the neon yellow cones laid out on the ice—then he takes it around the other one too, right in front of the net. He twists himself backward, cutting close to the edge of the second cone and switching the puck over to the other side of his stick, like he’s trying to keep it safe from some other team’s player.
It’s a little stupid, because no one’s there, right, not even another Montreal prospect in a different-colored penny. But it’s a drill, and Lachlan’s pretty sure that half the point of rookie camp is testing the players on how much they really, actually believe and commit to the shit the staff tell them to do.
Like, probably, the coaches aren’t hoping that they’ll find some overlooked generational talent on the ice today because they get paid the big bucks to find those guys young and then never let them out of their sights. 
Mostly, they’re just trying to see who’s the best nobody here. And, maybe even more importantly, who’s the most coachable.
Lachlan’s so fucking coachable. Especially now that he’s here, on MLH ice—or, adjacent to MLH ice, because this isn’t the Bell Centre but the team's official practice rink, but, like, close enough when he’s skating his heart out in front of Hockey God Shane Hollander and a pack of clipboard-wielding coaches. 
Lachlan’s so fucking coachable because he’s so fucking close and he wants this so fucking bad that he’d do anything to get it, to be put on the roster for more than a handful of playoff games. To be chosen, to be called up but like—for keeps. To be allowed to stay here until the ice is scored so deeply with the tracks of his skates that they’ll have to melt the whole thing down just to wash away all of his remains. 
So he believes the shit out of keeping the puck safe from the opposing team’s ghost defensemen, tugging his stick in close to his body around the far end of the cone and then letting it slip out to the very tip of the blade as he gets closer to the net. He fakes out the imaginary goalie, fakes out himself, and fires it back to Pelletier, who takes it around the back of the net before sending it to him again so he can sink it in, pretty and perfect. 
Feels good, because it always feels good when passes connect and pucks slide into goal. Lachlan wouldn’t have—like, if it didn’t feel good, even just a fake goal, even just pretend-points, then he’d probably, like. Be somewhere else by now. In a classroom. On summer break. At the beach with his family or shitting away his vacation in a friend’s basement playing Chel or CoD or Mario.
But he fucking loves the game and he loves the ice and the sound a puck makes when he sends it into the back of the net. He loves the way that when he reaches his glove out to Pelletier, the guy’s already ready to tap him in return, like a cleanly completed drill is worth celebrating.
It is, because it has to be. Because every guy on the ice with him right now believes just as much as he does.
So he bumps fists with the other winger and then skates to the back of the line to wait his turn to run the drill again. 
He glances up at the stands where Hollander’s still sitting, watching the ice like they’re all just little bugs to him. Then he glances towards the coaches, who have their clipboards out and heads tilted together as they study the next two guys running the same drill. 
Then he looks down the line, twisting his head back until he can find the guy from before, the grinner. He’s standing in a loose clump of guys a little separate from the forwards, leaning up on his stick and chatting with a brick wall of a man. It makes him look smaller than Lachlan thinks he probably is, but Lachlan’s shit at pinpointing other people’s heights and weights. Doesn’t have the eye for it outside of recognizing what’s objectively big and therefore to be avoided and what’s something more like—
The grinner is looking at him again. He’s not smiling anymore, obviously, or at least he’s not smiling like he was before, but his eyes are just as, like. Blue.
Which is—
Better to not.
Lachlan forces his attention away, back to where it should be. He knows the guy up in front of the net right now, a right wing from the Magnitude that sat out the last half of the season with a shit shoulder. Owen Kitchen. He’s a fucking fridge, which gives him an edge in his defensive play, but it slows him down where it counts.
That’s something Lachlan’s got going for him at least. He’s always been one of the fastest skaters on the ice. Light and reactive, all narrow shoulders and a trim build that’s just scraping six feet—or, alright, an inch or two away from six feet depending on who’s doing the measuring. 
Problem is, though, the Metros already have speed. Hollander’s the fastest player in the fucking league, and Pike and Boiderau’s stats are fucking baller too. So maybe the Metros don’t need a player like Lachlan. Maybe they need someone more like Kitchen, who’s not just huge but also fucking good, power behind every move he makes on the ice.
Kitchy’s goal could probably slam another hole into the weave of the net if he put all his strength behind it. Is that what the Metros are after? Can’t be a fucking drawback, at least. Can’t be—
“Look, man,” someone mutters into his ear, sharp elbow jabbing into his shoulder just at the edge of his pads and startling Lachlan out of his thoughts. He blinks sideways and then blinks again when he sees the grinner there beside him now, hovering just to his right. The guy nudges him again, tilts his chin up, and Lachlan follows his eyes to the stands. 
Hayden Pike has joined Hollander, crammed into the small seat beside him, feet up on the chair in front of him and arms stretched out behind. Lachlan blinks and then squints harder at the pair of them. Hollander’s got something in his hands now. 
It’s a fucking sandwich, he realizes a second later when Hollander takes a bite. Pike’s brought him a fucking sandwich to nibble on while Lachlan and company’s out here sweating and dying and leaping through hoops on the ice below them. 
“Saint Peter,” the grinner says, bumping their shoulders together, grinning. He has a gap in between his two front teeth, and when he smiles, Lachlan can just see the flash of his tongue. 
Not that he’s looking or anything. It’s just noticeable. So noticeable that Lachlan has to take a second for the words to sink into his mind and then another second for them to make sense. He looks back up into the stands, at Hollander and Pike, Hockey Jesus and, apparently, Hockey Saint Peter. 
It’s so ridiculous and so unexpected and so fucking funny even if it’s not really, probably, not really actually that funny at all, but it makes Lachlan let out his really awful laugh, the one everyone always makes fun of him for because it sounds like a wheeze, like someone’s punching him repeatedly in the fucking chest or something.
The grinner just grins though, maybe a little proud, and Lachlan definitely needs to figure out his name.
And then, like God Himself has reached down and decided to do him a solid, a whistle blows from the center line and the one of the AHL coaches calls for the forwards to fall back to give the d-men rookies room to skate.
“Calhoun, Crawford, get in here,” the coach shouts, and the grinner jerks forward, called to attention. Like some sort of spell’s been broken or bubble’s been popped, he’s skating back towards the defense cohort as the assistant starts explaining the mechanics of whatever the drill’s supposed to be, not even looking back over his shoulder at him once.
Calhoun, huh. 
Or Crawford, maybe, but Lachlan thinks Calhoun fits him better. Sounds right. Matches something in those blue eyes and that gap-toothed grin.
But what does Lachlan know? 

Not much, apparently. 
“Hey, y’all got spare napkins down there?” Hank Crawford leans around the bulk of Mikhail Savchuk’s shoulders to ask, and Lachlan’s digging into the bottom of his Chipotle bag and forking over the two thin weak-ass napkins he was given without a second’s hesitation. “Thanks, bud,” Crawford says, grinning at him. 
It’s a different smile, off the ice, but it’s the same gap in his teeth. Same blue eyes. He’s got a red line arching over his forehead, an indent from the helmet, and even though it’s mostly hidden by the fall of his curling hair, Lachlan can see it because Lachlan’s looking. 
Lachlan’s not supposed to be looking, because the smart thing to do is to not look, but Lachlan’s pretty much a fucking idiot most of the time, ask anyone.
Anyway, there’s nothing bad about noticing things about his prospective future teammates. That’s good form, actually. That could be, like, the thing that sets him apart from everyone else if he can find a way to let the coaches know how much he cares about, like, locker room dynamics and being a team player and stuff.
He’s even got a little bit of a list going, sitting crowded around a table at Chipotle with a handful of the guys after camp’s done for the day:
Kitchy runs an instagram account dedicated to reviewing bad action movies; Savchuk’s favorite genre of music is country; Hank usually goes by Crawford, even though his first name is actually just Hank and not Henry, which is apparently what Hank is usually short for, and his middle name is Colton, which Lachlan thinks sounds pretty cool. Hank also has a younger sister named Merritt, who’s about to start her last year of high school back in Georgia, which is where Hank—Crawford—is from. 
Pelletier is married. Calhoun is allergic to peanuts; Hank—Crawford—doesn’t actually have any allergies, really, but he doesn’t like dogs or blue cheese, so he tells people he’s allergic to both and most of the time people just sorta believe him, no questions asked, because he has the kind of face that makes you want to believe him, which isn’t something Hank—Crawford—says, but something Lachlan is picking up on from talking to the guy, even if Savchuk’s sitting in between them the whole time. 
Hank—Crawford, Crawford—’s number is 8 but it used to be 48. He wanted to join a fraternity when he started college in Denver two years ago, because his brother, Campbell, had been a Sigma Chi, but he was worried about not having enough time for hockey, so in the end, he didn’t, but he made a bunch of friends with the frat bros anyway so he could get into the parties without having to fork over a bunch of cash or spend time he could be on the ice helping with the clean up. Pelletier’s girl is a paramedic. Savchuk owns a cat he domesticated from an alleyway or something. The most important thing in Crawford’s life is probably, like, hockey. Which—respect. Lachlan knows how that goes, man.
Savchuk started learning English by watching really old cartoons of Batman and Robin. Crawford’s more of a Marvel guy, but he fucks with Batman because who the fuck doesn’t like Batman? 
Crawford runs his hands through his hair four times when they’re just sitting there, shooting the shit after they’ve all finished eating. When he raises his arm up and then down, the collar of his shirt shifts and Lachlan can just see the glint of the gold chain around his neck. Cool. Crawford wears gold jewelry. It works with his skin tone, Lachlan thinks. That’s something his mom’s always saying that Lachlan just doesn’t fucking understand, all that shit about skin and undertones and metals. Girl shit like that, he just doesn’t care about. The cross he has around his neck is silver, that’s all he knows. 
He wonders if Crawford’s got a cross too, or if it’s just a chain. He hadn’t looked in the locker room after they got off the ice, because of fucking course he hadn’t. He knows better than that, he’s not a—
“Oh, man, I dunno, don’t ask me that,” Crawford groans in response to something Calhoun says, carding his hand through his hair. “You think I was, like—going to class? Fuck that, man. All I know is they gave me the two-year degree; fuck if I know what it says I studied.”
Kitchy guffaws and bumps his shoulder up against Crawford’s. “Should have just gone straight into the league, man,” he says, and Crawford shrugs, one shoulder, a quick up and down. He’s smiling, but it’s small and sly and not at all like the grin from before, when they were both on the ice. 
“What, like you did?” he asks, one thick eyebrow quirked up and the guys go ooh and Calhoun snorts out a laugh that only sounds a little too small and awkward to fill up the sudden silence around the table. 
It feels like the pressure in the room changes just slightly. Just a little bit.
The truth is, of course, that all of them have dedicated their lives so far to hockey, which really means dedicating their lives to the MLH, the league that controls the sport they’ve loved since they were kids. And none of them are in it yet. Not actually. Not really. Close enough to fucking taste it. Closer than spitting distance. But not there yet.
Lachlan and Kitchy and Savchuk and Pelletier have been on Montreal’s AHL team since they were drafted; Calhoun’s baby-blue new to the whole show, drafted 47th overall in June and with shit odds of going anywhere but sideways to the Magnitude where Lachlan’s been keeping the seat warm for him. Crawford’s been playing the NCAA circuit the past few years, studying who the fuck knows what apparently. 
None of them have technically made the MLH yet. 
Not all of them will, either.
“More pussy in the A,” Kitchy says, and Crawford’s smile doesn’t reach his eyes. Lachlan sort of wants to blink or look away, strike up another conversation with Savchuk or something but he can’t.
“Less ice time,” is all Crawford says, and that’s not even, like, true, probably. Like objectively, Lachlan isn’t sure that’s true, but he’s not a stats guy. He just knows how exhausted his body feels at the end of every game, how it feels like he’s being choked to fucking death beneath the weight of all of his fucking ice time. He can’t imagine more of it. 
But it’s worth it, always has been. Because ice time with the Magnitude means the coaches are interested in you, and the AHL coaches being interested means the MLH coaches are going to be interested too, because, as far as Lachlan can figure, MLH coaches are a lot like younger siblings in that they want exactly what they see the AHL coaches have, if it looks shiny and fun enough to be worth playing with.
But maybe Crawford’s been, like, drowning in ice time out in Denver. Maybe he’s living the dream out there, pussy and ice time and frat parties and stupid liberal arts classes he doesn’t attend.
It sounds sort of nice, but hey, like. Lachlan can’t pretend he wishes he’d gone the NCAA route. Not when last season ended the way last season did. 
Maybe Crawford’s got his name on a fancy diploma, but Lachlan’s name is on the Stanley fucking Cup. 
Like—yeah, on a technicality, because he’d played three games in the second series against the Carolina Canines and then one game against the Admirals in the Conference Final before playing a show-stopping, groundbreaking three whole minutes in the Stanley Cup Finals’ fifth game against Seattle. 
All you gotta do to get your name on the Cup is just play half the regular season on the winning team or play at least one shift in at least one of the games in the Stanley Cup Final series.
Easy as pie, when you put it like that. You don’t even have to score.
Lachlan fucking didn’t, that’s for sure. 
Would have been a weight off his fucking back if he had, he thinks. Like—maybe then he’d know, for sure, that they’d want him back. Like—people keep count of goals and stuff. Assists. That’s the whole basis of a hockey game, counting the points. They’re fucking visible and every one matters. But who the fuck is keeping track of, like, creation of opportunities or some shit?
And obviously—some people are. The crazy stats nerds and the guys in the suits who get paid to read off the nitty-gritty details post-game. And the podcasters, and, like, maybe the average Montreal fan, too, because the average Montreal fan is fucking feral about the Metros. 
But are the coaches? Do the coaches know about all the fucking opportunities Lachlan created during his ice time, or was that just something Hayden fucking Pike had told him while ruffling his hair in the locker room post-game five against New York?
Lachlan doesn’t fucking know.
“Yo, dude, c’mon, man,” Kitchy shoves at his shoulder, and Lachlan blinks back into the present. The guys are moving, shifting, standing and slinging on their jackets, trash piled up in the center of the table. Kitchy’s behind him now, arms crossed like he has places to be even though their schedules are clear for the rest of day. 
Crawford’s already up near the glass doors of the store, tossing away the remnants of his burrito bowl and talking about something that’s got him smiling down at Pelletier, hand rubbing along the back of his neck.
Lachlan’s on his feet in a heartbeat, shoving his trash up against the base of their little trash mountain. It wobbles sort of ominously, but he’s already turning away and clapping Kitchy on the shoulder. “I’m beat, dude, must've spaced,” he says by way of apology, even though he feels wired in a way he’s never really felt before outside of a hockey rink. “My b, what’s the plan?”
The plan is, apparently, that Pelleteir is from Montreal, so he knows a couple of good places nearby for a drink, and Kitchy and Savchuk and Calhoun are happy to go along. They’ve got an early morning tomorrow, filming material for the Metros’ social media team and then a mid-afternoon scrimmage, but the good thing about drinking at three in the afternoon is that you’re most likely going to be passed out and under the covers way before curfew.
“This guy’s going back to the hotel though,” Kitchen complains, clapping his hand around the ball of Crawford’s shoulder and then just leaving his arm there, stretched out across his back. He shakes him slightly and Crawford is rolling his eyes and smiling again. The indent on his forehead is mostly all gone now. “Some of us need more beauty rest than others, eh?”
Crawford’s all relaxed beneath Kitchen’s hands, elbowing him back and laughing that actually, some of them must have skated harder than others at camp, which makes Savchuk say something rude about Crawford’s stamina, which sets all the guys off in peels of laughter so loud that a woman just outside the shop hesitates with her hand on the door.
“Pardon us, miss,” Crawford says the moment he notices her too, freeing himself from Kitchen’s hold and opening the door for her. And, like, anyone else and Lachlan’d call bullshit, right, because who the fuck says pardon and miss anymore? 
But it sounds genuine as fuck in Crawford’s low and slow Deep South accent. Real fucking gentlemanly. Lachlan wonders if he’d consider giving out lessons. He’s still got enough Texas in his voice that sometimes he feels like a sleazy cowboy on ice skates out in Laval when he says ma’am, which sucks because his mom would book an international flight in a heartbeat just to tear him a new one if she caught wind that he wasn’t using his ma’am’s and sir’s. 
The sun’s so bright when they get out onto the sidewalk that Crawford’s pulling out a pair of sunglasses from his joggers. Kitchy and Calhoun do the same thing as Pelletier starts making serious noises about this one place a ten minute drive away that apparently only serves beer in Metros colors. 
Drinking blue beer sounds sort of gross, if Lachlan’s being honest. And Crawford’s got his arms stretched out over his head in an exaggerated yawn, already saying something about how he’ll see them all bright and early tomorrow morning, and like.
The thing is, Lachlan already knows these guys. At least a few of them. The ones from the Mag. He’s played with them and drank with them and picked up with them back in Laval and on the road. He doesn’t need to go out with them and whatever other rookie can be coaxed into linking up to know how the night will end: he could probably write the script and get the timing of everything, down to the jokes and the laughs that will follow them, just exactly right.
And it’s always fun, don’t get him wrong. Going out with the boys, getting wasted and over-served by indulgent bartenders, shooting the shit about girls and goals and the league and their chances. It’s always fun because the boys are team, and team is always fun. Team is well-trodden ground. Full of jokes and beats and bits that Lachlan knows like the back of his hand. 
Thing is though, he doesn’t know a single thing about Crawford.
And, like. Blue beer sounds fucking disgusting.
So the decision’s easy to make in the end. 
“Gonna head back too, actually,” he says, and Kitchy puts his hand up to his chest like he’s just been shot. But it doesn’t matter, cause Crawford’s smiling at him from across the little circle they make, and that’s—that’s cool. New and cool and unknown, and Lachlan’s body feels electric with it.
Exhaustion has never been more difficult to fake, but at least no one’s looking too closely. Why the fuck would they?
Still, Lachlan waits until the guys have crossed the street to wait for their Uber and he and Crawford have started in the other direction before he even looks sideways at the other boy.
“You really tired?” Lachlan asks, because maybe the guys don’t have a reason to look too closely, but he’s always been a bit nosey. Ask anyone.
“Eh,” Crawford says, glancing at Lachlan and then away. He raises his hand and tilts it back and forth like so-so.
He’s still wearing the sunglasses, so Lachlan can’t see his eyes. That’s probably for the best, all things considered. Lachlan tugs at his chain, thumbs over the cross pendant and makes sure it’s centered against his chest.  
Probably for the best. 
“I mean, honestly?” Crawford asks, and it takes a second for Lachlan to remember his own question. They stop at a crosswalk, wait for the light. There’s a group of schoolgirls next to them, all of them wearing different versions of the same private school uniform. It’s a nice area, the neighborhood where the team’s put them up. Lachlan can tell by the blazers of the uniforms but also by the way the rowhouses look almost too perfect to be real, like they’ve accidentally stumbled onto a movie set instead of an actual street. 
It’s the sort of place that makes Lachlan feel like he needs to walk on his tiptoes. Not leave any fingerprints. It’s the sort of place that makes him feel like he’s going to break out into hives, which is a mind-fuck considering he grew up wearing a uniform pretty much exactly like those girls’. 
Minus the skirt though. Obviously. 
“I mean,” Lachlan says slowly, “Like. Preferably, I guess. Yeah?”
Crawford rubs at the back of his neck and grins, sheepish maybe. “Gotta call my little sister,” he confesses, lingering on the corner for a second so some guy in a suit with a phone pressed to his ear can power-walk past them the second the crosswalk sign flickers green. “She’s been begging for an update and I promised I’d talk to her tonight.”
“That’s cool, man,” Lachlan says automatically. Crawford’s sister is named Merritt and she’s about to be a senior back in Georgia, which he knows because Crawford said as much earlier. But now he’s not sure if that’s something he’s supposed to have remembered or not. 
Does he look like a douche if he pretends not to remember? Does he look like a creepy would-be sister fucker if he mentions that he remembers?
And more importantly, why the fuck does he even care?
“Fuck off, it’s not,” Crawford laughs, raising his eyebrows over the edge of the sunglasses, like, you really trying to say that? 
Which—sort of fair, because if any of the other guys told him they were bowing out of a night on the town with the boys in favor of calling their little sister to gossip, Lachlan would be first in line to make fun of their ass til the cows came home, but, like—
Lachlan’s ducked out of a night with the guys just to walk in the same direction as Hank Crawford for seven minutes, so. 
He’s not being particularly cool right now either, big picture wise. 
But he’s nothing if not a guy who commits everything he is to everything he does, so it’s a no-brainer to double down and argue back, “Nah, man, family’s fucking important, right, I get it. It’s cool you’re, like…” he shrugs, trails off and tangles his fingers along the line of his chain again, gives it another gentle tug. 
Actually, like—really, honestly, it is pretty cool. That Crawford’s a good big brother like that. That he’s the kind of man that puts family stuff ahead of team stuff, hockey stuff. The kind of brother that, like, remembers he has a little sister even if he’s in Canada and she’s in Georgia. Pretty cool of Crawford, to prioritize his family like that. 
Most of the guys in the league will say shit about how important that stuff is to them, but they’re all talk with no follow-through. Quick to thank their wives in their speeches, quicker to forget about them on the road. That kind of thing.
But that’s like—so fucking transparent, Lachlan thinks. You only ever really notice if someone’s a good brother if you have a shitty one. Same goes for family, for the most part, and that’s not—that’s all a little too much, for this early in the day, for being this sober, for standing on some random street corner in Montreal.
So he trails off, waves his hand and says, sort of like a non sequitur, or at least a misdirect, “They all in Georgia for you, yeah? Your family?”



Crawford hesitates for a beat, and then he says with a tiny shrug, tiny smile, “Most. Got an older brother deployed out in Germany with the service. Can’t call him though, time zones are fucked.”
Lachlan whistles out through his teeth. Germany’s far, for sure. He doesn’t know shit about time zones in Europe, but he knows Germany's pretty fucking far away. You could tell him that it’s already middle of the night over there and he’d believe it. 
“What about you?” Crawford asks him suddenly. Hotel’s in sight. Lachlan can’t remember where he put his keycard. It’s definitely in one of his pockets but he’s got like twelve pockets on these cargo pants and he’s going to look like a fucking idiot pawing all over his legs trying to find it. 
Wait, maybe he doesn’t have it at all. He’s rooming with Savchuk, maybe he just assumed they’d go back to the room together because why the fuck would Lachlan come back earlier? Obviously he didn’t see Hank fucking Crawford coming.
“Huh?” he startles when Crawford nudges at him, insistent. They’re shoulder to shoulder now, entering the hotel lobby, and Crawford’s got a few inches on him but not as many as Lachlan had thought, back on the ice. Guy’s probably never had to lie about his measurements on a medical form, but he’s not nearly as broad and imposing as Kitchy. Outside of his gear, he’s more spindly than he’d looked. Lachlan could probably take him in a fight now that he’s thinking about it. Lachlan’s shoulders are definitely broader, like. Proportionally. 
“You coming back to the room cause you need to call your brother?” Crawford asks, slipping his sunglasses up into his hair now that they’re indoors. They pause in the lobby, linger next to the configuration of fancy, comfortable looking furniture that no one’s probably ever actually sat in.
“Oh, uh,” Lachlan says. The question’s sort of fucking ridiculous. 
But Crawford sounds earnest about it, like he doesn’t know all the ways that it’s a stupid fucking question, an imaginary scenario with absolutely no basis in reality. 
Truth is, Lachlan can’t remember the last time he called Rowan on the phone. Must have been years ago, if it ever happened at all. 
Crawford’s face is open though, and curious, and his eyes are just as blue as the last time Lachlan checked, and it’s weird and uncomfortable, the way that Lachlan sort of wants to meet that openness with honesty in return.
Like, maybe he could laugh and make a joke about it if Crawford was already smirking, or maybe it’d be a different conversation altogether if Crawford mentioned his brother the way most people mention Rowan to him, always framed in the context of the league. Always Rowan and then his team, or his stats, or his jersey number. Always Rowan Pucey, star center for the Florida Pantheon, entwined so completely with the league that there’s nothing left of him just for Lachlan.
But Crawford’s said it all simple, all open-ended, like he knows and he doesn’t really care. Your brother, that’s the kind of shit only Lachlan’s mom says. 
And it throws him off a little bit, the way everything about Crawford so far has thrown him off. So he laughs, too honest and too transparent, and he says, “Yeah, uh, no. We don’t really do that shit.”
Crawford nods slowly, like he’s considering the words or his next words or something in between.
“I think he’s in the Bahamas anyway,” Lachlan adds for no good reason. “He’s been—like, all over since the Pantheon got swept by the Blazers.”
Crawford nods again, all heavy eyebrows and relaxed shoulders. Looking at him straight on like this, the gold chain’s easier to see, peeking just out of the loose line of Crawford’s collar. 
“And it’s just rookie camp, you know,” Lachlan says, too casual, like it’s no big deal. Like rookie camp’s something that happens every day, just another event to get through, an obligation on the calendar that can only be put off for so long, like a dentist appointment or a visit to the hairdresser. Like rookie camp is really, actually just anything, just something he can take for granted.
Crawford blinks and frowns, and Lachlan’s tongue is suddenly tripping over itself trying to course correct because—yeah, that’s an asshole thing to say, isn’t it? Especially when he doesn’t even fucking believe it.



“I mean,” he goes to say, to explain, but he runs into a brick wall pretty soon. There’s not a good way to say what he means. What he means is too complicated, he thinks. Too—rotten and twisted and white-hot to be explained in a hotel lobby at three in the afternoon on a Thursday. 
It’s just—
It’s like.
Alright, so it’s like.
The problem with being the youngest in a hockey family is that every achievement you’ve ever gotten close to, someone else has already won. His dad’s got three Stanley Cup rings and his brother’s got a name no hockey pundit can keep out of their mouth, and they’ve got a whole house of trophies between them already. 
And somewhere in that mess, Lachlan’s supposed to think rookie camp’s a big deal? It’s just what’s expected of him. It’s been on the agenda since he put on a pair of skates at three years old. It’s the least he can fucking do, getting the invitation to rookie camp after going so late in the draft, after dicking around with the Magnitude for a year when Rowan went straight to the big leagues when he was Lachlan's age.
And sure, it’s not like there’d be actual hell to pay or anything, if Lachlan wasn’t selected for training camp and then the Metros’ roster. 
But there’d be a price. 
So it’s just rookie camp, because rookie camp’s expected from a Pucey. Sure, it’s some of the most important hockey Lachlan’s ever fucking played in his life, participating in these imaginary drills against ghost-opponents and sweating his heart out on the ice trying to get Shane Hollander to keep looking at him, all the while wondering if either him or Pike even fucking—remembers Lachlan from the Cup run and wondering if it means anything that he can’t tell if they do or not.
But it’s just rookie camp. 
Call his brother? Because of rookie camp? Fuck, like. Rowan hadn’t even called after Lachlan lifted the Cup.
“Sure, I guess so,” Crawford finally says, and now his smile is a little rueful, a little self-deprecating, which is a terrible thing to witness and even worse to be the reason for. “Rookie camp must be small potatoes when you’ve touched the Cup, huh?”



Lachlan winces, because damn. Crawford definitely thinks he’s an asshole.
Suddenly that’s the last thing Lachlan wants in the entire world, for this guy who holds doors open for strangers and throws away his trash and makes plans to call his sister and laughs at terrible jokes on the ice and makes worse jokes in return to think Lachlan’s a douchebag.
“No way, no,” Lachlan’s blurting out even though he doesn’t know where to go from here. What comes next. He’s flying blind. “It’s, uh. I mean—it’s more like, you know…” he tugs at his necklace again, wrapping his fingers along the edges of the small cross. “When your dad’s touched the Cup, it’s…small potatoes. Or whatever.” 
He trails off, disjointed, discombobulated. Too much, too honest, too early, too transparent. It’s three in the afternoon and they’re standing in the hotel lobby, and Lachlan’s never said that shit to anyone. 
Except now he has.
Crawford blinks down at him and then he turns his head away, lips pursing out in consideration. Lachlan doesn’t even want to know what he’s thinking, except he really fucking does at the same time. How the fuck is that fair? 
“You want to grab a drink?” Crawford asks, and the question startles Lachlan so bad his mouth actually drops open.
“Uh,” he says. “What?”



“I mean, if you’re not doing anything,” Crawford adds quickly, eyes cutting back to him and then down to his torn-up shoes. “Or if you’re not too tired, I don’t know—like your plans for the—evenin’ or nothing, but Mare can wait a bit, it’s early there too. If you're free. For a drink.”



Right, because Crawford thinks Lachlan came back to the hotel for a reason. A good reason. Like because he’s tired from camp or because he has some obligation or another. And sure, Lachlan could confess that he’d just made a spur of the moment decision to follow Crawford back instead of hanging with the boys, but like—no thanks. 
Like—really. No thanks.
“Just a catch-up dinner with Hollander and Pike later,” Lachlan jokes, and Crawford’s eyes bug out for a second, like he really actually believes him. “I’m kidding,” he’s quick to clarify. “Pretty sure they don’t know me from Adam.” 
“Oh, I doubt that,” Crawford says, and he’s smiling again. Lachlan doesn’t know what to do with it, with his smile. “You don’t strike me as someone people just forget.”
“Oh,” Lachlan says. It’s—like, embarrassing, the way the words hit him. Right in the guts, a dirty one-two punch, like maybe Crawford majored in boxing back in Denver. “Well,” he says, toying with the smooth edge of the cross around his neck again. “I mean, I guess I did win them a Cup,” he jokes, and it’s a joke because he didn’t even net them a fucking secondary assist.
Crawford laughs, this big, happy sound that makes his shoulders concave forward with the force of it. He grins back at Lachlan, eyes crinkling at the corners, and it’s the same smile from back on the ice. Like Lachlan’s taken him by surprise too; like he didn’t see him coming either. “I mean, I know you’re joking,” he says, all slow and Southern and genuine. “But I watched the whole final series obviously, and you created a shit ton of opportunities for the team, dude. Pike’s goal in the third period of Game Five? Wouldn’t have had the puck if you hadn’t gotten it from Seattle against the boards the minute just before.”
“Oh,” Lachlan says, and it’s not what he wants to say because it’s not much of anything conversationally-wise. He should probably say something more, something like thank you. He should probably make a joke, tell Crawford no one’s keeping track of opportunity creation, they’re tracking goals and assists. He should probably shrug off the compliment, duck out of the sudden intensity of the moment. 
For fuck’s sake, it’s three in the afternoon and Lachlan doesn’t know how to breathe normally around the tightness that’s spreading through his chest. Maybe—maybe if someone else had told him that before, he’d know what to do with it. 
But Rowan hadn’t even called him when he lifted the Cup, and his father had—well. Hadn’t said that, about opportunities. About Pike’s goal. 
Crawford jerks his thumb over his shoulder. “Hotel bar’s open,” he says. “If you wanna.”
And that’s—like. It’s simple, when it’s put like that. When it’s just if you wanna. 
Because, yeah. Lachlan wants to.
“After you,” he says, and Crawford grins back and starts heading towards the other side of the lobby, where a hotel employee in a silk vest is setting up the bar. It’s simple to follow in Crawford’s wake. It’s easy, too. Like Crawford’s just created an opportunity and Lachlan’s jumping on the puck before someone can come out of nowhere and steal it away. 
That’s how it feels, taking the seat next to Crawford and looking at the drink menu the bartender puts in front of him as if he’s going to order anything but the cheapest beer. It feels like he’s just caught a no-look pass, like he’s hurtling towards an empty net. Like he’s already scored, like the crowd’s already cheering his name. 
Not to get ahead of himself or anything, of course. But he sort of feels like he’s already won. And he’s a hockey player, a professional athlete with his name on the fucking Stanley Cup. He already knows that there’s no better feeling in the entire world than winning. 
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1) when i sat down with my little journal to work out via written list who crawford & lachlan are as characters, the very first thing i wrote down were their siblings' names and how they relate to each of them. it makes me crazy if i think about too long. i really said well how do i know you? let me look at your brother. what does your sister call you. etc. accidental and revealing craziness happening in the minutiae over here. follow for more.

2) i absolutely have a playlist going of lachlan/crawford songs i listen to writing this fic, and no song fits this chapter more than 'direct address' by lucy dacus. everyone say thank you lucy dacus.
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5) re: lachlan playing a few games in the playoffs last season but not being on the official montreal roster for this season. this is a scenario based in truth. when the regular season ends, teams' salary caps and roster spot restrictions come off and teams are basically allowed to grab players from their ahl-affliated teams or draft prospects in college to pad up their roster in case one of their regular season players gets injured and has to sit out. these (usually) ahl players are called 'black aces', and they train alongside the team and suit up for each game in case they have to sub in. AND it's also true that if you play at least half the regular season and then your team wins OR if you play at least one game in the Stanley Cup finals, you're guaranteed to get your name on the Cup. teams can petition to add players under special circumstances, but those are the two ways you're guaranteed to be listed. so is there a scenario where a black ace is called up and subbed in for some games but not others and then happens to play one shift in one of the Cup final games, but then doesn't know for sure if he'll make the roster next season and thus must attend rookie camp (after development camp but before training camp)? i mean, technically, with a lot of artistic license in service to the narratives of imposter syndrome and close but not quite good enough.....yes. technically, yes
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  “Alright, so,” Merritt says over the Facetime call. She says it the same way their mother says it, like she knows a thousand things you don’t and she’s trying to decide how many secrets to let you in on. 
It’s so crazy and weird, when you think about it, how you inherit your genetics from your parents and their parents and their parents, a complicated balled-up and sticky spiderweb of physical features passed down through your family tree, but you get so many other things from them as well. Big things, like your belief systems and your values. But even bigger things too: your very words and the voice you say them in.
Crazy. So fucking wild.
And, alright, so. Crawford may have had too many drinks at the hotel bar. More than he planned at least.
He hadn’t meant to, it’s just—Lachlan Pucey was there on the stool next to him, going on and on about the guys he knew from the development program he played in, and how weird it was to live in Florida the last year his dad played in the league, and how much weirder it was to live in Dallas for most of his childhood, move a few times chasing his dad’s MLH career, and then come back to Dallas once he retired. How fun Canada was, how good the fishing was just up north, how easy it was to get around after he bought a car. 
Crawford hadn’t meant to spend four hours sitting at a hotel bar with Lachlan Pucey, he just—hadn’t really wanted to leave, either. 
So maybe he drank a little more than he probably should have. So sue him. 
But what was he supposed to do, two rounds in when the bartender had asked, jokingly, if they each wanted another Molson or if they were ready to move onto the espresso martini portion of the evening? What was he supposed to do, when Pucey laughed and looked over at him and then looked away again and then back, all tense shoulders and big brown cow’s eyes?
Say I should probably switch to water? Say cocktails are for girls? Say actually, I gotta go make a call?
It’d felt a little like—Crawford doesn’t know. Like getting away with something, maybe, watching the bartender carefully garnish two espresso martinis with three coffee beans each. Like he was seven again, Tugs beside him in the kitchen, both of their hands in the cookie jar while his dad was looking the other way. 
Like they were breaking the rules, Lachlan and him, cause—just cause Crawford didn’t say any of those things out loud, don’t make ‘em not true. 
And damn. Cocktails are fucking strong shit. Was anyone gonna tell him that girls are pounding back, like, straight liquor and sugar and shit every night? Multiple times a night?
“Alright, so,” Merritt says again, sharper this time, probably because she realizes she only has half of his attention. She was like this when she was a little kid, too. Always putting on these elaborate plays and dances for an audience of her reluctant brothers and indulgent mother, always waiting to make sure everyone was watching before she started the music. “So.”
“I’m listening, I’m listening,” Crawford says, even though he’s not, really.
He’s thinking about that one Christmas, years and years ago. Mare must have been seven or eight, cause Crawford only just turned ten end of November. She’d wheedled and pleaded her way into making him dance the Nutcracker with her, even though neither of them knew anything about the Nutcracker specifically or ballet in general, and so it was just a bunch of jumps and lifts and something about sugar plum fairies that Campbell had scoffed at and his mother had filmed and his father had watched with a frown.
He’d still been taking figure skating classes back then, to help with his hockey. Give him an edge up. Wes had suggested it and those were still the years where Wes’ word was like God’s when it came to hockey, which meant when it came to most of Crawford’s life. 
But the figure skating lessons stopped after that Christmas, Crawford remembers. He’d been pulled out of the program in Savannah in January. His mother had said something about the commute, the gas money, and Crawford never thought about it again because even back then he knew that gas money was already always too much and commutes were already always too long, towing Crawford around the region for a never-ending rotation of tournaments and exhibitions.
But he’s thinking about it now, the figure skating thing and The Nutcracker, and he’s remembering his dad’s sneer and he’s wondering if maybe Rolland Campbell Crawford II couldn’t stand the sight of his youngest son in a tutu pretending to be a ballerina, even if it was only to make his only daughter happy. Maybe he thought figure skating was too close to that, too girly, like Crawford would get the wrong idea about what men were supposed to do unless Rolland put his foot down and intervened.
He needn’t have worried. Crawford’s well fucking aware of what men are supposed to do. That’s never been the problem. It’s always been—
Ugh. Crawford runs his hand through his hair, sliding his palm down the length of his face. Too much to fucking drink makes his brain slow and all his thoughts super fucking—fuck. Whatever. 
But Pucey had looked so happy, fancy chilled espresso martini glass clasped in one hand, gesturing through the air with the other one and beaming at Crawford with the tip of his tongue trapped in between his teeth, and he hadn’t—well. Crawford hadn’t wanted to leave. Hadn’t wanted to finish his drink, hadn’t wanted to go up to his room after he had, so he’d been so easy for it, when Pucey had offered to buy him another round. Had been even easier for it the round after that, when his options were to stay at the bar, shooting the shit with Lachlan, or stumble up to his room, alone. 
“Goose,” Merritt whines through the phone, and sometimes the light catches her face just right and she looks older and unfamiliar, the beginnings of a woman where a kid used to be. But then sometimes she kicks up a storm because no one’s paying attention to her and calls him that stupid childhood name, and she’s the same kid sister he’s always had.
Thank fucking Christ, she’s still in there somewhere. 
Maybe that’s what Pucey meant, when he was talking about how weird it was to move back to Dallas after a few years living somewhere else, to see how it changed while he was looking the other way. Crawford hadn’t really understood then, because Darien, Georgia sort of exists outside of the flow of regular time and space. He’s hardly been back since juniors, but he’d put all his money on nothing having moved an inch in his absence.
But he thinks—maybe he gets it, a little. Now. Blinking slow into the phone camera and watching Mare blink identical eyes back at him and seeing two copies of her for a second, superimposed on top of each other. The kid sister and the girl getting ready to graduate from high school. The girl who has all these hopes and dreams and shit, things she’s told Crawford and things she hasn’t. 
Easter break, she’d wanted to be a veterinarian still and she’d wanted Beau Ackerman to take her to the prom.
Does she still? Did he ever? It’s been months since then. Crawford should know.
“Goose, c’mon—”
“I’m listening, Mare, Jesus Christ,” Crawford tells her, flopping back into the bank of pillows on his bed. He probably shouldn’t have called. Probably should have texted her and rescheduled after the third round, but he’s never—he didn’t want to be that kind of brother, the kind that has to be chased down. Now he’s just the brother that calls her when he’s wasted, trying to pretend he’s not. 
Maybe that’s a family trait too, another crazy thing we pass down, father to son to son to son. Maybe that’s just Crawford though. Maybe sometimes we call things family traits when we know they’re not, just so we don’t have to feel so damn alone in them.
“No, you’re not, you’re thinking about Lachlan Pucey still,” Merritt accuses. “Like you haven’t just spent like thirty minutes talking about him. Even though you blew me off to talk to him for, like, ages.”
“I didn’t blow you off,” Crawford says, even though maybe he did, a little bit. “And you asked me about camp, Mare, you can’t bitch at me for telling you about a guy from camp.”
“I don’t think you’re allowed to say that to a girl,” Mare says, all snotty and self-righteous. “Didn’t you take all those gender studies classes at Denver? Shouldn’t you know that, asshole?”

Crawford had taken all those gender studies classes at Denver, mostly because he thought they’d be an easy A. Which they hadn’t been. “Yeah, but I checked with my professors and you’re not a girl, you’re a little twerp, so obviously you don’t count.” 
“You’re a little bitch,” Merritt shrieks, which, like. Sounds like someone needs to enroll in a few gender studies classes. “And anyway, you were supposed to tell me about camp. Hockey, you know? The vibes? The coaches? Maybe Shane Hollander, all sweaty and worked up?”
“God, shut up, you’re so gross, I’m not telling you shit about—”

“But nooo, all I get is your first draft love letter to Lachlan Pucey and how he’s the best and fastest and strongest hockey player in the entire world and how his hair is sooo pretty and luscious and red and how his eyes are sooo big and chocolatey brown and how his nose is the cutest little broken button you’ve ever seen in your life and how he single-handedly, like, brought the Cup back to Canada in June, and like, gave the prime minister mouth-to-mouth right there on center ice to restart his heart when he keeled over in joy and how—”
“You’re so fucking annoying,” Crawford snaps, feeling his entire body tense the fuck up like he’s facing down an oncoming forward on the ice. His tone is harsher than he intended. His breathing, also. “I never fucking said that shit. Just—shut up, God.”
“It was implied,” Merritt sniffs, sticking her nose up in the air. It’s the family nose. Crawford has the same one. 
“It was fucking not,” Crawford says. Sometime in the last few minutes, he’s sat up in the bed. He hadn’t realized, but maybe some conversations you can’t have laying down and that’s something his body keeps track of even when his mind’s busy with other things. 
He doesn’t feel drunk anymore, at least. The syrupy slow contentedness of the beginning of the phone call is gone, and he isn’t—he can’t name what’s been left in its place. He feels sort of—cold, maybe, in his hands. Like his body is shutting down and his nervous system has made the unilateral decision that he can live without his fingers first, even though he needs those to play hockey.
 But then, his body’s always been the stupidest thing about him. That’s why he never lets it call the shots.
“And he’s got the best flow in the league and his teeth are so straight and his cheekbones—”
“Merritt,” Crawford snaps, like maybe if he makes his voice sound enough like their mom’s, some sort of learned survival instinct will kick in and she’ll shut the fuck up. “Drop it, I didn’t say anything about his fucking—cheekbones. Alright? Or his flo—I said his hair was brownish, I didn’t fucking notice—” he releases a breath, flops back onto the mattress. 
He didn’t fucking notice. That’s all. 
And Lachlan Pucey doesn’t have a good flow going on, let alone best in the league. His hair’s too short to be considered flow. And anyway, Crawford’s only seen it wet with sweat, wet with shower water, or dried weird and over-gelled, pushed back up off his forehead and a little to the side. 
Hardly winning any fucking beauty competitions is all.
“You said his hair was brownish,” Merritt agrees, one perfectly plucked eyebrow arched up and eyes on him. “And you said his nose is all crooked and his teeth are fake cause he got into a fight off the ice right before his draft and so either he can’t fight or he can’t duck for shit, apparently, but you didn’t ask what the fight was about, which, is like? The first thing you’d think you’d ask.” 
Crawford measures out his next exhale carefully. “Right,” he says, slowly. That is more or less what he said, he thinks. Except that doesn’t explain how she knew about Lachlan’s eyes or his hair or his—his cheekbones. Or whatever. Crawford never said anything about—about his—he didn’t even notice. 
He sort of wants to hang up the call so he can—he doesn’t know. Regroup, maybe. Retreat. Something. There’s nothing like a little sister to grab you by the throat and spin you out onto your head and then not even have the decency to realize she’s doing anything uncalled for.
On the phone screen, Merritt rolls her eyes like talking with Crawford is the fucking trial and tribulation of her entire life. “Goose, remember when you were dating that girl last year? Steph? You were together for like six months and all you told us about her was that she liked cats.”
“Well, she did,” he mutters defensively. 
“Right, so you can see how brownish hair and crooked nose is, like, groundbreaking material,” Merritt says. “Especially after only a day of knowing him.” 
Little fucking twerp.
“And unlike Steph, who was too cool and counter-culture to have an instagram account I could stalk, Lachlan Pucey’s a public figure technically,” Merritt adds, looking smug and self-satisfied and extremely punchable. 
Not that he’d ever punch a girl. He didn’t need to take the gender studies classes for that one. But little sisters have to be exempt from that too, sometimes. Soft punches should be, like, ethically acceptable between siblings.
Anyway, Crawford was the one who taught her how to throw a punch in the first place, the importance of never tucking your thumb, of winding back and following through, of only ever getting into fights you think you can win or you don’t care about losing. 
And of course she practiced on him, so he’s owed a couple hits the other way around, probably. Like, for the cosmic balance of the universe.
“You googled my teammate,” Crawford says, because that’s the only thing she can really be getting at here.

“Obviously I googled your teammate,” Merritt says, and the video pauses and goes fuzzy for a second, like she’s navigated away from the FaceTime app, like she’s looking at whatever picture of Lachlan Pucey’s she’s managed to find again. “He’s cute. I mean, he’s no Shane Hollander or whatever, but, like. He looks funny.”
“Which is it,” Crawford asks, even though he isn’t sure asking Merritt follow-up questions is the smartest thing he’s ever done. “Is he cute or funny-looking?”
The camera unfuzzes, and Merritt rolls her eyes again. The crosses she bears, really. Crawford’s heart goes out to her. “Not funny-looking. He looks funny. Like he’d be a funny guy. Like, he’s smiling in his rookie picture. It’s all cute and lopsided, he’s only got the one dimple, did you notice?”

Crawford didn’t. 
“In yours, you’re like—all doom and gloom, like you’ve never even heard a joke before in your life. Mom’s got it on the fridge, it’s hilarious, it looks like a mugshot— like, I didn’t know you could smile for your headshot. But he’s got a little smile going on, it’s cute.”
Crawford hadn’t known you could smile either. Maybe they changed the rules between their drafts. Crawford went in 2013, but Lachlan’s was only last year. 
“His hair’s totally russet, by the way. Not brownish. Just, you know. If you want to rewrite your wedding vows or whatever.”
“Now you’re just making shit up,” Crawford says. “I know russet is a kind of potato.”
“Oh my god, you’re such an idiot,” Merritt says. “A potato. Bless your heart.”
Crawford scowls. 

Lachlan Pucey’s staring at the omelette on his plate with a morose frown, poking at it with the ends of his fork when Crawford gets into the breakfast lounge the next morning.
He considers his options as he grabs a plate from the buffet line and fills it with food.
There’s a dozen places to sit in the room, a handful of the hockey guys mixed up with the crowd of normal people visiting the city on vacation. It’s still relatively early, just past seven in the morning, so most of the guys aren’t even down here yet. 
But maybe Crawford should branch out anyway, get to know some of the other prospects. He can see Morgan Pelletier chowing down on a waffle near the fireplace, and there’s a familiar looking guy sitting by himself with a book in his hand by the coffee machine. Crawford thinks he might be one of the goalies they’re trying out after Montreal’s back-up quietly retired once the Cup celebrations died down.
Crawford should be smart about this, go over and introduce himself to the book guy in case he really is his future goalie. Or he should sit with Pelletier and ask him about how the night went after he went back to the hotel. Or he should sit by himself and visualize today’s scrimmage. It’s not the most important thing to win, but it’d help if his team did. But–the point is. There’s a wide range of choices Crawford has. 
He should be smart about it. He should choose something that makes sense. 
But he doesn’t and he isn’t. Smart about it, that is. Because his body makes a styrofoam cup of coffee on autopilot, one cream and half a sugar packet, and then his feet lead him over to Pucey’s table. Because his body is the stupidest thing about him; when it makes decisions, it’s always the wrong ones. The inadvisable ones. 
He claps Lachlan on the shoulder in greeting as he rounds the little table he’s commandeered, taking the seat opposite him. Pucey startles and then squints blearily across at him like his brain is running on a five second delay. “Ow,” he says finally, sounding surprised.
There’s still a pillow crease line on his cheek, and some of his hair is sticking up on one side of his head while other bits are pressed flat.
It still looks just brown to him, brownish, but maybe there’s some red there, Crawford doesn’t know. Russet. Like the potato. Crawford had googled the color last night, incognito browser on. 
“Not a morning person, bud?” he says sympathetically, when all Pucey does is stare at him. 
Pucey blinks, like he has to consider the question or translate it into English to make head or tail of it first. “Not really,” he says, voice early-morning rough. “Only thing can get me outta bed in the morning is God and hockey.”
“Them’ two things,” Crawford points out, and Pucey blinks for a second, slow, before he scowls.
“Fuck off,” he says, picking up the styrofoam coffee cup in front of him and taking a long sip. “It’s too early for that.”
“For what,” Crawford asks, feeling his lips slide up into what Tugs calls his most punchable grin, “counting?”
And so he probably deserves it, when Pucey kicks at him beneath the table. 
“Alright, alright,” he says, laughing now, moving his legs away and accidentally jostling the surface of the table hard enough that a bit of his coffee spills out onto his plate and pools around his strawberries. “Leave the ankles alone, hey, I need those.”
“For what? You play shit hockey anyway,” Pucey mutters, and Crawford deliberates over whether or not he should feel offended. He decides against it, mostly because Lachlan spent, like, an hour spitting compliments about Crawford’s hockey just last night at the hotel bar.
And, anyway, it’s hard to muster up any sort of anger towards the guy when all he can feel is a weird kind of incredulous delight at this unexpected side of Pucey. How can he get offended? It’s like an old, crotchety Pomeranian is biting at the hem of his pants, trying to take him down. 
“Gonna pretend you didn’t say that, bud,” he tells him gracefully, mopping up the spill with a napkin and taking a sip of his coffee. “Eat your omelette, that’ll wake you up, Lachy.”
Lachlan makes a face. “Don’t call me that,” he protests, like you’re allowed to protest when another hockey player calls you a nickname. Something about the guy’s sheer audacity makes Crawford laugh. From his experience, you just take what you get when it comes to what other peple call you in the locker room. You learn to love it or at least to answer to it.
You don’t say no. 
“My b, bro,” he gives in pretty easy, because you gotta respect his boldness. Lachlan is poking at his omelette again, cutting a small piece off of it. “What are they callin’ you in the A?”

“Not Lachy,” Pucey says, and he puts his fork back down onto the plate without taking a bite. “Cause I’m not five years old.”
Crawford snorts. It’s entertaining as shit, this sharp-edged Lachlan Pucey. Pre-coffee, Crawford’s assuming. Minorly hungover, even, maybe. A part of him wants to ask, wants to make a joke about getting Lachlan an espresso, hold the martini this time, but—that feels stupidly dangerous. Risky. 
There are things you’re not supposed to joke about, because there are things you’re not supposed to have done. And maybe drinking girly cocktails at six in the evening is low on the list of sins to have committed, but that’s only because there were no witnesses outside of each other. 
“What, you tryin’ to make me to guess?” Crawford says after clearing his throat. “Cause I’ll have fun with that, Land-Locked, but not too sure you will.”

If looks could fucking kill. “Fucking hate hotel eggs,” is what Pucey says, finally, dropping his eyes to glare daggers at the remnants of his breakfast, where the only thing remaining is the untouched omelette. 
It’s not an answer or an explanation or even that much of a relevant statement; if anything, it hits more like a challenge or a dare, and Crawford has historically been terrible at turning those down.
“Wanna swap?” he offers gamely, tabling the nickname thing for now and pushing his plate towards the center of the table. It’s mostly fruit, a strip of bacon, and a bagel laden down with peanut butter. He’ll probably grab a cup of yogurt on the way out, if he can remember to. He hates hotel breakfasts too.  
Lachlan’s eyebrows pinch together as he considers the food. “You need more protein than that,” he informs him. “The scrimmage is today, you’re gonna be starved, bro.”
Crawford shrugs. “Peanut butter’s protein, right? C’mon, we’ll go halfsies.”

Lachlan hesitates. “I shouldn’t eat gluten,” he says, slow, but his eyes look brighter than they’ve looked since Crawford sat down, shoulders easing down and relaxing into asual interest as he eyes the bagel. 
Shouldn’t, he says, like someone else has decided it for him and passed along the message. Like the want’s there and he’s been told it isn’t enough, like he’s learned the canyon of difference that can exist in between wanting and having. 
Crawford and his stupid body know a few things about that. About shouldn’t’s.
“And no one should eat that fucking omelette,” he hears himself reply, even though he doesn’t quite understand why the fuck he’s doing this. Why he cares, what he’s trying to accomplish. Anyone else and he’d have let the conversation die already. Anyone else, he’d be sipping his coffee in silence, scrolling through his phone by now. Sitting over there by the maybe-goalie. Shooting the shit with Pelletier instead. 
And yet, here he is, saying, “Seriously, Lox. Over, under: that thing’s been sitting out under the heat lamp for three hours.”
Lachlan blinks and then he laughs, and Crawford realizes, out of fucking nowhere, that, there. That there was what he’s been trying to accomplish. Right there. 
Lachlan’s laugh is—he doesn’t have a word for it. When he laughs, it’s faint, kind of breathy, kind of wheezy, this sound that’s made almost entirely of exhales, like he’s—sucking in joy and breathing out laughter. It’s so fucking weird. “I ain’t taking that bet, man,” Lachlan says, grinning. 
Merritt’s right; he only has the one dimple, a deep indent on the left side of his lips. Crawford hadn’t noticed before. 
He can’t stop noticing now.
“I bet,” Crawford says, high on the victory and immediately, viscerally wanting another one. “I bet Boston’s fucked with the hotel’s omelette shit. Trying to give the best rookies food poisoning before selection to take out the competition.”
“No bet,” Lachlan laughs, and his eyes crease with the force of his smile. His crooked nose wrinkles up, when he smiles like that. 
Cute, Merritt says in his head.
Fuck off, Crawford says back, even though he’s just talking to himself.
“Wouldn’t put anything past Boston,” Lachlan is adding, oblivious.
“Right,” Crawford nods, shoving Merritt’s annoying voice out of his mind because there’s a time and place for these sorts of things. “I mean, if anyone could figure out how to pull off a mass food poisoning event, it’d be Ilya Rozanov.”
“Fuck the Raiders,” Lachlan says, lifting his coffee cup up in the air like he’s giving a toast.
“Fuck the Raiders,” Crawford agrees, copying him. 
It’s a little funny, how much he means it when he says it and how much he knows Lachlan means it too. The guy drafted after him was drafted by the Raiders. The guy picked before him went to the Guardians. Crawford’d spent the week of his Combine meeting with every team in the league and trying to sell himself to them like he was a store about to go under, slashing all his prices, hoping one of them would be interested in something, anything, he had on offer. 
He could have been a Raider, maybe. But he isn’t. So fuck the Raiders, because Montreal chose him. Montreal gave him his script to memorize, his lines to say, and Crawford can’t imagine ever leaving or rebelling now that they have him.
They could send him to the AHL for two more years of development, they could never move him up from the third defensive pair, they could make him a healthy scratch for half the season, and he’d still say his all his lines at his every cue, put his whole heart into his performance.
That’s just how these things work. That’s just how the world is. Hockey is a game and every player has their position. It’s a show, so every player has their parts. It’s a business, so every player has their price.
“Bet you can’t eat all that in ten seconds,” Crawford says, nodding down to the plate, and Lachlan squints at him from across the table. 
“What, the bagel or the omelette?” he asks, considering, leaning forward and putting his arms up on the table. “I gotta say, man, your bets are weak shit.”
Crawford rolls his eyes and kicks at him lazily beneath the table. “Obviously the bagel, bro,” he says. “You and me are on Blue for the scrimmage today, I’m not about to risk your stomach on shitty hotel eggs.” 
“Aw,” Lachlan says, voice dripping with over-the-top sacchrine sweetness. He bats his eyes and puts his chin on his hand. “You looking out for me, bud? That’s so sweet.”

“You know it,” Crawford says; he has to swallow twice before he can move his tongue enough to get the words out. He means to chirp him back, obviously, because they’re both joking around with each other. But he misses the mark by a mile, words coming out too serious, bordering on solemn, when he says, “we’re on the same team now, bro.”
Lachlan blinks at him, startled maybe. His eyelashes are long for a guy. They look like a girl’s. And—sure, Crawford can already hear one of the girls from his gender studies lectures protesting about how eyelashes can’t be gendered when they’re just hair on your eyes, and how even that ties into a bunch of other layered and historical shit about gender roles or expectations or whatever, but that’s academic shit. Sometimes interesting to think about, when Crawford’s tuning in, stuck in a classroom with nothing else to do anyway. 
But this is the real world, and Lachlan’s eyelashes are long for a guy. Light, too, more blond than the rest of his hair.
“I guess we are,” he says. It doesn’t sound like he’s talking about today’s scrimmage. 
But to be fair, it hadn’t sounded like Crawford was talking about that either.
“Right,” Crawford says, clearing his throat. “So eat up, bagel boy. Get your protein.”
Lachlan tries to scowl, but he’s smiling again, shaking his head as he picks up the bagel and bites into it.
“Yo, Pukey, Crawford,” Aiden Calhoun crows, dropping suddenly into the empty chair next to Lachlan and making Crawford jump. “You fuckers missed a hell of a night last night,” Calhoun is saying, bumping his fist up against Lachlan’s shoulder before slinging his arm around the back of his chair. “We’ll go out again tonight though, when Team Red kicks Blue’s asses though, don’t sweat it.”
“Oh, bet,” Crawford says, dry as he can, without taking his eyes off Lachlan, and Lachlan chokes on his food, laughter bubbling up and spilling out of him. Bits of bagel and peanut butter go flying out of his mouth as he coughs.
“Oh, bro, c’mon!” Calhoun protests, disgusted. “Watch my fucking omelettes, man, I got the last two!”
Lachlan blinks at Crawford for a second, eyes watering, and then they’re both laughing. And it’s not even that funny, it’s not even something Crawford can pinpoint as a joke, but it’s like the laughter would kill him, if he tried to hold it in. It’s like it wants to get out of his chest, wants to become a mess on the table in front of him.
“What?” Calhoun asks, looking between the two of them, but that’s the thing about the best jokes and the worst jokes and the funniest jokes: there’s no explaining them or defending them or telling them twice. You really just had to be there.

Team Blue goes up against Team Red in the camp’s afternoon scrimmage, and they lose spectacularly. It’s a blowout, not even fucking close. 
The maybe-goalie from the hotel lounge is a real-actual goalie, and he’s good too. So fucking good he blocks almost every single one of Team Blue’s shots on goal. Lachlan gets a puck in, a sweet shot that sails just beneath one of the guy’s knee pads, but none of the other forwards can get anything started until the last few minutes of the final shortened period.
Crawford nets a secondary assist on another D-man’s goal; it’s the only point he puts up. It makes him so frustrated his teeth ache from clenching his jaw. A childish part of him wants to smash his stick up against the boards as the coach’s whistle calls for the end of the match. He hates losing.
Especially like this. Especially when it matters the way this matters.
But he doesn’t, obviously. He shakes everyone’s hands instead and he claps the other team’s goalie on the shoulder. Emil Pritchard, he finds out. He tells Emil Pritchard how good he is in goal and he doesn’t snap his stick on the net or the boards or the winger who gave up the puck nine times out of ten’s face. 
The coaches are still watching, he can see them with their clipboards standing behind the safety of the plexiglass boards, observing the two teams as they shuffle off the ice. 
It makes sense, when Crawford drops his shoulders and forces himself to breathe through the sting of the stupid scrimmage loss. Of course the coaches want to see how the players handle losing games as much as they want to see the actual plays they make and points they produce and opportunities they create. You get eighty-two chances to win in a regular season. No one’s winning eighty-two times though. You won’t even come close. Teams make names for themselves by the wins they put up; locker rooms are stitched together by the losses, and teams begin in locker rooms, that’s where the hockey starts, that’s why you go from there to the ice before every game.
Alright. Alright, so if Crawford can’t win then at least he can lose well, right? At least he can be a team player. At least that can be written down in his file, noted and underlined and measured against what he doesn’t have, all his areas of growth.
He finds Lachlan’s slumped shoulders near the edge of the ice, blue penny jersey stripped off and balled up in one of his hands. His face is all pinched and set into a frown when Crawford leans around to look at it, like maybe he hasn’t seen the coaches, maybe he hasn’t realized what Crawford has about the winning and the losing and the clipboards. 
And it’s none of Crawford’s business, objectively speaking. It’s not any of Crawford’s business, if Lachlan wants to sulk about the loss. Maybe it won’t even matter to the coaches—Lachlan got a goal all on his own and a nice apple on a left winger’s late-in-the-game goal. 
Maybe it isn’t any of his business, but it’s the least he can do. Right? He’s being a good bro, when he skates up behind Lachlan and throws his arm around his shoulder. 
“Shit,” Lachlan exclaims, startling and falling back into Crawford’s chest as his skates slip on the ice.

Crawford’s already holding on to him, so it’s easy to shift and catch his weight. “Whoa, careful, man,” he says, bringing his other hand to Lachlan’s waist and just letting it stay there for a second. To steady him. “It’s a bit slippery out here, they just mopped the floor with us.”
That makes Lachlan huff out something that’s almost a laugh but not exactly. Not close enough. His eyebrows are still creased down, no dimple in sight. “Fuck off,” he mutters, jerking out from underneath Crawford’s touch. For a second, Crawford has to fight the instinct to tighten his hold instead of letting him go. He drops his arms away quickly, when his brain kicks into gear and wrestles control back from his stupid body. 
“You fuck off,” Crawford replies, easy. He hesitates, doesn’t know the play but won’t let that stop him. “This is your fault, you know. The loss.”

That at least gets Lachlan’s attention squarely fixed on him. It also gets his eyebrows high up on his forehead, though a little in an angry way. “What?”
Crawford shrugs, makes a big show of it, slugs Lachlan in the arm. “You were sort of slowing down there at the end. Probably cause you didn’t have enough protein at breakfast, huh. I mean—just a bit of peanut butter? Not the fuel your body needs, dude.”
Lachlan’s mouth opens and then closes, opens again. He makes a sound, high-pitched, offended, and Crawford can’t bite back his own grin. He ducks his head and tries to hide it, at least, but there’s no use.
“But, hey, now you know for next time, bagel boy,” he adds and Lachlan lurches towards him, face promising some kind of immediate violence that ends up taking the form of a thorough face-wash and a sweaty blue penny being pressed up against his mouth. 
The dimple is back though. The dimple is back and Lachlan’s laughing that weird wheezing laughter of his again, and that’s good. For the coaches to see. Lachlan’s not a sore loser. Look, see, he’s smiling. Crawford got him to smile. 
“What are youse guys grinning about?” Kitchy barks the second they get into the locker room. He’d been on Team Red, got an assist but no goals of his own. Crawford had personally blocked one of his shots towards the goal; it’d hit his stick so hard, his whole arm had felt like it was vibrating for minutes afterwards. “Youse wet the fucking bed in that scrimmage, bro.”
Lachlan tenses, Crawford can feel the way his shoulders tighten and straighten up from next to him. He opens his mouth, but Crawford’s faster when he wants to be. He’s probably never going to be the best playmaker on the ice, but at least no one’s ever gonna say he’s afraid of shooting the puck. 
“Nothing, man,” Crawford grins, makes a show of it. “Was just telling Bagsy here I think blue’s his color. Really brings out his eyes, you know? Sweater wise. Red suits you though, Kitchy, congrats on the win.”

Kitchy looks between the two of them, and Crawford holds his smile and his gaze steady. The Metros’ most-worn home jersey is mainly blue, with white and red accents; the Magnitude, the AHL team that both Kitchen and Lachlan play for, usually wears red. He doesn’t have to wonder if Kitchen gets the joke, gets that he’s the butt of it, because his face turns this awful purple kind of color, and maybe Crawford’s being a bit cruel in a way that’s uncalled for, but Kitchen started it. 
Crawford put in all this hard work getting Lachlan’s dimple back, and Kitchen took it away in just a few seconds. It’s unfair.
“Miss me with that gay shit, fag,” Kitchen says, and he doesn’t even sound mean; he doesn’t even sound angry or accusatory. He’s just volleying it back, the joke continued. It’s just the funniest shit he can think to say. 
And Crawford—
And alright—
So obviously the locker room of thirty something dudes doesn’t go quiet and still, because there’s about two things locker rooms filled with guys will go silent for and that’s, as Lachlan said earlier this morning, God and hockey.
So obviously the locker room doesn’t actually go quiet, because that’s not how locker rooms have ever worked once in Crawford’s life, but for a second it feels like it does. Or maybe just like he’s ducked his head under the water in a public pool or snuck out to a balcony at a house party but accidentally left the patio door cracked or put on shitty headphones that let the outside sounds leak through.
It feels, for a second, like everything is muffled and distant and dulled except for his own heartbeat and the steady pull-push of his lungs drawing in air.
There’s a stain of something just to the left of Kitchen’s knee, on the padded bench in front of his stall. Gatorade, maybe. Crawford stares at it. There was a girl, back in Denver. One of Steph’s friends. She’d been studying psychology. She’d shown him a bunch of these weird black-and-white images of oil spills on index cards, asked him what he thought they looked like. Inkblot tests, she’d called them. Supposed to tell a therapist how fucked up you are if you see a dragon instead of a butterfly or something.
He tries to see the butterfly in the stain and then he tries to see the dragon and then he tries to to see the fag, but it’s just a fucking stain. It’s just Gatorade.
“Man,” he says, and it’s only been a second. It’s only been the length of an exhale and an inhale. Crawford’s quick on his feet, especially when it’s the same punch coming his way, over and over and over again. All locker rooms are the same. He's never learned how to dodge the blow; he's at least learned how to recover from it.
Kitchen’s face is still purple, but it’s fading back to normal now because it’s tough shit, one-upping calling another guy gay.  Worst thing you could be in a locker room. Worst thing you could be in a hockey rink. Just—worst thing you could be, hands down. Anywhere. Depending on who you ask.
“Don’t know what to tell you, man,” Crawford says, and he can feel the smile glued carefully to his face. Lachlan is looking at him and then away again and then back, just for a moment, just out of the corner of his eyes. His shoulders are rigid. “Your bros never give you a compliment? Your girl don’t care to neither?” 
“Kitchy doesn’t have a girl,” Lachlan says flatly, and he’s at his stall close to the door, penny jersey tossed on the floor and fingers fumbling with his pads. He’s not looking at Crawford, but it’s like he is even though Crawford can’t prove it. 
Crawford whistles out, low and slow. Catches the assist, makes the shot. “You don’t got a girl, Kitch? Sounds pretty gay, man.”
And obviously, a locker room full of guys all chatting amongst themselves—maybe ten guys hear what he says, max, and maybe five of them laugh.
Lachlan laughs, this bright, loud cackle that’s night-and-day different from the wheezy laugh he’s given him before. This one, it sounds a little—Crawford doesn’t know. It’s different, is all. Maybe a little relieved, even though his shoulders don’t loosen and he’s pretty intently focused on stripping down for the shower.
Crawford looks at him once, just a quick glance, sees the line of his silver chain looped around the nape of his neck, edges of his hair just brushing against it, and he has to look away. Has to give Kitchen a smarmy grin. No harm, no foul. Noise is filtering back into his ears again, head’s above the water. Kitchen’s saying something to one of the wingers from Team Red now, shoulders shaking with laughter like it’s easy to laugh again, like it’s all just jokes. It’s all just been jokes. 
It’s all just fine. Crawford’s heart is gradually returning to its usual pace. No one’s looking at him anymore. He feels a little like a fox in its hole as the hounds race by. No one’s looking at him anymore. No one’s looking.
He can just imagine what the girls in his stupid gender studies course would say, about Kitchen, about him. They’d say he’s perpetuating harmful attitudes or something. They loved that word. Perpetuating. They loved to sit in their classrooms on their campus and wonder aloud about what’s being perpetuated, what’s going unchallenged, what’s being reinforced. 
What the fuck do they know though? This is the real world. The fuck do they know about that? About being a fox living amongst dogs? Crawford’s just—it’s not always about perpetuating. Sometimes it’s just about surviving. About getting to a place where no one’s looking at you anymore.
Not that—not that Crawford would know anything about that either. He tugs the blue penny up and over his head and tosses it to the side. He doesn’t. Know anything about any of that shit. Sometimes his body just forgets. Fight or flight kicks in. It’s nothing.
By the time he’s done in the showers, most of the guys are already dressed and out of the room. He’s almost surprised to see Lachlan sitting by his stall, hair wet and drying in pieces on his forehead, hands tucked into the pockets of his white sweatshirt as he slouches backwards. Property of the Montreal Magnitude is stitched in red lettering over his breastbone. It sort of looks like blood, when Lachlan glances at it from the corner of his eye.
“What’s up, man?” he says, digging through his bag for a change of clothes.
“Been told to tell you Kitchy says you can’t sneak out of drinks with the guys again,” Lachlan reports, tilting his head up against the edge of the stall behind him and closing his eyes. The pose elongates his throat, and Crawford’s eyes get caught on the bump of his Adam’s apple for a second before he turns away. Back to his stall. He needs clothes. He needs—he needs a second.
“Oh, so I snuck out of drinks with the guys? And what were you doing?” he asks, and his voice is normal, even if his throat feels a little dry. He dries both his legs and then his chest with the towel before letting it drop to the bench so he can pull on his underwear.
“Yeah, but I’m old news,” Lachlan tells him. His eyes are still closed, but his fingers have pulled his chain from beneath the sweatshirt so he can play with the crucifix dangling on it absent-mindedly. “You’re all new and shiny.”
“Aw, don’t sell yourself short, dude,” Crawford says, pausing with his jeans on but not yet zipped and leaning up against the stall next to Lachlan, bracing his arm on the edge of the wooden cubby. “You got plenty of shine, Bagsy.”
Lachlan rolls his head to the side and cracks one of his eyes open to look at him. “That sticking around then?” he asks mildly, and Crawford makes a show of grinning, shrugging, raising his eyebrows as if that’s answer enough.
“I don’t even fucking like bagels,” Lachlan says, closing his eyes again and turning back to face the ceiling, looking for all the world like he could take a nap any second. “And I fucking hate lox on ‘em even more. Smoked salmon tastes like shit.”
If he ever stopped fucking complaining, that is. Then he could take a nap.
Crawford can feel his grin change, get softer on the edges, more real now that no one’s looking at him anymore. “Sounds like an area of growth you should get working on, Pukey,” he says as he pulls on his undershirt, because he figures it’s important to remind Lachlan of the range of options he has in front of him nickname wise before he really starts throwing up a fuss.
“You’re a real piece of work, you know that?” Bagsy mutters.
But the dimple’s back, so it’s real hard to take him at his word. Downright near impossible, if Crawford's being honest.
 





  
    Chapter End Notes

    breakdown of fic notes/director's commentary i made mostly to myself while writing (for chapter 2):
1) i spent a long time thinking about how i wanted lachlan and crawford to sound narration wise from the get-go of this fic. from the get-go of writing this fic, because making that narrative style and choice believable, entertaining, and consistent is important to me as a writer.
crawford already had about seven thousand words from open house that established him as a character that i wanted to stick to because i really liked his voice in that fic and i know other people really did as well. i also had a really solid idea of how i wanted lachlan to sound, and that ended up being really similar to open house!crawford's narration in a way that a few of commenters picked up on last chapter. this was on purpose i swear!! and, hand in hand, this chapter's crawford voice is different from open house in a few ways that can't be put down to just not being hungover or in a state of panic post-sleeping with best friend. it boils down to the fact that i think there's nothing more profound than the way the people we love and spend time with and open up to influence us and change us right back, down to the words we use and the way we laugh and, sometimes, the patterns of our thoughts. so basically, this is crawford pre-lachlan and over the course of the fic, his narration style is going to sort of...loosen up a bit, become more and more similar to open house!crawford, whose voice echoes lachlan's in a few ways
it feels a little bit like a spoiler of some kind to spell that out for y'all two chapters in, but i didn't want people to think i was just completely ignoring the way i wrote crawford in open house. i promise i'm not! or if i am, there's a thematic reason for it! to be loved is to be changed! you are in my walls you are in my thought patterns! i feel like a kid again around you and i sound more like one too! etc etc
2) speaking of previous fics in this series, i had to check something in home economics and realized that in that fic, shane thinks crawford is from somewhere down in the american south, between the carolina tempest and the florida cougars. this is crazy funny to me, as i chose to name a handful of fake nhl teams in the last chapter of this fic to flesh out the story of montreal's cup run in 2015, and two of the teams i randomly chose, i named the carolina canines and the florida pantheon. i like these names better. i just think it's funny that i'm writing basically a fanfiction that already disagrees with the established canon when i was the one that established that canon in the first place. honestly, probably more little inconsistencies like that to follow.
3) similarly to note #1, you're not supposed to know who exactly tug and wes are yet; both are name-dropped in crawford's thoughts without any kind of identifier attached. a better writer would have been able to sneak in a few words to DTR (define the relationship) without it feeling forced or awkward, but i must reference fredrik backman here re: naming your loved ones when he says something something we never call the peope we love by their names because duh of course we're talking to them, who else would we be talking to. it's always you something something. i figure the same can be said for attaching descriptors of the people we love to their names when we think of them in our head. we don't think of what they are to us. they just are because we are. etc. this gets a special note at the end of the chapter just because i would have been a lil annoyed as a reader, trying to comb through a few surrounding paragraphs looking for a descriptor i missed.
4) fact check: i spent way too long looking at rookie headshots for the nhl draft class of 2015 for no reason other than to re-familiarze myself with what kind of haircuts guys had. short with sticky and or swooshy bits up in the front was the clear-cut winner. thanks connor mcdavid mitch marner noah hanifin zach werenski mathew barzal etc. the europeans were not doing this as consistently. i'm just surprised no one had the justin bieber haircut. it felt like everyone had the justin bieber swoop bowl cut style from 2012-2015. i don't think i saw a forehead in my high school until 2016 at least.
5) i took gender studies classes in university and i did, in fact, enjoy them. btw


  


      

  












      Chapter 3: crawford
  



    Chapter Notes

      this chapter got majorly out of hand really quickly and it's definitely not the big jump forward i promised in the last chapter because of who i am as a writer, but i think this is still really important for understanding/setting up some of the characters' conflicts for later!! mostly crawford, tbh but it's a big one for crawford! next chapter is from lachlan's pov and covers a few months i promise this time for REAL

and guys, man, if you think this chapter is really long and rambling (it is, to be clear; at one point i was editing and looked at a section that was 400 words long and said well now that doesn't sound like me i'm nowhere near that succinct and so i made it 1600 words long and all was right in the universe), just know that this guy went through probably the most amount of editing i've ever given a fic. like. these are the darlings i couldn't bring myself to kill

for updates: i'm aiming to update roughly on every thursday give or take 2-7 days. my aim is hardly ever true

the artist who drew crawford after the first chapter has also drawn lachlan  after the last chapter and i lowkey lost my minddd a little bit i love it so much!!! tfw you're rage-baited into giggles by your teammate...immaculate

the song for this chapter is, like. just noah kahan's newest album.

related, here's my spotify playlist for this fic because a few of you have asked! i'm literally listening to nothing but this one and @lightstogether's crawsey (crawsey?? bagford?? lachford? it's bad when i'm the author and i'm stumped on what the best ship name is lol) playlist back to back to back to back


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  Shane Hollander calls him the Tuesday after rookie camp, a day after he gets back to Georgia. He hasn’t even unpacked yet, just added his carry-on suitcase from rookie camp to the corner where he’d put all his shit he’d brought home from Denver.
Crawford almost doesn’t pick up: it’s an unknown phone number, an area code he doesn’t recognize. Plus, and importantly, it’s roughly six in the morning. He'd spent almost all of yesterday killing time on layovers in various airports getting from Montreal to Savannah. He almost sleeps through the ringer, and then he almost decides against picking up when his body does eventually jolt awake.
Only reason he does answer is so embarrassing he already knows he’ll never breathe a word about it for as long as he lives. It’ll be the kind of secret he takes to the grave, the kind of thing he’ll play dumb about when Saint Peter asks him point blank outside the pearly gates.
It’s just—training camp had ended in a flurry of last minute interviews with the coaching staff, casual drills on the ice for the media team more than the clipboards, and a whole host of filming stuff for the socials: silly interviews, excruciating day-in-the-life’s, cameras everywhere Crawford turned. Which—it’s to be expected. Of course it’s to be expected. There’s a reason all the fans call the MLH the league and all the players call it the show. 
But in the mess of all the last-minute obligations and under the unblinking eyes of the cameras, Crawford hadn’t found a second to ask Lachlan for his number. And he’d forgotten completely, outside the rink, when they were hanging with the other guys, out for drinks or chilling in someone’s room. 
Or—maybe he’d forgotten to ask, or maybe he couldn’t find the right time to or maybe he psyched himself out of it completely, thought too hard about the right combination of words to use until there was no casual way to say them at all. 
So when Shane Hollander calls him at six in the morning on a Tuesday, Crawford almost doesn’t pick up except then he thinks, blearily and just for a moment, that maybe it’s Lachlan.
And so he answers with something that’s an approximation of hello, this is Hank Crawford speaking.
“‘Eya, wass’it, ‘s Crawf’erd,” he says, mostly into his pillow. “‘S Lox?”
There’s a pause. It’s long. Long enough that that’s the thing that makes Crawford realize it’s probably not Lachlan on the other end of the line. Not unless the guy’s learned how to be quiet sometime in the last twenty hours.
“Er, hello, this is Shane Hollander speaking,” Shane Hollander says. “Captain of the Montreal Metros.” As if there’s more than one. “Er, this is Hank, right? Hank Crawford?”
Crawford lets out a very embarrassing noise, shooting up in his bed as his heart rate ratchets up from zero to sixty. “Shit, sorry,” he says. “Yeah, um, or yes. Yes, this is Crawford. Hank. Hank Crawford. Sir.”
If Shane Hollander hears the way his voice cracks clean through the middle of his own name, like it’s the first time in his life he’s ever said it, then he’s kind enough not to mention it. Or maybe he’s just very focused on getting through this phone call as quickly as possible now that he’s established the guy on the other end is a half-asleep maniac. 
“Good, alright,” Shane Hollander says, and he clears his throat. When he speaks again, his voice is deeper. “Hank, the organization was very impressed with the work you put in during rookie camp.” 
God, he sounds like he’s reading from a prepared script. He probably is. But Crawford can’t breathe properly, let alone critique Shane Hollander’s performance right now.
“Contingent upon successful completion of the Metros’ official training camp at the beginning of September, we’d like to offer you a spot on the team roster for the 2015-2016 season,” Shane Hollander says.
His Captain says. 
Holy shit. Holy shit.
It’s—Crawford wasn’t sure. In his heart of hearts, or whatever. When he was at his most honest, just with himself, late at night, running the day back over in his head and spinning a thousand different possible futures out in front of him. He wasn’t sure, if it would happen. If he was good enough. If he could convince someone else he was. He wasn’t sure he’d make it. 
He’d tried bargaining; he’d tried pleading; he’d tried praying. He’d tried everything lowly and holy he could get his hands on and he wasn’t sure, over and over again.
After a good game in Denver, he’d think about all the impossible things he’d do once he was a professional hockey player with the kind of money professional hockey players get, all the people he’d be able to pay back. How Merritt had wanted to enroll in art classes in Savannah back when she was twelve, but Crawford’s hockey and Campbell’s ROTC training took up all the spare gas money and cars and time, so the best they could do was buy her a set of watercolors she never touched. How he could buy her a hundred art classes once he made a professional team. How he’d get a solid gold frame for her shitty art and hang it pride of place in his condo.
And after a terrible game, he’d start drafting the script of the things he’d say when people asked him about hockey, ten years after making nothing of himself. Yeah, I played in college. Yeah, I was pretty good. Yeah, but all my family’s down here, you know? Wasn’t ever nothing but a lark, playing. Knew I wasn’t good enough for the big leagues. Knew I’d always end up back here. No one makes peach cobbler like my mama, so obviously I had to come home eventually. This is home, you know? Home sweet home.
But, fuck. Holy shit. 
Maybe he can forget that script. Tear it up. 
They want him. 
He’s going to the Metros’ training camp. 
They want him. 
Crawford is—he’s so close. He’s almost there. 
He’ll be on the bench. He’ll be on the team. This is the dream. This is the dream, realized. Holy shit.
“Uh, hello? Crawford? Are you still there?” Shane Hollander asks through the phone and Crawford blinks back into the moment, into his childhood bedroom, into the conversation.
He has to say something. Right? There’s something he should say. Thank you, probably. As if thank you could ever be enough. 
“Holy cow,” he says, and Shane Hollander lets out a bark of laughter, like it’s been surprised out of him. 
“I’m going to need a yes or no on if you’ll attend training camp,” Shane Hollander tells him, which is maybe the stupidest thing Crawford’s ever fucking heard. Who gets this far and says, you know what? This whole thing isn’t for me, actually. Thanks for the offer though. 
“There’s a form,” Hollander adds in explanation. “That I need to fill out, for official purposes.”



“Oh, well, if there’s a form,” Crawford hears himself say faintly, and Hollander hums, like there's always a form. Maybe there is. Hollander's been captain for long enough he probably has all the forms and processes memorized. “Yes. Absolutely. Yes to the camp. When did you say it was—oh, never mind. It doesn’t matter. Yeah. Obviously. Whenever. Yes to whenever.”
Even if every day of camp starts at—Crawford checks the alarm clock by his bed—6:17 in the morning. He’s there. With—with fucking bells on.
Hollander chuckles. “Good, that’s good to hear, Crawford. You’re a good offensive defense player, and we need more of that on our bench.” 
Crawford blinks at the pile of suitcases in the corner of his room. He hadn’t unpacked. Maybe a part of him had known.
Shane Hollander is still talking, saying something about Adam Bruntley, the D-man player he thinks they’re going to try Crawford out with first—unofficially, of course, these aren’t decisions that Hollander can actually make even though that doesn’t stop him from having opinions. “Do you speak French?” Hollander asks brusquely, all business. Crawford isn’t sure, but it sounds like the scripted portion of the phone call is done now, that this is Hollander the way he is when he’s just being Shane Hollander, hockey player, instead of Shane Hollander, mouthpiece of the franchise. 
“Uh,” he says. “Oui?”



“Uh huh,” Hollander says, skeptical. “Obviously Bruntley speaks English too, but I’d brush up on your French. It’s Montreal.”
“Right,” Crawford says. “Obviously. Yeah. French. Got it. Will do, Cap.” End of August? He could probably learn a language between now and training camp. Easy as pie. He can skip the units about, like. Groceries and movie genres, go straight to slurs and curses. That’ll probably cover the basics he'll hear in the locker room. 
He wonders suddenly if Lachlan speaks any French, given that he’s spent a year playing up in Laval with the Magnitude. 
And then he wonders—shit. Lachlan.
“Um,” Crawford says, clearing his throat, and Hollander falls obligingly quiet. Holy shit, Crawford just cut Shane Hollander off. 
Holy shit, Crawford just cut Shane Hollander off so he can ask him about Lachlan Pucey.
“Yes?”
“I was just—wondering. Uh. Do you know if Lachlan—Lachlan Pucey—was he selected? For training camp. He was a forward, he’s with the Magnitude but he played a few games during the playoff run, I don’t know if you remember—”
“I remember Pucey,” Hollander says, sounding a little bit amused. “We kind of won a Cup together.”
“Right, yeah,” Crawford agrees, even though something about that rubs him the wrong way, a little bit. Like if that was such a given, why didn’t Hollander say anything to Lachlan during camp? Why didn’t he say hello? It’s not as if Lachlan was asking for favoritism in the selection process or anything. He probably would have appreciated a little hello. “I was just wondering, do you know if he’s getting an offer too?”
Hollander is silent for a second. It’s a stupid question, Crawford thinks. Or at least a normal question, phrased stupidly. Of course Hollander knows one way or another. He’s on the phone with Crawford now; if Lachlan’s made it onto the Metros’ bench, either Hollander has already called him or he’s going to call him soon. 
“I’m sorry,” Hollander finally says. “I’m not at liberty to discuss other players’ contracts with you.”
The line sounds stiff and impersonal, probably dug up from the recesses of Hollander’s brain, something he heard before either on television or during one captainly meeting or another. It makes Crawford a little indignant, like, instinctively. 
Sure, it probably makes sense that Shane Hollander can’t go around discussing Metros players’ contracts willy-nilly to whoever’s picked up the phone. 
But Crawford isn’t just anyone asking. And he isn't asking about just anyone. He's asking about Lachlan.


“Right,” Crawford replies. “I get that,” he adds. In case Hollander thinks he’s trying to be unreasonable here or something. “But I—I’d like to…if we were both selected, I’d like to text him. And say congratulations, you know? Rookie to rookie. We got along, during camp, see. But I wouldn’t wanna text if—like if it was just me, not him. Who was chosen.”
Hollander pauses. “It’s not just you,” he says. “The Metros are moving forward with three rookies from this year’s camp,” he pauses again, longer. “So there are two others, technically.”
“Right, cool,” Crawford says. I don’t care about other rookies, he doesn’t say, even though he wants to. I just want to know about one. “Right, but like. I guess—like, could you tell me if you’re also calling him? Today? To tell him—you know, something?”



“Uh—”



“Not, you know. I’m not asking what you’re going to tell him,” Crawford is quick to add. “But do you think—objectively—he’d be happy? With what you’ll maybe tell him? If you call him, I mean. Today.”



Hollander is silent. It doesn’t really sound like a thoughtful, considering silence. “What,” he says.
“Like Lachlan specifically,” Crawford says, in case that wasn’t clear. He suddenly isn’t sure it is. “Would he be happy, do you think? If I texted.”



“How am I supposed to know if Lachlan Pucey would be happy if you texted him?” Hollander asks. He doesn’t sound necessarily angry or sarcastic, just sort of genuinely confused. 
And, well. “Guess that’s true,” he says, blowing out a breath. Privately, he decides this is the first and last time he ever turns to his captain—his captain—for advice outside of honing his defensive play. “I’ll—I’ll wait and see, I guess.”
It’s not like he can text anyway. Given that he doesn’t have Lachlan’s phone number. But he could—Lachlan’s probably got an Instagram account. Crawford could DM him. Rookie to rookie. 
“Oh,” Hollander says, “that reminds me, actually, there’s something else I should mention. I don’t know how closely you’ve been following the—tensions between the league and the Players’ Association?” He pauses, expectant.



“Uh,” Crawford rubs at the skin under his eye. It’s like being asked if he speaks French all over again. There’s clearly a correct answer here, and it’s probably not going to be the one Crawford can provide.
“Right,” Hollander says, and Crawford doesn’t know what the guy sounds like when he’s rolling his eyes, but if he had to take a guess at it, he thinks maybe it’s pretty close to how he sounds right now. “Well, what it boils down to is the current agreement between the Association and the league expires in September, and there’s been a few issues in the renewal process.”



“Okay,” Crawford says. He’s not a total hick, he knows the basics. He has an agent. All the players in the MLH are represented by the Players’ Association, which negotiates on their behalf with the league’s leadership for important stuff like contract protections and trade rules and salary caps.
And, loosely, distantly, he knows that it’s like a constant process, the talks between the MLH and the PA. Or at least, that the agreements have to be renegotiated every so often, constantly, that they expire and when they expire, the league and the Association return to the table to hammer out something new.
He just sort of thought—well, what does any of that shit have to do with him? They renew their agreements; Crawford gets to play hockey in a world where he's playing hockey for the MLH.
Except Shane Hollander is saying stuff that makes Crawford think that maybe it’s more complicated than the basics make it sound. 
“Negotiations are ongoing,” Hollander is telling him. “The representatives for both parties are meeting every day trying to get some of this shit pinned down. League’s being—” he cuts himself off, makes a harsh clicking sound with his tongue and then adds, “but there’s still a month until the agreement expires in September.”
“Cool,” Crawford says, slow. A month sounds like plenty of time for two sides to agree on something to him, but then he’s never had a head for politics. Barely paid attention in history classes in high school.
“Right, so. Regarding your contract with the Metros,” Hollander says and Crawford was listening before, obviously, but he’s listening even harder now. He thinks, probably, no sweeter words have ever been spoken before. “The Front Office wants to wait to sign you officially until the new agreement’s in place.”



Which— “What? Why?”



“Part of the terms up in the air at the moment deals with rookie shit,” Hollander tells him. For the first time, he sounds tired. Exhausted, even. “Contract lengths, re-signing offers, salary caps and shares of game-revenue. The GM doesn’t want to sign you to a contract now and then draft a new one in September.”
Crawford furrows his eyebrows. “But then—I won’t have a contract?” A contract means protection. He doesn’t need to have an agent to know that. 
“It’s all temporary,” Hollander assures him. It’s not incredibly comforting, but then—thirty minutes ago, Crawford hadn’t known the Metros wanted him at all. “They’ll accept a proposal before the start of the season, and the Front Office will get in touch with your agent. Probably before that, even, just to make sure you’re all on the same page.”
“What if—like, what if they don’t? Reach an agreement,” Crawford isn’t sure if that’s a question he should ask, if it’s like inviting the devil in by saying his name. But it’s important to know. What would happen to him. If they don’t—if the season starts and the Association and the league are still butting heads over percentages or pay cuts or whatever, and the puck drops for the pre-season games and Crawford is a Metro with no contract, no right to play in any of them.
“They will,” Hollander says, like he can just—will it to happen if he says it confidently enough. And, like—Crawford doesn’t believe in magic, but he’s seen Hollander play, obviously, and if anyone can make the world bend to his will, then it’s probably Hockey Canada Jesus.
“And look, Hank,” Hollander adds. “If they don’t—we’ll figure something out for you. It’s, they’re saying maybe a lockout, but no one thinks that’s really going to….But, look, contract or no contract, Crawford, you’re a Metro now. Alright? You’re one of us.”
“Alright,” Crawford says. It’s somehow both comforting and not comforting at all. A good reminder, at least. Good to hear. He’s been chosen. The Metros want him on their bench, on their roster for the 2015 season. Contract or temporarily no contract. Lockout or no lockout. “Uh, awesome. Thank you. That’s—shit, man. This is great.”
Hollander laughs, this small heh of a chuckle. “Of course,” he says, and he says it like he doesn’t understand. Of course, like it’s a given. Maybe he doesn’t understand. He probably doesn’t. What does Shane Hollander know about the fear of being not good enough? He’s Shane fucking Hollander. Has he ever, even once in his life, not made the cut? 
“I’ll let you go now, Hank, there’s a few other calls I have to make this morning,” Hollander tells him, friendly-like. 
“Yeah, of course,” Crawford says immediately, nodding even though Hollander can’t see him through the phone. 
There’s a pause, like Hollander’s thinking long and hard about something. “Do you happen to know what timezone Dallas is in?” Hollander asks suddenly. Sly, like he’s laughing a little bit but like Crawford’s the thing he’s laughing at now.
It takes a second for the words to connect in Crawford’s head. For a second, he thinks, like, why can’t Hollander just google that shit. Then he gets it. Gets the joke. Doesn’t even care if he’s the butt of it, because there’s only one guy from Rookie Camp that Crawford knows lives in Dallas during the off-season. “Central,” he says, embarrassingly and suddenly feeling out of breath all over again. “Central time.”
“Good to know,” Shane replies. “I guess it’s still early there, then.”
“Maybe,” Crawford says. “But, uh, not if you’re a morning person. Early riser. Lot of ‘em in Texas, I heard.”
Lachlan Pucey’s the last person Crawford would describe as a morning person, obviously, but the idea of having to wait to talk to him about this—to congratulate him, to be congratulated in turn, to celebrate —is unbearable. He wants Hollander to call him now, immediately, so Crawford can text him afterwards. Or—DM him. Whatever.
And, look, it’s not selfish because obviously Lachlan would want to get a call from Shane Hollander any time of the day. Soonest option available, no contest. Crawford’s being kind, really. Real considerate.
And—alright. Maybe a little bit selfish. 

He’s right; Lachlan’s instagram is ridiculously easy to find. It takes all of ten seconds, in the end.



@Lachlan_Pucey22. His profile picture is the same as all the other guys Crawford’s ever played with, a back shot of him on the bench facing away from the camera, nameplate stretched across his shoulders and the top of his number just visible in the picture’s circle.
Really, if his handle hadn’t already been his name and number, that picture alone would have made Crawford confident he’d found the right Lachlan. Crawford’s got the same vibe going for his own Instagram account; pretty much every hockey player does. Gear on, face hidden: not really recognizable as him, the guy. But definitely recognizable as him, the Hockey Player. 
Crawford’s thumb hovers over the follow button, and then he taps at it quickly, like that’ll erase the hesitation. The icon turns from blue to gray—follow to unfollow—and he means to click on the message icon next, send something vague about rookie camp and something even more vague about training camp, but he gets distracted by Lachlan’s profile before he can.
There’s probably almost a hundred posts Crawford tells himself he’s not going to look at later, but what catches his eye is the most recent addition. It’s a series of photos, dated just before camp.
Lachlan’s shirtless in the very first one, out on a lake somewhere with his hair still wet and hanging in pieces against his forehead. There’s a line of sunscreen over the bridge of his nose and his shoulders are speckled with freckles. He’s laughing at something the camera couldn’t immortalize, tongue sticking out between his teeth and dimple in full force as he leans back against the boat cushion, legs spread out in front of him and clad in these ridiculously bright daffodil-yellow board shorts. 
There are more photos in the collection, obviously, a whole reel of them that Crawford eventually decides to scroll through: Lachlan and a few guys around a campfire, drinks mostly kept tastefully out of the shot by all but the ones Crawford’s pretty sure have to be over twenty-one; Lachlan and a blonde girl who has to be tiny because of how big she makes him look just standing next to her, watermelon slices in their hands; Lachlan in a pool with a brunette girl perched on his shoulders, another couple—couple?—opposite them, a different—maybe different?—blonde grabbing at some other guy’s hair to keep her balance as she holds out a pool noodle like it’s a sword; another boat, another girl, another guy, more sunscreen shittily applied, more beers shittily hidden away from the camera; Lachlan, grinning wide like a little kid, holding up a largemouth bass fat enough that he needs both hands to keep it up in the air. His biceps stand out from the weight.
The caption is stupid, here’s to these summer daze, and Crawford would roll his eyes except he’s too busy thumbing carefully back to the first picture, the one of Lachlan on the boat. Not by himself obviously, he’s not by himself in a single photo, but at least the only one in focus. 
It’s really too early in the morning for this shit, and that’s why Crawford’s mind is stuck on the lines of Lachlan’s grin and that’s why he’s thinking stupid shit about how—sunny he looks. Like if summer was a person, it’d be this guy, sunburn and freckles and day-drinking and all. 
Crawford swipes the app closed, tosses his phone onto the mattress next to him, turns his face into his pillow, and lets out the quietest loud sound he knows how to make.
Then he unlocks his phone again, navigates back to Lachlan’s profile, and taps out a message.

hey i meant to get your # before camp was over but forgot lol here’s mine if you want 
just had the wildest phone call with shane hollander btw
did you?

Calling Darien, Georgia a one-horse town is an exaggeration, but at least it’s a kind one. In all honesty, it’s a half-horse kind of joint. A mule of a small town. 
Stubborn as one at least, with how it refuses to die year after year. Same as its people. No one really leaves, not for the city or for the skies; they just get older. The land’s given them nothing but good reasons to get the hell out of dodge, move inland to Augusta or up to Savannah, but the people here are hardy and skilled when it comes to a whole host of sins and virtues, surviving most of all.
Mostly, they’re good at digging their heels in. Good at battening down the hatches; terrible at burying the hatchets. Crawford’s always thought you gotta be to live in a town like this. You gotta be good at weathering a whole lotta shit and you gotta be good at not letting anything go in case that becomes habit. Nothing worse than when giving in becomes the first thing you can think to do. 
Nothing worse than leaving, which is really just a fancy word for throwing in the towel. Or—only thing worse than leaving is coming back. Only people Crawford’s ever met in his life proud enough to hold a grudge against you for quitting on quitting are the folk in Darien.
It’s a small enough town that you’re about fifteen minutes from everywhere, no matter where you are, but Crawford’s taking it slow this morning, a one man victory parade. He stretches the drive out, crawls through the town center and stops at every stop sign he sees, even the ones he doesn’t think he’s ever stopped at before not once in his life.
Past the city hall, an ugly square building with a brown sign out front designating it a historical heritage landmark, there’s the general store, then the bait shop. One of the bait shops. Only thing more plentiful in Darien than fishing shops is churches. It’s so marriages last, that’s what his mama always says: so the men can spend their Sundays out on the river and the women can spend theirs sitting in the pews. All of ‘em asking God for something, just in different ways.
There’s the local drugstore, which is part grocery store, part pharmacy, part milkshake dealer, then the Presbyterian church and the cemetery with its rows of broken-teeth gravestones stretching out into the woods. Crawford hits the corner of it, going ten under the limit, and he goes to suck in a breath and hold it out of habit before he realizes it’s been who knows how long since he last exhaled anyway. 
Lotta dead things out this way, he supposes. Lotta bad shit can get into the body through an open mouth; lotta bad shit can leave through one too. Maybe his body thought it’d be better to just play it safe. Hold his breath, wait it out, convinced the boundary line of the graveyard is just out of sight.
He takes the overpass onto the access road that runs parallel to the highway for a mile before he can hop over to the main drag. It’s another two miles til there’s a blue state sign that advertises a gas station next exit. 
It’s stupid beyond belief, leaving town just to grab a gas station coffee, when he wagers they’d give ‘em to him for free at the drug store. But then he’d have to go to the drug store, and he’d have to make small talk with Pamela about the weather and Denver and Darien and the shrimp hauls, all of them, starting from yesterday and stretching back through every day he’s missed. Or—maybe even worse, maybe even more unsurvivable, Pamela will have retired sometime between the now and the then, and Crawford won’t recognize whoever stands behind the register and they won’t recognize him either.
The thought of that makes his chest go stupid-tight, lungs stuttering through the motions. Easier to think that nothing’s changed because nothing is capable of it in Darien, Georgia. Easier to think that than to see if it’s true. 
He gets the coffees, makes them both the same way, and gets back into the truck. Turns it back around, drives past the small green and faded W lc me to Dar  n sign at the town’s outer limits. A minute later, he pulls carefully into the autoshop’s gravel parking lot. It’s good city planning, Crawford’s always thought so. No one’s coming to Darien except if they’re experiencing catastrophic car trouble, so best to just greet them with the mechanic as their welcoming committee.
The sign on the shop’s front door reads Closed, but the garage door’s rolled up and Crawford can hear the radio within the building blasting Sam Hunt even through the truck’s doors. Open where it counts. 
He lingers like that, car turned off, hands on the steering wheel like he could still go somewhere else, like there was a single other place he’d rather be in this godforsaken state.
The second he cracks open his door, the humidity of the low-country in the summer sucks all the dregs of air conditioning out of the truck, replacing it with sticky, heavy air and the low thrums of what Crawford would bet his entire future heretofore unsigned entry level contract on being 100.7 The Wolf. Darien’s not so small and isolated that they only get the one station on the radio, but you wouldn’t know that for how religiously Tug always played The Wolf growing up. Pride of fucking place in his pre-sets, first thing he adjusted when he inherited his grandaddy’s old truck.
Crawford slides his phone out of his pocket and checks it, just the once, temptation too fucking strong to resist anymore, even though he’s been good for the last thirty, forty-five minutes. Didn’t even look at it at the gas station, definitely didn’t fucking need it navigating through town. 
Doesn’t matter though, how long he waited or didn’t wait; his lock screen is empty of any banners. No text, no Instagram notification, no message.
It’s whatever, though.
It’s still early in the morning here, even earlier in Dallas. And Crawford doesn’t even care, is the thing. The spike of liquid-lightning fear that’d sung through him in the seconds after sending the DM has long since dissipated. Crawford doesn’t care, because it’s just, like—Lachlan’s a guy, a bro. A teammate. Nothing special about him, other than that they’re both rookies on the same team and he’s a good time, a good laugh, a funny guy who seems to like—
“Now I know your mama taught you how to read,” a familiar voice calls out, knocks him out of his thoughts and drags him back home. “So why’s that closed sign on that there front door not getting through to you, Hank Crawford?” 
Crawford huffs out a laugh, automatic, locking his phone and slipping it into his pocket before he turns around. He’s got one of the coffees already held out in front of him, part peace offering and part bribe.
Tug’s leaning up against the edge of the garage door, arms crossed over his chest as he gives him a big, long look in return. It’s been just as long, Crawford realizes. Since Tug saw him as it's been since he saw Tug. He forgets things like that, sometimes. That the missing can go both ways.
“Reckon I earned some special treatment over the years,” Crawford says, and Tug rolls his eyes so hard Crawford wants to tell him that if he keeps on making that face, it’ll get stuck like that, and he’s already ugly as sin so he probably shouldn’t take that kind of risk.
Even if it’s not especially true. The ugly part. Never has been, not since they were little and the ladies at church made a big deal of pinching at Tucker’s cheeks and calling him a heartbreaker in the making. Crawford’s had most of his entire life to make peace with it, with everyone and their mothers thinking Tucker Morris’s the hottest hick in the low-country. He spent a few years resenting it, sure, persistent jealousy raising its head like clockwork the weeks leading up to homecoming and prom season when girls orbited around them with eyes glued to the profile of Tug’s face, but it was always ridiculous. He gets that now. Being jealous of Tug for the dimple in his chin or the cut of his cheekbones or the perpetually messy fall of his blond hair is ridiculous. It was never Tug they wanted, all them girls and their mamas; it was Tucker, Tucker Morris.
Like—they would have fallen over themselves if Tucker Morris wrapped a corsage around their wrist for a school dance, but they’d have been running for the hills the second they smelled the noxious fumes the guy was capable of releasing after a liter of mountain dew and a bag of Taco Bell. 
So it was silly, the whole thing, the idea of Tug as being—whatever. Not when he’s always just been Tug, crooked teeth and weird double-jointed elbow party trick and thin scar Crawford put there just above his lip and all.
“Special fucking treatment,” Tug scoffs, running a hand through his hair, dirty blond strands spilling through the gaps between his fingers. “Course you’re here, looking for special fucking treatment. Never fucking change, do you, Yan—”
“The fuck happened to you?” Crawford interrupts, staring at the bruise across the edge of Tucker’s cheekbone, the corner of his eye. It’s obviously fresh, obviously from a fist. 
Tug shrugs, makes a show of touching at the edge of the purple skin. “What, this old thing?” He asks, hand to chest, voice raised up high. Not serious. Never serious when Crawford needs him to be.
“Didn’t think your ugly mug could get any worse,” Crawford tells him. “But that’s really not your color, bro.”
It’s not what he wants to say, fucking—obviously. But what can he do if Tug doesn’t want to talk? Trying to get Tug to tell him shit when he doesn’t want to has always been like taking the fishing boat out to the mouth of the river, sans lines or bait, and just hoping the fish decide to hop up over the rails.
“Fucker,” Tucker swears, like Crawford's passed some sort of test. Next second, his face is breaking into a grin and he's pushing himself upright and across the parking lot to pull Crawford into a one-armed hug. “Missed you, Yank.”



Crawford’s still holding the two coffees, so he can’t really hug him back which is the way it usually goes with them. It’s like—they keep missing each other, just a little bit, even when they couldn't be closer.
“Yeah, I bet you have,” Crawford says, like his throat isn’t dry, like his lungs haven’t completely fucked off the clock when they’re supposed to be on shift. “Look what you get up to when I’m not around.” 
Tug barks a laugh and slugs him hard on the shoulder as he pulls back. “The fuck you think you can do for me in a fight, bro?” He sounds like the idea genuinely tickles him, and his eyes are all crinkled up from the force of his smile. Crawford has a moment of pure, liquid insanity, and wonders if he should try to count his laughter lines. Keep score. 
Then his words sink in, and Crawford scowls.
“I got your back, bro,” he says, and he’s not even fucking joking, not even thinking about it. Suddenly a large part of him wants to—wants to throw both the coffees on the ground and tackle Tug into the gravel like he did when they were kids. It’s important. That Tucker believes him. It’s important that it’s still true and it’s only really, actually true if Tucker believes him, so—
Tug blinks at him. Weirdest thing about him, his fucking eyes. One blue and one brown. Crawford’s never gotten used to them. Never really been able to look at them long. “What good are you?” he asks, eyebrow raised up.
Fist to the chest. Puck to the mouth. Maybe this is how Tucker felt, when he got that scar on his face, back when they were ten, when Crawford aimed too high by accident and took out two of his teeth and left him with blood on the ice and a torn lip he picked at til it stayed. 
He doesn’t know what to say if the next thing Tug says is out there in Denver. Up in Canada. Doesn’t know how to argue against the truth. What good is he if he's thousands of miles away when Tucker needs him?
“You’re the worst fucking fighter I’ve ever seen, Yank,” Tug says, and it--and Crawford laughs, pure relief because—it could have been so much worse. It could have actually hurt, how Tucker finished that sentence.
“No, seriously,” Tug adds, grinning again, eyes light, the way they always are when Crawford falls for his bait and switches. “Wanna know what happened, big guy? Was out the other night at a bar, told this dude my friend Hank Crawford’s the best D-man enforcer in the whole damn hockey league, and the guy, knew you by the way, obviously, you’re the second fucking coming round these parts of course—the guy decides what I need is to feel a real punch, show me what an actual slug looks like.”
Crawford groans. “Think I’m starting to get why someone would wanna punch you in the face.” 
“You reckon?”



“I woulda aimed lower though, gone for the mouth,” Crawford says, passing over one of the coffees. Tucker takes it easily, takes a sip and then thumbs non-existent coffee off the corner of his lip, right near the scar.
“That does seem to be your M.O., huh, Yank?” he teases, and Crawford missed him. It comes in waves, the missing. Days and weeks can go by where he doesn’t think much at all about Darien, about Tucker or his family or the dogs. Then it crashes into him all at once. Damn near knocks him off his feet, every time.
Too damn unfortunate though, that actually being here in Darien, well. It’s a little like the first warm spring day after a really long, awful winter. For a little while, it’s like he’s come back to his body, like he can feel the sun on his toes and smell the flowers in the air or some shit.
Then, like clockwork, the seasonal allergies kick in. It gets hard to breathe. Every fucking time. 
When Tug turns away, back to the garage, it’s pretty much instinct to follow him even if he hasn’t been invited. They’ve been Yank&Tug so many years now that some things they’ve just outgrown. Invitations, explanations. Apologies.
“So, prodigal son’s returned,” Tug calls over his shoulder. “How long we keeping you for this time?”



Crawford leans gingerly against a steel pillar near the doors, splitting his time between looking around at the garage and looking at Tug’s profile in the bright work light. There’s a car suspended up in the rafters, a pretty little thing that must belong to a transplant who works in Savannah. No mud on the wheels is how Crawford figures it. 
He hadn’t actually known Tucker got a gig apprenticing out here, thought he was just set to working on his daddy’s boat for the foreseeable future. It’d been Mare that’d told him otherwise, last night on the way home from the airport. 
And hadn’t that done his head in, his kid sister picking him up solo? When’d she get old enough for that shit? When’d Tucker decide he was too old to make the drive? He always picked him up, dropped him off. Since he was sixteen. Alright, fifteen, but he’d always been a real steady hand behind the wheel.
But it’d been Mare who told him what’s what. Tug on the weekdays, working out in McConnor’s garage. Spending his weekends still out on the boat, when it ran well enough to trawl out in the waters where the best catches usually were.
Feels too sudden to say anything about anything now, but that doesn’t mean the wanting’s not there. Crawford’s just always been good at it, swallowing down the wanting. Biding his time or biting his tongue.
And anyway.
“Think Wes Greenwood’s the prodigal son of Darien,” he argues the way he always does.
Tucker throws him a look. He’s got a wrench in one hand now, but he’s not doing anything more complicated than just spinning it around between his fingers. His mama’d put him into hockey when he was eight cause she thought he’d start climbing the damn walls between youth football and youth softball season if he didn’t have anything to do. Crawford’d been put into hockey when he was eight cause that’s where Tug was and his mama didn’t rightly recognize him shadowless.
And then one boy had stuck with it and one boy hadn’t, and the rest is history, and today, this morning, two hours ago, Shane Hollander had called Crawford and told him he was going to be a Metro. And the first person he’d thought to tell was this fucker. 
Or—well, Lachlan probably doesn’t count. Not when he got the same news.
In front of him, Tucker waves the wrench through the air, shrugs. “You’re Wes’ son, right? He thinks of you as his son, so that’ll make you—what, prodigal grandson of Darien?”
It startles a laugh out of Crawford. “He definitely doesn’t think of me as his son, what the fuck, man,” he says, and Tug makes a big deal about shrugging again, rolling his eyes. Blue eye’s all dark and in shadow at this angle, but the brown one’s like distilled honey whiskey. 
“He gave you so damn much of your special treatment when you were a kid, you better be telling people he treats you like a son or someone’s gonna get the authorities involved,” Tug tells him, all serious voice and laughing eyes. 
It’s an argument so well-worn it feels like slipping on a threadbare t-shirt, having it again. That’s a gift too, probably, Tug’s response to the coffee. Here, here’s the script. Movie goes just how you remember it. Just gotta hit play. “Just cause Wes the Wiz thought that I had promise and you had a skin condition—”
“I had fucking chickenpox, alright, you f—”
“Don’t mean he was crazy evil or nothing. Special treatment, as if you weren’t there for all them extra bagskates he made me do. Sitting in the stands, lookin’ real pretty, breathing all normal-like—”
“Doing both our math homework, if I’m recalling correctly now,” Tug says, and he takes another sip of his coffee. “Tryin’ to make my sevens look like yours. Driving your ass to and from Greenwood’s super special, state-of-the-fucking art practice rink in Savannah too, you fucking princess, and what do I have to show for all my hard efforts, you didn’t even fucking graduate—”
Crawford had finished his high school education through a series of virtual high schools while he was playing in the Junior league out in Massachusetts. He’d gotten his GED, mostly because it was important to his mama and it was required by Denver.
He almost opens his mouth and says that, the Denver thing, but he knows better. Wouldn’t ever really want to bring it up. Knows Tucker would have wanted to go to college too, something in-state and public, get the full four years. If things were different. If his daddy’s heart was stronger, if his sister hadn’t already fucked off to Atlanta. If money for in-state public universities grew on trees that people like the Morrises could harvest from.
It’s like Merritt’s fancy Savannah art classes. Crawford’d never say anything, but he’s keeping score. Biding his fucking time. 
“Actually,” Crawford says instead, slow. He probably won’t get a better opening for the I’m offiiclaly a Metro, I got the call today than that.
“Wait, hey,” Tucker interrupts, “do you think Wes Greenwood can even have kids?”
Crawford blinks. “What?”
“Like, what’s his nut situation like?” 
“What.”
“Played in the NHL in the 80s and the 90s, right, way before all the pansy-ass pads you girls wear now—”



“They were definitely wearing gear in the 80s, I know you know that—”
“Must’ve gotten hit between the legs more than a couple of times, don’t you think? Testicular torsion or something. You think his little guys pulled through?”
Crawford winces and adjusts himself, mostly instinctively. Mostly just to make sure all his parts are still there. “What the fuck, Tug, I don’t know—I don’t want to even fucking think about that shit, c’mon.”



“Just sayin’,” Tucker says, raising his hands up to his shoulders and blinking innocently at him. “I mean, what if he can’t have kids and you’re, like, the closest thing he’s ever gonna get? And you never come visit and you never call, and you’re not giving him any grandbabies any time soon, so….”
Crawford closes his eyes. It’s probably a good thing Tucker’s grinning at him across his workplace, pre-punched in the face, or Crawford might start getting ideas. And Tug’s always had his number where it counts: he really is shit at fighting. A green-haired friend of Steph's once said he had a poet's soul. She'd meant it as a compliment, which was probably the craziest thing about that. 
“I mean,” he says, careful-like. He takes a sip of his coffee, considers his options, considers Tucker. “I am gonna call him today, so.”
“Good, good,” Tug nods. He puts down the wrench, picks up what looks like a fancy screw driver. He points it in Crawford’s direction. “Gotta fulfil those prodigal son duties, huh.”
Crawford’s mouth is dry and his heart’s beating all fast. It’s just—good news. Uncomplicated good news when he leaves out all the complicated parts. Pares it down to the essence of it. Lets himself say, “Yeah, man. Think I’m doing okay there. Gonna tell him the Metros are signing me to the starting roster for the season. Think he'll be proud about that.”
Tucker drops the fancy screwdriver. It clatters onto the metal side table as he stares at Crawford. “You fucking for real, man?” he says.
“On fucking God, baby,” Crawford replies and he lets himself grin back, and it’s like—his heart’s doing doubletime, adrenaline and pride and giddiness rushing through him as Tug lets out a whoop.
“You fucker!” He exclaims, striding forward and yanking him into his arms. Tight and bruising. They only hug like this in airports. “You fucker, why didn’t you lead with that?”
“I gotta click with the team during training camp,” he demures. “It’s not a sure thing,”



“Is too,” Tug says, like it’s that simple. Done deal. Dotted line signed. “Fuck, man, you let me go on so fucking long about Wes Greenwood’s ballsack, when you’re sitting on this—”
“You really wanted to talk about Wes’ nuts,” Crawford grins, shrugs. “I figured it was a special interest of yours. Wasn’t sure if I should get the authorities involved or what.”
He leans back, lets Tucker face-wash him and laughs through it until they’ve separated.
“Shit, Hank,” Tucker is looking at him still, but it’s different now. Softer maybe. He whistles through his teeth. “You really fucking did it,” he says. Crawford doesn’t know how to make head nor tail of his tone. The steel band around his chest tightens a little. Hank. Crawford doesn’t know what to do with that. Where to start. 
It makes Crawford want to shift on his feet. The garage is too bright. The radio’s still fucking going, Chris Stapleton’s “Tennessee Whiskey” playing loud enough to drown out the birdsong outside. It’s hot, humidity taking up every inch of space in the garage it can. Crawford never wants to cut his hair more than he does when he’s home. Anything to get it off his neck.
“We’re goin’ for a drive,” Tucker decides, tapping his hand along his thigh before shoving it into the pockets of his navy garage jumpsuit. He pulls out a set of car keys Crawford doesn’t recognize. “So you can tell me everything, obviously.”
“What, in a car you fixed up? I don’t know, man,” Crawford teases, because that's second nature, and Tucker scowls at him, levels a finger in his direction.
“I’m great at this shit, I’ll have you fucking know. Wes fucking Greenwood of autorepair. Better than that. The Hank fucking Crawford of mechanics.”
It’s Crawford’s turn to raise his hands up, surrender, admit defeat, pretend like the words don't curl around his heart and squeeze at it. “Sure, I know that,” he says, even though he doesn’t. Even though he wonders when Tucker started learning about cars and when he got good. Wonders how it’s fair, that Tucker was there in the stands for the fucking mountain incline of Crawford’s learning curve when it came to hockey, but he blinked and missed Tug’s. 
Knows it’s not about fair, never is with nothing, but thinks it should be anyway. 
“You can take off work like that?” Crawford hears himself ask, like he knows the first thing about having a boss. Tug smirks at him, like he’s thinking the same thing.
“Sure,” he says, “Need to make sure the customer’s car’s purring all pretty before they come collect this afternoon, don’t I? Can’t do that without getting behind her wheel.”



“Gross,” Crawford tells him. “Talk about Wes’ nuts again. That was less weird.”
Tucker throws his head back when he laughs, then he directs Crawford to wait outside by his truck while he goes to collect the right car from the backlot.
Crawford doesn’t get far out of the garage before his phone starts buzzing in his pocket. One, two, three, four. Over and over again. Damn near gives Crawford a heart attack when he feels it vibrate against his leg. When he remembers what—who—he’s been half-waiting for for the last couple of hours.
It’s a good thing he’s already put his coffee down onto the hood of the truck, or else he’d run the risk of dropping it completely trying to pull his phone out of his pocket and answer the call.
He doesn’t even look at the number. Probably should, but he doesn’t. Just answers.
“Holy shit,” Lachlan Pucey screams into his ear the moment the call connects. “Crawford, dude, holy shit, we’re—you’re—the fucking Metros?”
Crawford grins out into the treeline. He rubs his fingers over the edges of his mouth, thinks about hiding his smile in the palm of his hand but no one’s out here spying. Just him and God and Lachlan Pucey. “Hey,” he says, and he tries to play it cool, just because he can’t take it back the moment he doesn’t. “You talk to Shane then?”



“That’s fucking Captain Shane to you,” Lachlan replies, giddy and bright and laughing. Crawford can picture it. Tongue between his teeth, dimple out, everything. “It is, right? That’s what you meant?”
That startles a laugh out of him. “Yeah, Bagsy, that’s what I fucking meant,” he says. “You think Shane Hollander’s got enough time on his hands to make rejection calls at 6 in the morning?”
“I don’t know,” Lachlan says in a tone that’s trying to be something like a whine, but can’t muster the petulance. He’s still smiling. Crawford can hear it. “I mean—maybe, fuck, I don’t know the etiquette here! I’ve never been signed to a pro league before! How the fuck am I supposed to know how they do things?”
“Never been signed—Bagsy, you’re literally one of the top scorers on the Magnitude.”



“Yeah, but—”



“Your name’s on the fucking Cup,” Crawford laughs, can’t contain it.
“Now my name’s on the fucking roster, baby,” Lachlan crows. “Yours too! I knew it, I called it ages ago. I knew it, man. You were fucking phenomonal, I told you, didn’t I? Fucking told you!”
Crawford shakes his head, kicks his feet against the gravel. His chest is made of bubbles, he thinks. Lungs filling up with nothing but air, like two balloons trapped inside his ribcage, steadily inflating until they could probably lift him up off the ground. “You just get off the phone with Hollander then?” he asks, for something to say. It’s probably way too close to it’s been hours, why didn’t you text me sooner? but obviously Crawford’s not Lachlan’s fucking girlfriend or whatever. He'd never fucking say that. It's weird and dangerous just to think. 
“Uh,” Lachlan says, oblivious. “I mean, I guess. Technically?”



“Technically, you guess,” Crawford repeats. “The fuck does that even mean?”


“I sort of just woke up again,” Lachlan tells him, all reluctant. “I mean—I definitely remember the call, like. Hollander calling me. I definitely talked to him and stuff and I'm 90% sure it wasn't a dream or anything.”



“Oh my god,” Crawford says.
“It was really early,” Lachlan tells him, and that’s definitely petulance now, stretched thin across the face of his joy. “Shut the fuck up, man.”
“Oh my god,” Crawford says again. “Did you get the selection news from the mouth of Shane Hollander himself and then just—fall back asleep?”
“Dude,” Lachlan protests. “Fuck off, H, you know I’m not a morning person.”



Crawford does know. Is already so caught up in imagining it he barely hears him at all. Lachlan in his childhood bedroom, hair all tangled up and pillow-creases on his cheek. Answering the phone half-asleep, eyes not even all the way open. “How’d that conversation even go? You tell him thank you, yes, I accept, and then start snoring on the line before you even hang up?”
“I don’t fucking snore,” Lachlan says, which isn’t a no. The mental image is such a fucking funny one that Crawford loses time just laughing at it, head thrown back up against the door of his truck. “Fuck off, never mind. I wish it’d been Kitchy instead,” he complains, all dour and probably scowling.
“No, you don’t,” Crawford says, and maybe he shouldn’t be so sure, but—he is. He’s sure about this one thing at least. No earthquake, tectonic-plate shifting beneath his feet here; Lachlan Pucey’s fucking thrilled to have been selected and for Crawford to have been selected too. He knows that.
“Yeah, I don’t,” Lachlan tells him, quieter. Happy again, but a different kind of happy maybe. Crawford doesn’t know. Wants to find out if this sort of happy is accompanied by the dimple or not. Realizes, stupidly, a little late in the game, he probably will. Find out, that is. They’ve got nothing but time. They’re going to be teammates.
“Shit, Bagsy,” he blurts out. “We’re going to be teammates.” Like that’s new information. Like maybe Lachlan didn’t know.
“Yeah we fucking are,” Lachlan says, and Crawford would put all the money he doesn’t have on the dimple carving its way back into his cheek. If it ever even left in the first place.
 
 





  
    Chapter End Notes

    director's commentary/in defense of director

1) huge apologies for anyone who is from darien georgia and was at first taken aback at the darien mention and then deeply offended by my portrayal of darien. i have never been there but i have also been there a thousand times. iykyk. perhaps author is (therapeutically) lashing out on how it felt to be twenty & in a small southern town while at the same time wanting nothing more than to once again be twenty & in a small southern town. both things can be true. crawford's really fun to write because he's such an unreliable narrator. i want to shake him by the shoulders and say man you're gonna miss this. but the truth is, he already does, the idiot

2) related, but no one will believe me because of the noah kahan album of it all BUT i had so much of this chapter and the character relationships hinted at and fully depicted here sketched out wayyyyy before the great divide came out i swearrrr i sat down back in early april to write out the characters i was imagining for bagsy and crawford, and one of the main parts of that was pinpointing their many sometimes contradictory inner and external conflicts, man vs ___ style. for crawford, one of those i wrote was: "man vs. hometown he can never fully leave or fully forget (The Springsteen Problem)" & for lachlan, i wrote: "man vs the complicated relationship with his old man who he can never fully love or fully forgive (The Springsteen Problem Part Two: Electric Boogaloo)"

3) Tucker has so many lines and such a big screen presence because (hozier voice) he will come back. also, because i love him. i have anointed him with the classic 'loved by author' gifts: heterochromia and the slow, inescapable crawl of the tragedy of time and being left behind in a place that's both a prison and the only home you'll ever know. yeah, sure, buddy, go ahead, love another man like a dog, im sure he'll keep coming back to the house he left you in. sit by the door, good boy. etc.

4) if this weren't a fanfiction and pacing actually really mattered, i would have written the phone call between shane and crawford in a much different way/form to speed up what's probably the least personally important/vivid part of the chapter. however, i love writing shane in this fic specifically where the events of home economics are just around the corner. like oh no he doesn't know about the calamity yet. it's looming in his future. but he has no idea. he doesn't think the lockout will happen! he doesn't know anything about yellow kitchens!

5)hockey note: this is 10000% NOT how contracts would work. most likely, crawford would have signed a Montreal contract that would then make him eligible to play in the AHL during the lockout even if he were officially a NHL player. during the 2012-2013 lockout, rookies who would have debuted that year (i say, like they're social debutantes) played either with the affiliated AHL team or did another year/semester of college hockey/stayed in the major junior leagues. they still signed contracts with their NHL team though, as like a guarantee thing. a captain of an nhl team would definitely not be calling a rookie to tell him 'hey don't sign a contract btw but we prommy we will want you in a few months, no don't write that down' and the rookie would definitely not be like 'ok <3 yay <3 ' but this is fiction and it's for the drama of it all okay. crawford needs to be left in the limbo of being chosen by the nhl team of his dreams but unable to play there while also being unable to play for the ahl or the college circuit, contractless but promised with nothing to show for it. i think he'll handle that really well. and i think lachlan will be normal about it too


  


      

  












      Chapter 4: lachlan
  



    Chapter Notes

      i mean no one expected an update from me this quickly but also never expect me to update this quickly again. plans cancelled too late in the game to make new ones and i had most of this already written out before even posting last chapter
also upon reflection this has really been such a great fic for me to write, man. inspired by making out with a girl. both main characters have a southern accent so if the verb tenses are wrong, it don't matter it's an example of freedom of southern speech, which i naturally tend to anyway. weird ass idioms sometimes. get to stretch my creativity by coming up with as many variations of nicknames i can think of for the name 'hank' which is a fun thought experiment, can't wait until im scraping the bottom of the barrel and someone calls crawford 'kerchief' and i get to get away with it. get to write through my feelings about small towns and also religion in front of a captive audience in a therapeutic fashion. ok not captive but at least an invisible one where i can't see when you leave. stellar.
the incredibly talented fan artist from the first two chapters drew something (crazy quickly!!! im so impressed) for the third chapter here (with added jokes!! i LOVE the memes and also the full body booty short pin-up girl poses. that IS how they're looking calling each other!!)
either someone in the comments suggested the ship name crawlan or it came to me in a dream, but either way i think it's so funny that that's my official pick for a ship name for hank crawford/lachlan pucey. i can't say it in my head without going (arctic monkeys voice) CRAWLAN BACK TO YOUUUU. in other news do i wanna know? by arctic monkeys is on my crawlan (lol) playlist now
as for a song for this chapter, pick any song that even hints at complicated feelings towards religion. or towards father figures, which are also songs about religion to those with the eyes to see.
also, isimo by bleachers
(cw for this chapter: much talk about lachlan's views on christianity in the first half. it's a complicated relationship, but there's love there. i don't know if that would be more triggering or less triggering for someone, that the love's there. but it is. this fic isn't going to involve lachlan leaving his faith--perhaps just tweaking it as he grows up--and that's an important character note to keep in mind. most of the author's note of this chapter is a very long rambling insight into my take on both these characters' relationship with religion. good luck making sense of it it's pretty nonsensical)


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  It still feels a little, like. Selfish or whatever. When Lachlan thinks about it objectively. It feels sort of presumptuous or at least a little bit tone-deaf, inviting himself into God’s house on His one day of rest or whatever, bowing his head and clasping his hands together, asking for more shit for himself. 
It’s like, God’s throwing a sick-ass house party or something, right, hosting for the holidays, maybe, and He’s put in all this work to make sure Lachlan’s got a place to sleep and a roof over his head and He’s even got the health-nut snacks that Lachlan goes crazy for, those bags of white cheddar cheese puffs and almond flour knock-off oreos that are only available at Whole Foods, right, like—God’s gone out of His way to make sure everything’s good to go for Lachlan, and the first moment He gets to Himself to sit down with his coffee and the holy New York Times crossword or whatever, Lachlan’s knocking on the doorway, going, hey, not to bother You, just wanted to ask for a little bit more. Can You run to the store and get me blue gato? You only got me yellow and You should know no one likes yellow.
Don’t get him wrong, he always starts all his prayers with thank you. His momma raised him right, after all. Raised him to be polite. But even that feels a little empty sometimes, like he’s only saying thank you for all the blessings he has because he’s keeping score, like he’s counted them up and he wants more instead of just being satisfied with what he’s already been given. 
He tried to talk about it to a youth pastor once, but either he was shit at explaining the feeling or the youth pastor was shit at explaining the solution, because it didn’t help. The guy’d just said that he shouldn’t ever feel weird entering the House of the Lord because everyone on Earth had an open invitation to visit God’s House anytime they wanted, which just made God sound sorta like one of the cool moms from the movies who let you drink beer in the basement and eat as many bags of chips as you want even if you’re supposed to be bulking for the season.
“That’s why it’s our job to go around and let people know,” the youth pastor had told Lachlan. “That they’re always welcome in God’s House. Because how are they going to know to show up if we don’t tell them they’re invited?”



Lachlan hadn’t liked that much then, mostly because the youth pastor had this tone of voice that grated, spoke to him like he was six years old when he was twelve and that’s like the worst thing an adult can do to you when you’re twelve, save for all the other, worser things, Lachlan figures.
But it’d seemed sort of fucked up, too, at the same time, this idea of God having this universal open-door policy, a house big enough that it could fit everyone in the world under its roof if only they chose to knock.
Because, like, how was Lachlan supposed to tell people about the holy invite or whatever if he didn’t always, really actually feel like he himself belonged inside? And, like, how was he supposed to go around and spread the word about how cool of a mom—Father?—God was, when he knew for sure that that wasn’t necessarily always true? God had all these rules and stuff, about visiting his House. You weren’t allowed to eat as many chips as you wanted, not actually. 
Like, it just seemed like false advertising, and false advertising was basically lying, which was a big no-no in God’s House.
So was Lachlan supposed to spread the word of God, hit people up and pass along the invite but give them the rules talk at the same time? Like: nah it’s a cool place, man. You’re welcome to come in and you can leave any time you want, but yeah if you come in and stay long enough it’s not a house anymore, it’s like a whole way of life you’re living and then you can’t actually leave even if you think you’ve left, which sounds like a lot but it’s okay, because God’s a great homeowner and we know the rules so we can tell you the roommate do’s and don’t’s. Like, basic stuff, easy, stuff like take your shoes off at the door and always wash all your dishes after you finish eating and also you’re never allowed to lock your bedroom door because sometimes God likes to come into your room to watch you sleep at night, and also the property manager God gave a set of the keys to likes to come by every now and then and talk about how you’ve been living, do a real thorough inspection. Oh, and also God’s like really anal about weird sex stuff, so absolutely no fagging around. And obviously no fucking killing each other when God’s looking the other way, and like, try not to fight, but sometimes you can fight if it’s a fight in God’s name or whatever, but like definitely no fagging around because that’s never about God, because God is all about love and two guys kissing each other is about sin. But that should be easy to avoid, the fag stuff, because this is an open invitation to God’s House and everyone’s invited but God’s got a sick-ass security system hooked up which means He basically gets to watch you at all times, right, so he knows when you do something wrong and if you do something terrible, he gets a bouncer to kick you out of the house and you’re never invited back again, for the safety of everyone else in the House. So you just have to sneak around the back and put your nose up to the glass and watch everyone you love have fun inside without you. Yeah, sorry. That probably blows, but then the people that get kicked out, they did the wrong stuff in the first place, when God was super chill about His House and let them come inside and everything. But by the way, wrong can mean a lot of things. We have a whole list of wrong things to not do. But the sex stuff is way up there. So’s the killing each other. But like, again, only sometimes the killing each other is wrong. It depends on if the guy you’re trying to kill has done something bad in God’s House like broken one of his vases or spat on the ground or snuck into the bathroom and kissed his buddy with tongue because he thought he could get away with being a fag behind a locked door, but he forgot that God’s always watching through his high-tech security system. Yeah, man, even in the bathroom. Of course even in the bathroom.
So open invitation, man. Who’s up for it?
“And amen,” the pastor says at the front of the church, and Lachlan raises his head and blinks his eyes open.
Oh shit, he thinks. I forgot to ask for stuff. “Amen,” he says when his momma murmurs it next to him. His father’s a beat later than him, but that’s par for the course, and he doesn’t even say the word, just sort of mutters something that’s close enough. Rhett sleeps through church half the time when he can’t get out of coming in the first place. He’s probably just woken up from a nice little nap. Been out too late the night before, like anyone’s gonna fucking believe that there’s a golf course outside of Dallas that’s open til eleven at night. 
Yeah fucking right, Rhett. 
Lachlan shifts on the wooden pew. The Catholics get cushions, apparently. Sure, yeah, for their knees when they go down for prayer—and there’s a thousand dirty jokes there he’s definitely heard before—but still. Cushions always start to sound pretty nice around the hour and a half mark of service.
His parents’ church is one of the newly constructed mega-churches popping up all over Texas to cater to the new converts out there. It’s all beige walls and deep mahogany wood, the pulpit situated so far away from most of the congregation that the pastor has to wear a microphone for the people in the back to hear him, and there’s four big screen televisions hung up on the walls, two on either side of the stage so everyone can see him too, which is probably just as important as hearing him.
Not that the Puceys sit anywhere further away from the front than third row, and that’s only if they’re running late leaving the house and the traffic’s bad. 
There’s a neon sign up against the wall, too, because this is a cool, modern church. BELIEVE, bright blue and humming and in all capital letters. Command and reminder, everything about God boiled down into one sign. Lachlan stares at it during service a lot. He isn’t sure if he likes it or not, the sign and the televisions, the pastor and the way he yells into his headset, the way Lachlan can see bits of spit fly out of his lips and land on the shiny floor beneath his shiny shoes.
He imagines telling God, look, dude, thanks for the invite, but I’m not sold on your House. I’m not jiving with the interior design or the designer. Then he has to bite at his lip so he doesn’t make himself laugh because you’re not supposed to laugh in churches, unless the pastor tells a joke, and then you’re supposed to laugh so the guy doesn’t feel bad for not being funny. Most pastors aren’t funny. If they were, they probably wouldn’t be pastors.
It’s still so new, maybe, is the thing. The problem with this church. His parents used to go to a different one out in Southlake, where they’d been going when they lived here back when Lachlan was a kid, but they’d stopped sometime in the last year. Joined this one instead, a few months after it opened its doors.
There are still pristine copies of the good book in the backs of each pew; Lachlan isn’t sure he’s ever seen any of the church-goers touch them and he sure hasn’t seen them bring their own from home. Maybe none of them own one back at their houses. Maybe they only ever think about God here, when they’re in His House.
Lachlan thinks about God a lot, probably, but he’s bad at thinking about Him in His House. He’s too distracted by the hum of the neon sign and the creaking of the benches as people shift around him, his mother in her long pink summer dress with her manicured hands folded neatly in her lap, Rhett on the other side of her, wearing a suit jacket and dark jeans, clasping at her knee like there are cameras watching them. 
Lachlan has a bible, up in Laval. His grandmama gave it to him when he got drafted. He doesn’t really take it out, doesn’t read it or study it or anything, not like he had to do when he was a kid, but he thinks about it a lot.
Sort of like his church in Laval. He doesn’t go out that way a whole lot, not nearly as much as he tells his momma he does, but that’s because of hockey and game days and nap schedules and team commitments. He thinks about it a lot, though. Going. 
He wonders if that counts for anything, like if the thought’s a good enough one that it means he can be forgiven for not going or doing his bible studies or spreading the word or whatever. It’s not a word he really wants to spread, even though maybe it should be and that makes him a bad Christian, that he wants everything about his relationship with God to be kept private, like a conversation happening only in whispers.
Like, he thinks he’d really like it, if he could walk around God’s House and not step on a single creaky floorboard or nothing like that. Be there, obviously, but not be sending out invites and holding the door open and hollering down the street that this here place’s got the best wine in town.
But the pastor says that’s selfish, because you have to go to church to be saved, you have to be a Christian to be saved, and good Christians want everyone to be saved, which means spreading the holy invite so more people can come to the Light. There’s a bible story about that, about casting a big heavy net into the sea and pulling in a load of fish. Fishes? Lachlan can’t remember. He can’t remember how it ends either, the story about the fish. 
Like maybe the fish convert to Christianity, but Lachlan doesn’t think fish can convert. He also isn’t sure fish can sin, but the story was just an allegory anyway. No one was actually fishing in the name of God.
Crawford’s out there, actually, fishing right now. He’d told Lachlan last night when he’d had to hang up on their Chel session earlier than usual. He’d promised his buddy Tug—which is, Lachlan thinks, a stupid name, just for the record—that he’d help him on the guy’s boat in the morning so that Tug’s daddy could take the morning off or something.
“Guess that’ll be my church for the week,” Crawford had said, and he hadn’t sounded that put out about it. It’d sounded like a pretty sick deal, in Lachlan’s opinion: spending the morning out on the river with a buddy, communing with God by communing with His creations. No neon signs or shouting pastor or uncomfortable pews and half-asleep congregation.
Lachlan stifles a yawn into his palm and adjusts the crucifix around his neck. The pastor’s really stretching out the benediction, even though it’s really just as simple as go out there and be good and may the Lord’s Light go with you. Etcetera, etcetera. 
“Amen,” the pastor says, again, finally, reaching up behind his ear and turning off the microphone’s ear piece before taking it off completely. Everyone repeats it back to him and then there’s the symphony of creaking pews as people begin to stand and leave.
Lachlan follows his momma out onto the steps of the church, giving half an ear and a half-hearted hello to every person she stops and talks with on the way out. Rhett’s way ahead of them, already out the doors and down at the edge of the gate, talking with someone Lachlan instantly recognizes as Don Stevens, the GM of the Dallas Drivers. 
Rhett’s been gunning for a way back into the hockey world since the moment he fucking left. It’s the reason why they switched churches back in March, Lachlan hadn’t needed long to realize. That’s when Stevens replaced Marmont and Rhett set about learning everything he could about the daily habits of the guy, down to getting his hair cut by the same barber and joining his fucking church. It’s sorta pathetic, Lachlan thinks, but he’s sure other people would probably call it ambitious.
“I just thought it was a darling service,” his momma tells the older woman in front of her, one hand resting lightly on her chest and the other touching the ends of her blonde curls. She’s talking to Eileen Hope, who’s just inherited the lion’s share of a ranch out west. Lachlan recognizes her face from the news, even though he’s heard the name tossed around their house for the last few months. They’re apparently supposed to be friends, but not any kind of friends that Lachlan understands. “Eileen, honey, have you met my youngest?”



The older woman, all white-blond hair and carefully placed make-up turns her head and smiles at him. It’s a shark’s smile. Or maybe she’s just got shark’s eyes. Lachlan doesn’t know. Lachlan hates this part of going to church. The part that isn’t about church at all. The part that isn’t even about fucking—community.
“Is this the hockey player Rhett is always going on about, Lillian?” Hope asks, so sweet it makes Lachlan’s skin crawl. “Oh, he looks just like you. Except the hair, of course, you really need to tell me where you get yours done. It looks so natural!”
“Thank you, ma’am,” Lachlan says, while his momma simpers and touches her curls again. She'd just had it re-dyed a few days ago, bleached back to the honey blonde she prefers. When she was Lachlan's age, though, they had the same reddish brown hair color. He's seen the photos. He's tried not to wonder what about the color had to be changed, because it doesn't really matter that much in the grand scheme of things, and anyway, Eileen Hope is right. His momma was born to be a blonde, which is different than born being blonde. "I think my momma's just a little jealous you don't need no hairdresser to get that color looking so good," which is, of course, a lie because the woman's hair is a few shades off of the shade of a yellow highlighter.
But maybe lying's not that big of a sin if you do it on the steps of a church. Or if your parents tell you to, or if you're trying to help your parents cozy up to a rich widow for reasons you've been told but forgotten. 
Bottom line is, Lachlan's good at this. Good and coachable and, most importantly, he knows his role here. He takes her hand carefully as she makes a show of giggling, doesn't shake it in case he breaks it in two by accident.  Anyway, even if he hadn’t already memorized the script, he’d know there’s no fucking way Rhett’s been bragging about him. “But I reckon you’re thinkin’ of my big brother, ma'am. He’s out in Florida at the moment playing with the Pantheon. Rowan Pucey.”



His momma laughs and shakes her head, not hardly at all. Her hair doesn’t even move, just glints in the sun. “Lachlan’s so modest,” she says to Eileen, not to him. “I don’t know where he gets it from.”
Not from Rhett, that’s for sure. Modesty doesn’t get you three Stanley Cups. 
Not from her either, because modesty doesn’t get you crowned Miss Texas and definitely doesn’t get you two children and a twenty-four year long marriage with a professional hockey player.
“He’s going to be playing with the Montreal Metros in the fall,” his momma says, all smiles, all pride, and Lachlan straightens automatically, waits for it to feel good. To be part of it, the brag. The family. Her hand feels tight around his elbow, keeping him anchored down. They want to impress the Hopes, he’s been told that and he’s been told why, but he can’t remember it enough to be able to care. Caring, for the rest of his family, sometimes it feels as simple as turning a faucet on and off. For Lachlan, sometimes it feels like getting a nose bleed. Messy and unpredictable.
“The Metros, wow,” Eileen Hope says, even though Lachlan’s not sure how much she knows about hockey. She owns a fucking ranch, though—now that he’s thinking about it, Lachlan doesn’t know how much she knows about ranching either. All that stuff’s outsourced, ain’t it. Lilian with her pressed, powder-blue dress and impeccably white cowboy boots ain’t mucking nothing a horse shits out. Like the GM Rhett’s desperate to suck off ain’t been on the ice in so long, Lachlan’s not sure how much he knows about hockey, actual hockey, either.
That’s the beauty of being an owner, maybe. You get to have and to hold and then fuck off and let someone else manage when your hands get tired of the holding.
“Montreal,” his momma says, all slow and careful, Mon-trey-y’all, “won the championship in June. Lachlan was playing in the game.”
Lachlan smiles when his momma smiles. Before she was Rhett Pucey’s wife and before she was Miss Texas, she trained horses on a big ranch outside of Austin, a family business. She knows a thing or two about show-ponies, and Lachlan’s learnt a thing or two about being one.
Don't mean he doesn't hate this fucking part of church though, doesn't distract himself for a few minutes by thinking about what it must feel like to be out on a river he’s never seen before, water moving gently under the boat, fishy briny smell in the air and radio turned down to just a mumble in the background.
Must be easy to find God in a place like that. Must be easy to talk with Him and thank Him. Maybe that’s all Lachlan would be able to think to do, if he were fishing on a boat on some Georgia river right now, listening to Crawford laugh and watching his shoulders shake from the force of it, wearing comfortable clothing instead of these stiff khakis, beer in hand. Thank God.
“Oh my,” Ms. Hope says. “You must be so proud, Lillian. They both take after their father.”
His momma laughs, and Lachlan smiles and smiles and smiles. They both take after their father. Like it’s a compliment. Like it was easy. Like it was natural. Like the becoming didn’t hurt, like he was born already being like his father. 
Usually, by now, he’d turn his phone back on, but Crawford’s probably still on the boat with Tug, and Lachlan’s pretty sure the cell service on a rural river delta is shit, so chances are high he won’t have texted anyway.
It’s so fucking hot here. There’s no shade on the church’s steps, just the sun beating down on his neck and scalp. He doesn’t understand why they can’t all just leave, keep walking, go to a park or something if they need to socialize out in public where other people can see them. It’s not like any of this has anything to do with church anyway, with God, except Lachlan can see the pastor just a few steps above them, shaking the hand of an older dude Lachlan’s pretty sure owns one of the major Dallas newspapers, so maybe this shit is what church is about.
It’d probably be just as hot out on the river. But at least he’d be wearing a ball cap probably. It wouldn’t feel so bad.
“Oh, here he is, actually. Rhett, honey,” his momma says, and her hand leaves Lachlan’s arm to grab at Rhett’s shoulder, tug him into their conversation. “You remember Eileen, don’t you? I was talking yesterday about her community outreach initiatives, remember? Getting local kids out onto the ranch, just like—”
Maybe Canada’s ruined him or something. He used to fucking love the dry Dallas heat, but now—now he’s got a countdown going on the calendar in his room, tracking how many days til he flies out to Montreal for training camp. Half a week left, that’s all. 
Then hockey’s back. And a bunch of things will be different. Lachlan will be in Montreal, not Laval. He’ll be on the Metros. Instead of texting Crawford every other hour of the day, the guy will be there right beside him as they figure out how to play in the pro leagues. And it’ll be good. And it’ll be fun.
Now that Lachlan thinks about it though, it must be nearly two in the afternoon for Crawford, which means he must be wrapping things up if he hasn’t already finished. Like, Lachlan loves fishing and he knows the best bites are early in the morning. Sure, he doesn’t know anything about shrimping, which is apparently the business that Crawford’s buddy runs, but it’s gotta be the same principle.
Maybe he’ll just check, real quick.
He excuses himself from the conversation, not that he’s particularly noticed or missed when he leaves, and pulls his phone out of his pocket.
It takes a second to turn on, like it has to be convinced into waking up. Which—yeah, Lachlan’s been there before.
A moment later, the notifications start rolling in, and Lachlan blinks at his screen. Crawford’s texted him a bunch of times, actually. The Metros’ team chat’s been popping off too, apparently, nearly one hundred texts all hitting his phone at once. A few from some of the guys in the A, too; Savchuk’s reached out and so has Kitchy.
Lachlan taps on Crawford’s text thread first. 
The most recent text just reads: call me.
The one above that says: why the fuck don’t you check your phone during service like literally everyone else does wtf
So Lachlan calls him, obviously. He’s extremely coachable, loves a good direction. Is feeling more than a little concerned now, too. Crawford doesn’t usually tell him to call him. That’s usually just what ends up happening, so this is weird. Super weird. 
“Hey, what’s up, man,” he says the second the call connects.
“You seen the team chat?” Crawford asks, voice all low and tight. Doesn’t even bother with a hello, which is serious because Crawford’s got impeccable phone manners.
Lachlan scratches at the end of his nose. “Uh,” he says. “No, not yet. Just got out of morning service and saw your text.”
Maybe he should have read through the rest of the texts first, he’s thinking now. But the Metro group chat is always busy; yesterday, he’d come back from dinner to more than seventy texts just making fun of Drapeau’s socks after his girlfriend posted a photo of him golfing in a pair that had little palm trees on them. A bunch of messages from them were nothing out of the fucking ordinary.
A call me from Crawford was; Lachlan knew that already, even if they haven’t even been texting for a month yet.
“Right,” Crawford says, blowing out a breath, dropping the t at the end of the word. “Well. Alright.”
“Jesus Christ, dude, who the fuck died,” Lachlan bursts out, even though it’s probably definitely a sin to take the name of Christ in vain, especially when you’re standing on his daddy’s doorstep or something.
“Hockey,” Crawford says darkly, and that doesn’t even make sense. 
It doesn’t make sense, not a lick of it, until Lachlan turns his head away from the doors of the church, shields his eyes against the sun’s glare, and sees Don Stevens tucked away in a corner of the church’s yard, phone pressed into his ear and mouth moving faster and more furiously than even the pastor's had at his most incensed.
“No,” Lachlan breathes. It’s stupid. It’s all he can fucking think to say.
Crawford breathes back, just as stupid. “Lockout’s on,” he says. “They couldn’t come to an agreement, so. We’re fucked.”
“We’re fucked,” Lachlan says. The Dallas Driver GM is gesticulating wildly with his hand now, the one not clutching at his phone. 
“They’re saying they’re just canceling camps and pre-season right now,” Crawford is telling him, and it’s weird as hell, watching the GM lose his damn mind while Crawford speaks in that sort of calm, dead, quietly angry tone in his ear. “That they’ll work out an agreement, they just need more time to review the last offers made, but—” 
It’s so fucking—embarrassing, really, but the realization hits Lachlan square in the chest. No hockey. No pre-season, no training camp. He’s spent the last month looking forward to training camp. To playing in the pre-season games. To feeding passes to his teammates, to catching their passes on his stick and letting ‘em rip into the net. To celebrating wins with these guys, to learning how to lose with them too, to having Crawford at his shoulder, resting his chin on the blade of his stick during practice and grinning grinning grinning at him across the huddle.
So it’s so fucking embarrassing that the first thing he thinks when he realizes hockey’s gone is: does my dad know? And then, no, of course not. He would have done something by now if he knew. He would have fixed it.
He feels like a little kid again, when he turns back to his parents on the church steps, like he’s five years old and going up to the adults at a party and tugging at their hands to get their attention. 
Dad, he wants to say, practically glaring at the side of his dad’s face to get him to look over. Dad, do something.
“Fuck,” he hisses out when Rhett stays focused on whatever horseshit—maybe literally—Eileen Hope's talking about. “Fucking—fuck.”
“Pretty much,” Crawford sighs out, and—oh, right. He’s still on the line. Lachlan didn’t automatically hang up on him after he told him the worst fucking news in the world in a totally justified shoot-the-messenger kind of instinct. Fucking fuck.
Lachlan squeezes his eyes shut for a second, thinking. Praying, a little, if he’s being honest. Mostly it’s irreverent stuff he doesn’t mean that he’ll even feel bad about later, probably, asking God why the fuck did He let Lachlan be selected by the Metros just to cancel the entire fucking League, but—like—obviously, he really wants praying about it to work, but sometimes it doesn’t, like when his grandma was really sick and he prayed every night for a month that she’d pull through and she still died. Or when he used to pray that his parents would get a divorce and they never did. 
Sometimes praying is just about registering a complaint while God pretends He has headphones on and can't hear you, and fuck does Lachlan have a bunch of fucking complaints right now.
“But what—your contract,” Lachlan realizes, and maybe that makes him a bad friend, that he’s been so swept up in his own reaction, to what he’s lost—training camp, pre-season—that he hasn’t even thought about how much worse this is for Crawford.
But he’s thinking about it now and holy shit, it’s so bad. They hadn’t wanted to give Crawford a rookie contract, not until after the agreement between the Association and the MLH was set in stone. But without a contract, he’s not even eligible to play in the A. He has what he signed on his draft day, a few years ago, an agreement of terms that he will not play for another team until such time as the franchise has decided fuck it, never mind we don’t want you, or fuck it, yeah, c’mon over here, welcome aboard, but that’s not the same. Lachlan knows it’s not the same because Lachlan had asked Rhett about it a month ago, after both he and Crawford were selected by the Metros.
“Yeah,” Crawford says and there’s a thousand fucking words squeezed into the little syllable. “I don’t got one.”
“But—what does Shane say?” Lachlan asks, because Shane Hollander probably has a solution for Crawford, for them. “Maybe they can–I don’t know, get you a temporary contract. With the Magnitude or—another team, maybe, they gotta be open to loosening the rules on playing in the AHL, right—I mean, fuck, there’s no fucking league right now to be affiliated with, right—”
Crawford sighs, and it’s this terrible sound that Lachlan’s never heard him make before, not once in their month-ish of knowing each other. “I don’t know, Lachlan,” he says, and that’s serious shit. Well, Lachlan already knew it was serious shit, but Crawford calling him Lachlan—that’s fucking dire.
“Hollander can’t do shit,” Crawford tells him. “He already called. Felt real bad, told me he’d been trying to petition the front office to get me on a contract with the Mags for the last two weeks, when the captains started hearing the negotiations weren’t going nowhere. Front office was—” he cuts himself off, makes this frustrated noise then clears his throat. It’s a whole lotta restraint Crawford’s showing here. Lachlan thinks he’d be screaming. Or sobbing. Or both.
“Not convinced, thought they'd reach some accord,” Crawford ends up saying. “Don’t think there’s much more Shane can do. At least he tried, but—hiring’s frozen for now, now that the lockout's official, obviously.”
“Obviously,” Lachlan repeats, feeling winded and thrown off-kilter. It’s weird, that word. Hiring. Like, sure, that’s the truth of it, the bare bones of professional hockey. These are jobs. They’ve been hired and they have contracts that have legal weight.
But it’s a game. It’s a lifestyle. It’s all Lachlan’s known how to do since he was three years old. He used to fucking—draw hockey plays on the back of the church’s service leaflet. His brother used to steal the pencil from him and correct them for him. His dad used to glance at them out the corner of his eye, smile all proud and look away again. 
Hiring. But this isn’t just a job. This is all Lachlan knows. 
He was finally going to be good enough. His mother was telling folks that she was proud of him, right there on the church steps; his father was nodding along.
“He’s got something lined up anyway,” Crawford says, and Lachlan frowns. It’s like a record-scratch in his brain or something, the way it grinds all his gears to a halt.
“What?”



“Shane,” Crawford says. “Hollander,” like there’s more than fucking one. “He told me he got his agent to get him a gig in Europe. Like, Sweden? The league there.”
“What the fuck,” Lachlan says. “He’s going to fucking Sweden? To play hockey?”
“I dunno,” Crawford tells him, and Lachlan can hear the shrug in his voice. The way the anger of the beginning of the call has faded out and left room for this sticky, corrosive sadness that Lachlan can’t stand to hear. Hiring freeze. Crawford doesn’t even have a fucking contract.
Crawford won’t even have the option of playing in the A with Lachlan and the rest of them, not if he doesn’t have a contract.
“Could have been Switzerland,” Crawford offers, like that’s the part of the news that’s making Lachlan see red: the European country Hollander’s abandoning them for.
“What the fuck,” Lachlan spits so loudly that an elderly woman in an ugly purple floral dress gives him a dirty look from the church’s courtyard. “What the fuck,” he hisses, quieter. “Ain’t the captain supposed to go down with the fucking ship?”
“Wait,” Crawford says, slow and fucking stupid. “Are you mad at him?”
“Yeah, I am,” Lachlan snaps. He’s fucking—he isn’t just mad at Hollander. If it’s true. If he’s leaving. If all it takes to get him out of the country is some European league waving a fancy high-value contract in front of his face. He’s fucking—angry as fuck. Enraged.
Everyone else is stuck here. What are they supposed to do? Why the fuck does Hollander think it’s just okay, to leave, to–to—Crawford doesn’t even have a contract. What is he supposed to do? He’s in Georgia. They don’t even have an MLH team. He could probably count all of the ice rinks they have on one hand and still have most of his fingers. Can he even go back to college for the season? Shouldn’t he have already committed if that was the plan? 
“He’s not going to be the only one, probably,” Crawford says, all placating. “If the lockout lasts longer than just the pre-season, I mean. There’s probably gonna be an exodus.”



“Great,” Lachlan says. “I’ll be mad at them too, then, when it happens,” except the truth is, he doesn’t think he will. Like, if—if fucking Troy Barrett wants to jump ship, play in—Lachlan doesn’t know, Finland for a few months. No skin off Lachlan's teeth. Go in the Light of the Lord, etcetera, etcetera. 
But Shane’s his captain. Shane had–-duties. Responsibilities.
And so Lachlan’s fucking pissed. More pissed because it sounds like Crawford isn’t, which just means Lachlan’s going to have to be angry enough for the both of them. 
At least something about Lachlan’s response makes Crawford laugh. It’s not a very big one, not even that loud, but it’s a step in the right direction at least. 
Suddenly, Lachlan sort of really fucking wants to be on a FaceTime call with Crawford. So he can see him. Get the lay of the land here. See what his blue eyes look like. If they look sad.
He’d just sounded so fucking—Lachlan doesn’t know. He doesn’t have to be able to name the emotion to know that he doesn’t like it, that he doesn’t appreciate the way it makes Crawford’s breathing sound all heavy and labored, like maybe he’s closer to doing something like breaking down than he wants Lachlan to realize.
Which is, like, a really stupid thing to think, because Crawford’s probably the coolest guy Lachlan’s ever met. He has a college degree, or like half of one at least, and he always has the funniest pictures to send him and he always texts back and he’s apparently really good at fishing too, and he’s been playing golf for ages because Wes fucking Greenwood bought him a set of clubs when he was sixteen, because he, like, grew up in Wes Greenwood’s—the fucking Wes the Wiz’s—skating rink because it turns out the Wes that everyone always quotes and the Wes that holds about a billion hockey records and his name on most every trophy in the Hockey Hall of Fame, that Wes is from the same dinky town H's from, Lachlan’s H, and that’s just so fucking cool—Crawford’s stupid cool, and so, like—
Obviously he’s not going to cry on the phone with Lachlan, even though Lachlan thinks he’d probably cry a lot if he was shut out of hockey for the foreseeable future. 
Crawford’s too cool for that, and guys—hockey guys, the real kind of tough guys, they don’t cry, not for anything except Stanley Cup losses. That’s what Rhett’s always said, and Rhett’s wrong about almost everything in the entire fucking world, but he knows hockey. 
Credit where credit’s fucking due. For all his many storied short-comings, Rhett Pucey knows hockey.
Which means he knows about the types of guys that play hockey, too. The guys that are good at it, that will make it in the show, that’ll survive the league, and the guys that won’t. And he taught his boys everything he knew, about hockey and about being men.
And Crawford is the kind of guy who—
“Shit, Lox,” Crawford says, low and honest. “I don’t know what I’m gonna fucking do, man. Don’t know if I have it in me, to loiter round here til the league gets its shit together.”
Lachlan whistles out a breath through his teeth. He doesn’t know either, if he’s being honest. But—he thinks about the phone call they had, all those weeks ago, when Crawford’d found him on Instagram and shot him a message and Lachlan, like a fucking idiot, had called instead of texted like some dude who’s never played it cool once in his life.
How he’d been too excited to even try to act nonchalant about the whole thing, how Crawford had sounded so fucking happy too on the other end of the line. How Crawford’d said—we’re gonna be teammates.
That’s still fucking true. They’re gonna be teammates. They’re already teammates, and teammates don’t just—just fuck off to Sweden or Norway or France or wherever the fuck they want to go when the going gets tough. They figure shit out, together.
There’d been a year when Lachlan was seven and his dad had gotten a short-term, season-long contract out in California with the Anaheim Dukes. Paid a lot of money. Kept him on the ice even though he was getting up there in age, getting closer and closer to too old to keep playing, especially since his shoulder never fully recovered from a bad collision during what would become his last Cup Run with the Dallas Drivers.
And so he’d gone to California. Lachlan found out later, years and years later, after his dad had already become Rhett, that he’d requested the trade. That he’d thought it would be good for him.
His wife hadn’t agreed and his sons hadn’t been consulted and it hadn’t even mattered in the end, because Rhett Pucey went and played a season with the Dukes and his family had stayed in Dallas without him, and Lachlan had cried so much those first few weeks that he’d had red eyes in his school yearbook picture. They’d called it Daddy’s Long Roadtrip, because Lachlan learned when he was real young what a roadtrip meant for a hockey player and what it meant for a hockey player’s family. 
And Lachlan remembers it because it’d sucked, missing his daddy like that, but he remembers it most because the day he moved out there, Rhett’d got down on his knees in front of him and put his hands on his shoulders and said, “Lachy, you’re gonna have a team one day and then you’re gonna understand,” which wasn’t an apology and it wasn’t even an explanation because the trade was something Rhett wanted, the team wasn’t a team that needed him but that had found space for him, and Lachlan wasn’t even sure he liked hockey all that much at the age of seven yet.
All he realized when he heard that was that his father had a team, and Lachlan wasn’t on it. Up until then, he’d thought team was just another word for family, but it wasn’t. Teams were more important than family. Teams were the most important things in the world, more important than sons and wives and selves, and—and—
Fuck, but Lachlan fucking hates it when Rhett turns out to be right.
“We’re a fucking team,” Lachlan tells Crawford. “We’ll figure it out. I’ll think about it.”



Crawford’s quiet on the other side of the line for a second, before he lets out a strangled sounding bark of laughter. “The fuck are you going to do, Bagsy?” he asks. “You can’t even, like, legally keep me company drowning my sorrows in a bar in Texas.” 
“I don’t know,” Lachlan says, stubborn and a little offended because it’s not like Crawford’s twenty-one yet either, so what the fuck does he even think he’s doing, talking about legality and stuff. “We’ll figure it out, okay? Even if we gotta send you off to fucking—Norway, too. We’ll get you on the ice.”
“I think it’s Switzerland,” Crawford says, and Lachlan makes an impatient noise, swipes his hand through the air. Turns around on the step just because he suddenly feels like he’s got a beehive beneath his skin.
His dad catches his eye, tilts his head in question, eyebrows furrowing together.
Lachlan turns back to face the street, runs a hand through his hair and adjusts the cross around his neck, thumbs at the sharp edge of its end. “I don’t fucking care. Fuck Switzerland,” he snaps. “We’re team, alright. I got you.”
Crawford makes a noise, something small and a little winded. “Only thing we’ve ever done as team is lose,” he points out, and Lachlan’s fingers itch to switch the call to FaceTime, itch to see if he’s actually smiling yet because he sort of sounds like he is.
And, like, sure, maybe he’s right. Like, sure, technically they lost the only game they’ve ever played together, that one scrimmage during Rookie camp. But only an absolute moron would think that team has the same boundaries a rink does, that it stops at the edge of the ice. 
And Crawford’s not an idiot. He’s got a college degree.
At least, half of one. Whatever that’s called. 












  
    Chapter End Notes

    director notes/director's soapbox
1) you just know from the get go i wanted both of these crucifix-wearing hockey-playing gay-thought-sometimes-having southern boys to have complicated and (also critically) different relationships with not just religion, but these hyper-specific niches of christianity that i find just super. like. compelling. and painful. and thought provoking.
in open house, it's established by crawford that lachlan prays before every meal and that he's incredibly religious and incredibly straight. it's also established, i hope, that crawford's an incredibly unreliable narrator (because i find the tension between who we are, our thoughts and our instincts vs how other people see us and see through us to be super interesting), especially when it comes to lachlan (and vice versa! can you believe lachlan thinks crawford is cool!! somewhere in darien, tug morris is laughing himself SICK!)
but i DO think lachlan's the more religious of the two, and i wanted to explore that in this chapter, as well as some of the ways he's disillusioned with the church/organized religion. like, i think for lachlan, he's going to be happier with himself when he realizes he can have a private relationship with god and not necessarily go to church, because he's seen here to really dislike his experience at this church and with a lot of facets of organized religion in general. you can start to see the beginnings of his separation already, what with him going 'well ok, i pray a lot and i try to treat people with these good christian values i learned at a young age and that i believe in, but i don't read my bible and i don't want to evangelize and for some reason i'm really hyper-fixated on not being allowed to kiss a bro in god's house (the church) but also my worst fear is being kicked out of god's house (the church community).'
meanwhile, i think for crawford, there is no being religious or being loved by god outside of the church. religion to him is sitting in the pews and reading the bible and feeling nervous in his fox-in-a-pack-of-hounds way about being in a church or in a bible belt adjacent town while sometimes having gay tendencies. that's probably a large part of him thinking about walking into a confessional and wanting to be punished for sleeping with bagsy in open house (i.e., his idea of religion focuses on being wrong and being corrected but not being loved or forgiven because it's centered on the church whereas lachlan may just grow to center his religion on his personal belief and relationship with god).
and then on top of that, you have the intersection of class & christianity & the south, where lachlan's in a totally different wealth bracket than crawford and his entire experience with religion (and the south in general) is affected by that. the neon sign, the congregation members who are only there to network with the other rich&famous, the priest with his microphone and the televisions, etc. the fraud of it all really needles lachlan in a really interesting way imo). meanwhile, crawford's church isn't really described in his chapter during his drive-through of darien, probably because he doesn't think about religion as much as lachlan does. in his mind, it's framed as almost historic, things he experienced as a child that shaped him vs lachlan's much more living relationship with religion.
tangentially related, i think the wealth disparity between them when it comes to new-money, city-living country romanticizing old country living is really stressed here, where lachlan's pretty innocently like: i think i wouldn't ask god for anything if i could have a boat a beer and my buddy, and meanwhile in crawford's chapter, he thinks about how tucker would really like a college education if he could afford one and also his big motivation for becoming a hockey player is to be able to get out of darien so he can make enough money to give back to the people that make up darien for him (tug, his sister, etc).
2) in three different places in this chapter i made a note that said 'lachlan lee pucey i diagnose you with daddy issues' and it was truer every time i wrote it. like man the thought sequence where he hates his dad but something goes wrong and he's like - dad can you fix this? and then he's like god, can you fix this? and then he's like shane hollander, can you fix this?, and ends up feeling betrayed by all three of them when they can't/don't look at him/leave him? yeah boy. in five years, crawford's gonna fill out in the chest and thighs and lachlan's gonna call him something in bed he's gonna have to talk to a therapist about.
3) more on this in the next chapter, but i think it's cool that so far the only way lachlan and crawford can feel close together is via call/text when shane spends all of chapter 2 of home economics agonizing over not knowing how to talk to ilya via call or text.


  


      

  












      Chapter 5: lachlan &amp; crawford
  



    Chapter Notes

      this chapter brought to you perfectly on schedule, on a thursday! :o happy 'this fic is now longer than the original fic' day to all who celebrate. this is also now officially the longest fic i've written for this fandom and officially the first chapter five i've written. this chapter is so long that i broke it up into two parts. after the next chapter, i think part one of this fic will be completed (which is wild to say because TBH when i first started writing this fic i was pretty sure all of these six chapters could be one chapter. at MOST two)

ao3 artist chelsea drew these amazing colored pencil portraits of lachlan & crawford's rookie headshots that i'm just absolutely obsessed with!!!! lachlan's dimple! crawford's little mole!!! i love them so much.

this chapter is brought to you by the mortifying incident i experienced yesterday where a family of tourists from Georgia, USA came in and i said with my whole heart 'oh man i have kinfolk down in georgia' and they said oh really! what part?  and i said 'darien georgia' and realized two seconds later that i in fact do not have kinfolk out that way. hank crawford& tucker morris & co. do not, in fact, exist.

this chapter is also brought to you by all your nice comments on the last chapter!! thank you so much!!! i'm going to be better at replying to them going forward because i think it's fun and i love talking to you especially about these guys and this story!! i've got a bit of a crowded schedule at the moment, but i go to the gym about an hour every other day so i've been trying to reply to comments then, which is good multitasking but also means you can kinda tell in my responses when the oxygen deprivation of being on the stairmaster for 45 minutes starts to really kick in so sorry in advance

finally this chapter is also also brought to you by the fact that i shot up in bed last night and thought oh my goodness i have not written them wearing backwards ball caps yet! so. here you go. they are wearing ball caps.

(song for this chapter: jersey giant by evan honer&julia digrazia, simply for the vibes)


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  There’s a girl at the gym, bright blonde hair tugged up into a high ponytail and matching lavender outfit straining around the curve of her ass and the slim muscles in her arms. She keeps looking back at Lachlan in the mirror of the studio, this little half smirk on her face like she knows he’s looking.
He’s not looking, he’s just, like—on the bike. And the bike faces the mirrors of the gym, and she’s there in front of the mirrors, doing like a one-woman dance routine or something.
So it’s like—Lachlan’s on the bike, doing his thing, trying to run through his cooldown fast as he can so he can shower and meet up with Trip and Scotty at the links for a few holes before a late lunch at this new Tex-Mex place that’s only gotten rave reviews so far. So he’s busy, right, head down and trying to finish up his workout so he can get started with the rest of the day, but there’s this girl, and like. He keeps forgetting she’s there and looking up, and she keeps being already looking back at him or whatever.
But maybe she’s not really looking at him either, maybe she’s looking at him the way he’s looking at her, right, just accidentally, just cause the mirror’s there and so everytime she brings her head up, she’s gotta see him on the bike in the corner of her eyes.
But she’s, like, smirking now, full on, like she knows he’s looking and like she knows he likes what he sees, and, like—
Of course Lachlan likes what he sees because she’s just wearing spandex and obviously she’s gorgeous and fit and, like, saucy about it, confident and cocky, which Lachlan’s always liked—a lady who knows exactly she wants out of him and just tells him straight what to do—but like, that doesn’t mean he doesn’t feel, like.
Weird about it.
Like, he doesn’t want to perv on a lady in the gym even though he’s pretty sure that’s exactly how most of his buddies spend half their workouts any given day. Fuck, Rowan’s going on six months with this girl Sloane he’d met playing beach volleyball, and there’s damn near no way in hell Rowan was giving her respectful eyes that first afternoon.
So like it’s the thing to do, right, the thing everyone fucking does. 
Lavender Spandex Girl’s giving him eyes right back, even. Looking at his shoulders and his chest with this considering expression that makes his stomach flip over again in a way that might feel good or might not. Lachlan can’t decide.
It’s like—it doesn’t feel that sexy, working out with this girl’s eyes on him. His first instinct’s not, like, to preen or try and flex his arms or stop the bike and run through some stretches that show off the muscles in his thighs and calves.
It just sort of reminds him of the Combine, like, to be honest. Going through a workout while someone’s, like, monitoring his body’s responses and rating him against other guys, or something. 
Or it feels like, Lachlan doesn’t know. He spends a few weeks every summer out on his grandparents’ ranch in Austin with his momma, and so he’s spent a long time leaning up against dirty fenceposts and watching the stablehands and trainers run their horses through their own sort of training routines to prepare them and the riders for competitions while his grandmama talks in his ear about every mistake the rider or the horse makes, and it feels sort of like that, having Lavender Spandex Girl drag her eyes over in the gym’s mirror. Like he’s being appreciated, but like when it means to set the price for something, not when it means to like it for what it is.
Which is such a weird fucking thought that it makes his stomach flip again, definitely in a bad way.
That’s not normal, and it’s not—Lachlan thinks she’s hot. She’s got this big ass, right, and her hair’s really long and pretty, and her skin’s all tan in this way that Lachlan thinks is probably natural. She’s super hot, honestly, and like—it’s chill that she’s, like, noticed him, right, like. He’s definitely not the most attractive guy in this room of the gym right now. There’s a guy by the weight rack on the far side of the place who’s lost his shirt somewhere between the locker room and the bench, and he’s got tattoos all down his arms and he’s just absolutely corded with muscle, and like—that’s gotta be hotter than whatever Lachlan’s doing on his bike, right? Like that guy has this really scruffy looking beard that she could touch, right, tangle her fingers in and like, use it to put him where she wants him, like—that’s hot, right? That’s—
Like, just objectively, Lachlan’s broad and stuff, and he’s got muscles he’s proud of, could probably pick Lavender up if she wanted him to, but like—that guy’s a fucking Viking or something.
Anyway, Lachlan thinks she’s a real smokeshow. But he’s busy here, doing his workout, pedaling on his bike. He doesn’t want any kind of distractions right now, not even like a casual hook-up or whatever Lavender is gunning for with him. Season’s starting soon, even though the season’s not really starting soon. It’s fake-starting. He’s going to be a professional, fake hockey player. 
That’s gonna take up all his free time at the moment. And if it doesn’t, it’s like—there are people he wants to see, right, before he goes back up to Montreal. It’s the end of August now, so most of the guys he’s spent the summer with are already back in college, but there are a few still kicking around, a few more than can be convinced to make the drive from UT’s campus in Austin back up to Dallas just for a weekend here or there. 
He’s got family to consider too, obviously, a couple of cousins planning a visit before their school kicks off last week of September. Gotta spend time with his momma, gotta put in at least a few hours golfing with his dad, answering all of Rhett’s questions about what he’s planning to get done on the team this year. 
And he’s got a training schedule he’s gotta stick to like fucking glue. Which is the most important thing, obviously. His agent’s talked through everything with the Magnitude and the Metros already, and they’re ready to play him in the season as long as the lockout’s ongoing. 
Which means that he’ll be on the ice for their first training camp the last day of September and play in their first cache of pre-season games, as if he’d never been told he’d be anywhere else.
Which is like. It’s fine.
It’s good. It’s hockey.
At least it’s hockey.
Crawford’s luck’s been way fucking shittier. No playing contract with the Metros really does mean no AHL. And it’s like, apparently University of Denver hasn’t started yet, so maybe he could go back and play on the college circuit for another season or half a season or whatever, but—apparently it’s not that simple. Crawford’d just said it wasn’t an option and Lachlan hadn’t asked again.
But anyway, like. With all that shit going on, Lachlan doesn’t have any time for girls in tight workout spandex throwing him looks over their shoulders and tossing their blonde hair. Like, normally, obviously, he’d be there and like, panting and happy to be of service or whatever.
But it’s just weird, right, cause he has a bunch of other obligations he’s gotta see to. Girls will just have to wait. Despite how hot she is, how her eyes on him make his stomach fill up with what’s definitely gotta be butterflies.
In the cupholder at the front of the bike, his phone vibrates with an incoming text message. He can just barely see the screen at this angle, but he doesn’t need to see the contact name to know who it probably is. It’s a little bit after eleven in the morning here, which makes it noon in Georgia and Crawford’d promised to tell him how his first maintenance session in Wes Greenwood’s ice rink went when he got back home.
It’ll be a little like a reward for finishing his workout, Lachlan bargains with himself, glancing up to the timer on the front of the bike. Ten more minutes working out his thigh muscles and then he can check his phone, read his texts. 
He tilts his head down at an angle that lets him look at his phone without touching it. He just wants to make sure it’s Crawford’s text that’s waiting and not, like, his momma or Trip or someone. 
He shouldn’t have second-guessed himself. It is.
Crawford, that is.
He lets himself smile as he lifts his head, focuses back in on the last few minutes of his workout. He glances up by accident, mostly, to find the lavender girl still checking him out in the mirror of the gym. 
This time, the butterflies in his stomach are harder to ignore.

 
Lachlan Pucey (1:43)

yo what if i got a tattoo
Dude what
Lachlan Pucey (1:44)

what 

I’m 19 and an athlete everyone has a tattoo

I could totally pull it off

right
You can’t be that bored already wtf your season starts in less than a month
Lachlan Pucey (1:44)

OUR season
Sure right

what would you even get dude
Lachlan Pucey (1:46)

idk maybe something about texas?

idk what do people usually get?
Dude

It’s a tattoo not dinner at a restaurant

I don’t think you can just get what everyone else gets

Why do you even want one
Lachlan Pucey (1:46)

Idk

Like girls like them

And annie’s in town next week, so she can hold my hand if it hurts a lot lol
sure that’s real good timing

i didn’t know you had a girlfriend
Lachlan Pucey (1:58)

gross dude annie’s my cuz
oh cool
Lachlan Pucey (1:58)

Do you have any?
What, cousins?
Lachlan Pucey (1:59)

🙄 tats
No cousins no tats
Lachlan Pucey (1:59)

That’s a shame
About the tats or the cousins
Lachlan Pucey (2:00)

🙄🙄
For tats idk i’ve always thought like 

why put a bumper sticker on a ferrari?
Lachlan Pucey (2:03)

LMAO 

you’re like a chevy at best
 
Lachlan Pucey (2:17)

Stop ignoring me
 
Lachlan Pucey (2:46)

:(

Fine you’re a bmw whatever text me back dude


At least someone’s thrilled to have Crawford back in town. Pamela’s been around to their table at the back of the drugstore twice now, topping up their milkshake glasses like they’re little flutes of champagne. It’s a goddamn celebration around these parts.
Crawford would have declined the fucking invite if he got a choice in the matter. 
“Thanks, Ms Ella,” he tells her anyway, all polite, tipping his cup towards her in a toast. “I’ve been missing your milkshakes. They just don’t do ‘em the same west of the Mississippi.”
She laughs and swats at his arm, and Tug makes a big show of rolling his eyes behind the slope of her shoulder. Probably cause he knows he runs the risk of having to pay full price for his milkshake again, the moment he pisses Pamela off, and the whole of Darien lives in fear of sins like that.
“You let me know if you need anything else, sweetheart,” Pamela says and she looks seconds away from trying to smooth down Crawford’s hair. “We've been missing you.”
Crawford smiles and nods and wonders privately to himself who she’s seeing sitting in front of her right now. Probably not the six foot two, two hundred pound hockey player he is, but probably not the six foot nothing, one-seventy-five kid he was when he started at Denver either. Probably not the five foot ten kid he was when he left for the development league in Massachusetts when he was sixteen neither, come to think of it.
But he can’t really picture anyone missing the fourteen year old kid who’d hopped the fence around Mr. Munowski’s farm and drove his tractor into the post and scared all the cattle loose. Same goes for the twelve year old who wasted a whole pack of toilet paper teepeeing his English teacher’s home, and the ten year old who got his hands on a bunch of fireworks and almost blew Bradley Pendleton’s ancient lean-to barn sky high.
It’s like—if you never leave, you never have to think about what version of you people are missing, because they just aren’t. Missing you, that is. You’re changing in front of them and they’re changing right there with you, this great big ocean tide of days and minutes and hours sweeping the both of you up at the same pace. But if you leave, if you come back, it’s different, isn’t it. You’re something the tide’s brought in. You got new scars and deeper wrinkles and you’ve done something with your hair that no one likes even though no one’s gonna admit to not liking it, but they don’t, just because it’s different from what it used to be and they didn’t see you change it. They didn’t watch it grow out neither, so even if they pretend they like it, it feels a little like theft. Like you’ve stolen something from them, all those days you spent somewhere else, becoming someone else.
So then sometimes, right, once you leave as one thing and come back as another, people look you straight in the face and say things like, last time I saw you, you were this tall, or honey, what happened to the buzzcut? or damn, man, when’d you stop wearing all that camo?, like everyone around you’s talking to the police and filling out a missing person report for this guy you’re never going to be again, and what they’re really saying, over and over again, is you changed and I miss you, present tense, like you’re not right there in front of them. 
And then sometimes people say stuff like that, like what Pamela’s said, we’ve been missing you, and you look at them and you wonder what version of you they’d wished had come back, if any at all, if it weren’t just easier for everyone to be missed than to be found again.
When he was real young, seven or eight or nine, and his daddy worked the night shift and his mama couldn’t never get him from school when it let out, he’d walk from Tubman Elementary to the drugstore and sit in the back, two tables away from where he’s sitting now, and wait for her to get off work and come get him.
That’s probably what Ms. Ella’s remembering, the little snot-nosed kid he’d been way back then. The one who always needed help with his letters and couldn’t draw no cursive G to save his life.
He wonders if she’s found the HCC he carved into the wood on the underside of one of the tables back when he was ten and bored and in possession of a little pocket knife no one should ever have let a kid have.
Probably not. She wouldn’t be giving out free peach-flavored milkshakes if she knew he’d vandalized her store.
Maybe that’s another thing he can pay back when he gets rich and famous and shit. Maybe he can buy Pamela new diner tables so she never has to find out about the carving and he never has to apologize for it.
“I think you should start doing loyalty cards, Ms. Ella,” Tug pipes up. “You know, reward the little guy who swings round every Friday after his shift for a pick-me-up, instead of just catering to the tourists.”
"That’s Mrs. Clark to you, Tucker Finn Morris,” Pamela says, all no nonsense, smile run away from her face and hand firmly on her hip. “And I think I’ve heard enough about your pick-me-ups lately to last a lifetime, boy.”
Crawford has to stare really fucking hard at the wood-grain of the table in front of him so he doesn’t bust a lung laughing at the expression on Tug’s face.
“The nerve,” she adds, mostly to herself, shaking her head. “Talking about loyalty.”



“Alright, alright,” Tug says quickly, hands raised up in the air. “Sheesh, Mrs. Clark, I’m sorry.” 
Ella sniffs and gives him a look that’s soft enough in the eyes that Crawford’s real sure she’s just pulling at Tug’s chain. It’s damn hard to hold a grudge against Tucker Morris, Crawford knows. Crawford’s tried. 
He opens his mouth, fully prepared to add fuel to the fire, but the shop bell’s rung out and she’s already turning away to greet the newcomers—Tabitha and Caleb Montgomery, it looks like.
“There’s a Dairy Queen right off Highway 17,” Tug mutters to him when she’s out of earshot. “Ten minutes drive, tops. Let’s go there next time you want a fucking milkshake.”
“Sacrilege,” Crawford replies cheerfully, taking a sip of his drink, even though his stomach’s started hurting from the sheer amount of sugar and dairy he’s consumed in the past hour. “Anyway, it’s not my fault you broke Becca’s heart.”
“I didn’t break her fucking heart, we weren’t even in high school when we went out,” Tug hisses, kicking him under the table
“Remember when you snipped off like, four of her braids too? She’d just gotten them all done up. I thought Ms. Ella was gonna kill you.”
“We were six,” Tug says. “And I apologized. A lot. Even after Becca pushed me off the fucking monkey-bars.”
“Yeah,” Crawford sighs fondly, thrilled to have an opportunity to relive this, “and then six years later, you broke her heart all over again cause you were dancing with Allison Thompson during spring formal. Honestly, you should count yourself lucky you’re not banned from here permanently for yanking around Ms. Ella’s daughter half her life.”
Tug rolls his eyes. “It was one fucking song,” he mutters, morose, kicking out at Crawford’s ankles again. 
Crawford shakes his head, long and slow. “Maybe one day you’ll learn something about loyalty,” he says sagely, and Tucker shoots him a dark, nasty sort of look.
“Oh, that’s real rich,” he snaps, and the words linger in the air longer than they should. 
For a second, suddenly, they’re out on one of them dead tree limbs, the kind that’s been cleaved from the main trunk ages ago and only needs one strong gust of wind to blow it down. Unsteady ground.
They’ve been finding themselves out there a lot lately. Feels like it’s only getting more and more precarious, like even just their weight’s gonna be enough to bring them crashing down soon. 
“I mean,” Crawford says, back-tracking like he could maybe drive the Jeep outta the minefield if he could only yank hard enough on the wheel, reroute the car. “I—”
His phone buzzes, there on the table by his elbow, and he looks at it automatically. “Shit,” he breathes out before he can bite his tongue. Just as automatically. 
Lachlan’s sent him a picture, he can see it in the little thumbnail, can just make out the bare bones of what it is. 
Black ink.
Fucker went and actually got a tattoo.
“What?” Tug asks, demands really, leaning forward to try and get a glimpse at Crawford’s phone, nosy fucker.
“It’s nothin’,” Crawford says, flipping the screen over like that’ll end the conversation. As if that’s ever been something that’s worked between him and Tucker. Crawford’s been known to pry before, obviously, but he’s got nothing on Tucker when he’s in the mood. The guy’s like a one-man privacy invadin’ army. 
Case in point: his hand darts across the tabletop and snaps up Crawford’s phone from beside his elbow with the kind of reflex and speed that’s definitely gotta be on the same level of the likes of Shane Hollander and Ilya Rozanov. “Hey!”
“Shit,” Tucker says after he’s unlocked his phone with the same fucking passcode it’s always had, same one Tucker’s always known. He studies the picture Crawford’s not even really fucking seen yet, and then says, “Damn,” stretching the word out into three separate syllables. “Who’s sending you nudes, Yankee?”
“It’s not a nude,” Crawford snaps, angry, snatching the phone back from Tucker’s hand and turning it around to glance at the picture. Just to, like—make sure it isn’t a nude. Not that that’s an option on the table or anything, just—he doesn’t know where Lachlan’s decided to get the tattoo. Might be some place close enough to count as a nude.
He hadn’t even really thought the guy would go through with it, thinks the whole thing’s really fucking stupid because he’s going to be running a high risk of infection every time he puts on his sweaty hockey gear until the damn thing heals, but—
But a three syllable damn feels pretty fucking apt when he looks at the image.
It’s Lachlan, faceless, wearing a cut-up muscle tee that exposes his entire side to the view of the camera. The main show, is, of course, the curl of his arm, the muscles in his bicep that he’s flexing to show off his brand spanking new arm-band tattoo.
It’s a stretch of rope, thick coils wrapped three times around the muscle there, the way you’d wrap a horse’s lead around a hitching post to keep it tied up, and Crawford wants to bite—
At the edge of his lip, to keep the words in so he doesn’t say something—mean-spirited. 
But really, rope?
The guy could get anything in the world, and he chooses rope? 
“Just a buddy from the team,” he tells Tucker, dropping his phone on the table and running his hand through his hair. “Uh, Lachlan. Lachlan Pucey. Got a new tattoo, I guess.”
He wonders if Tug can tell just by looking at him that it took him three tries to get his tongue working right again. 
“That’s cool,” Tucker says, like maybe he doesn’t.  His hands are wrapped around the milkshake glass in front of him, fingers drumming against it. “What’s it for?”
Crawford shrugs, casual-like. “Beats me, man. Guy’s from Texas, so—I’m just glad he got a rope instead of the state outline, you know? Could be worse.”



Tug smiles, quirking up his lip just a little bit. It’s hard to tell what kind of smile it is though, because he rests his chin on the palm of his hand and curls his fingers over the width of his mouth, hiding it almost completely. 
“Texas, huh?”
“Yeah,” Crawford says. It is, he realizes very suddenly, the most they’ve ever talked about Lachlan.
Not that Crawford hasn’t been mentioning him on and off in different ways since they started texting after rookie camp, but he’s always—buried the lede a little. Tucked him away, hidden behind plauisble deniablitiy and words used as identifiable non-identifiers: my teammate, a buddy, one of the guys.
But now he has a name, Lachlan, and he has a tattoo, and he’s from Texas. And Crawford is saying that he knows that, that he knows where this guy is from, and he’s saying it in the drug store diner, in this place where Crawford is from, and he’s saying it to the guy Crawford’s from, if people could ever, like, be from a person the way they’re from a place. 
And it feels—not wrong, but—okay, maybe a little wrong, like taking the Lord’s name in vain when you’re standing in a quiet church feels a little wrong, like this doesn’t belong here and you know it. Like you’ve been allowed into this fragile, beautiful, sacred space, and you’re not supposed to bring any outside shit in, like that’s part of the deal and now you’re bleeding all over the white tablecloths.
Yeah, Lachlan Pucey. He’s from Texas. He has a tattoo. It’s new. I don’t think it’s stupid at all even though I probably should, and it scares me a little, that I don’t. What else am I gonna let him get away with, you know? You know that’s how I get, sometimes, with people. You should know that’s how I get, sometimes, with—
It doesn’t feel wrong, not really. It just feels weird is all. That Tucker saw the picture and now Crawford has to, like. Explain it. React to it, in front of an audience. Figure out what he’s supposed to say and then say it the way he’s expected to say it. 
He clears his throat and flips the phone back over, unlocks it to the message again because that’s probably what he’d do if a teammate from Denver sent him a picture of fresh ink. He’d show it to whoever he’s with, if he’s with anyone in this hypothetical scenario. He’d like the message, type back some expected kind of chirp and not even think twice about it.
Under Tucker’s watchful eye, he finds the smiling face cowboy emoji and sends it to Lachlan. “His mama’s family owns a ranch out there, does something with horses,”  he tells Tug, locking his phone and putting it all careful-like on the table between them. Face up, so both of them can see it when Lachlan texts back. So he’s not hiding anything and he can’t be accused of that neither. “Guess he’s got cowboy in his blood. Maybe it’s like, a lasso or some shit, I don’t know.”
Tug whistles through his teeth, eyebrows raised up. He leans back in his seat and runs his hand through his hair before dropping it to dangle over the edge of the booth’s backrest. “Damn, guy’s family owns a ranch? Forget cowboy, man, he must have got blue blood of some kind.”



Crawford shrugs and makes a big show of rolling his eyes, like he doesn’t know one way or another. Sure, Lachlan’s never mentioned straight out, like, what kind of money he comes from, but it’s not hard to put the pieces together when he talks shit about the private school uniforms he was expected to wear and the penthouse in New York City they lived in when his dad played with the Admirals and their yearly vacation to this fucking island country Crawford couldn’t even point out on a map.
“Maybe you should tell him about Denver,” Tug says in this tone of voice that means he’s being serious almost as much as he’s joking. His eyes, one blue, one brown, are watching Crawford’s face, all heavy and unblinking. “Fuck the scholarship shit, bro—rich dude like that, he’d probably pay for one year of your fancy degree if you asked him real pretty with those baby blues.”
As if in underline, his eyebrows waggle, something over-the-top and funny. Maybe it would be funny, if Crawford didn’t feel a little sick at the words, like Tug’s slipped a barbed fishhook through his intestines and yanked. 
Asked him real pretty means down on your knees, and it’s a joke, obviously, because Denver couldn’t give him the same full-ride athetlic scholarship they had for his first two years. They’d already designated those funds to some other student athlete hick. They’d thought he’d be in the MLH this season. Crawford had too, obviously. They’d offered him a place on the team, of course, even offered to waive the fees associated with late enrollment if Crawford was interested, but—
Interest was never the problem. It hardly ever is for people like him, unless it’s the kind of interest that comes with loan sharks and blood in the water.
So Tug’s joking because he’s already spent a few nights commiserating with Crawford about the unfairness of it all, of the lockout and the lack of contract and the financial barriers that can dissipate and then reappear like the world’s most fucked up magic trick. 
So he’s joking now, obviously, saying, hey, I know you want to play professional hockey instead of NCAA hockey, but I know college hockey’s better than no hockey, so hey, hey, have you ever thought about it? Have you ever considered sucking dick for ice time?
And it’s like—
Variations of that joke have followed Crawford around all his fucking life, obviously, and that don’t make him special. All of the guys say it and most of the guys have had it said to them, some point or another, some way or another. Who you blowing to get first line? Who you bending over for to be picked for the exhibition game in front of the scouts? Whose load you swallowing to get that goal challenged?
Not really that funny to say it; even worse though, to be on the other side of it. Worst thing you can be in a locker room is a fag, which really just means a guy that doesn’t belong there. Nothing worse you can insinuate about an athlete than that he doesn’t belong among a team. That he cheated and lied his way into the room, the line, the brotherhood.
It puts Crawford’s back up. The joke. Tug’s eyes. The slight tilt of his head to the side, like it’s important, however Crawford chooses to respond. Like it’ll mean something.
And it’s like—the worry is there, impossible to ignore and impossible to wrap his hands around, a kernel of white-hot fear deep in the well of his stomach, that Tug’s not making the joke because of the stupid scholarship. Like maybe he’s making it because he saw something in the picture Lachlan sent him. Or, somehow even worse, he saw something there in Crawford’s reaction to it. 
He feels a little nauseous. He feels a little sweaty, like maybe his face has lost all of its color, like he’s about to pass out from blood loss or vomit up his peach milkshake all over Pamela Clark’s clean diner table. Like he’s sick and like it’s terminal and like everyone can see what he’s dying from.
His phone buzzes on the table; they look down at it together. It’s Lachlan and both of them know it.
Crawford watches Tucker’s eyebrows raise, and it’s—
It’s like—
Well, fuck, man, I can ask if he’s open to that if you want to go to college so fucking badly. You can get on your knees yourself. He might have a buddy. Or if Texas’s too blue-blooded for you, maybe you can wait til spring rolls around, drive out to Augusta for the Masters, find a rich golfer who likes his boys a little rough around the edges. Maybe you can get a nice degree out of bending over for a golf club, yeah? You know how much a year of instate tuition is, Tug? Think your ass is worth ten thousand dollars? Think it’s worth forty? You wanna know how much they were giving me in Denver? More than sixty grand, just for a year, just for the ice time. Wanna see how you stack up, man? If you’re good, maybe you can get out-of-state tuition. Maybe, if you’re good enough, you can get out of this fucking state. 
Tug’s lips are thin, pressed together real tight. He’s daring Crawford to do something, to say something. To say what he’s thinking maybe. Maybe Tug can see it in his eyes, all of Crawford’s nasty, awful thoughts, the kind of things he’d hate himself if he said. That make him feel all the sicker, just for thinking them.
Like this, in this lighting, with his face all drawn and flat, he’s almost unrecognizable. Tug. He’s almost a different person altogether. If it weren’t for the scar, just to the right of his top lip, maybe Crawford wouldn’t be able to recognize him at all.
“Nah, man,” he says. He doesn’t let himself look at the phone on the table. He doesn’t let himself think about all the nasty stuff he wants to say and why he wants to say it and if saying it would count as perpetuating or surviving or just lashing out, frightened animal with its back up and ragged claws raised in warning. 
When he swallows around nothing, his throat feels tight and dry, like it’s hard to breathe if it ever got easier. 
Tug’s looking at him, all deep eyes and tipped up chin, like he’s bracing himself to take a punch to the jaw or something that Crawford wouldn’t ever do, not for anything, not for real. That’s why he swallows all his nasty, bloody words down. Refuses to say them.
“Lachy’s a romantic, see,” he says instead, and it’s true, even. It even gets to be true, a little, what he says. Lachlan’s more of a romantic than any other guy Crawford knows; his jersey number’s 22, which is how old his parents were when they met. He mentioned it in an interview once, back in February, and the Magnitude has it uploaded to their Instagram page. “So I blow him and I’m gonna have to take him home. Don’t think my mama’s heart would survive it if I brought him around.”
Tug blinks, lips twitching, not up and not down, but reflexive-like, tightening and then loosening like an automatic flinch. 
“I mean,” Crawford says, deadpan. “You see that ink? She’d lose her mind thinking he was gonna do me wrong, seduce me into a gang or something.”
“Right,” Tucker replies, and the phone buzzes on the table in between them because Lachlan’s never once cared about double-texting Crawford. Probably because Crawford’s never once cared about triple-texting him first. “Ms. Annie’s real worried about you getting knocked up outta wedlock up there in Montreal, she told me herself.”
Crawford nods, all solemn. “Exactly,” he says, like they both don’t know full well that Annabelle Crawford’s heart would give out completely if she even caught wind of a rumor that her son was living in sin with another man. Tattoo or no tattoo. Joke or no joke. 
“He’d never do right by me,” Crawford adds, and he realizes he can drop his shoulders down a little bit. There’s a reluctant sort of smile at the edges of Tug’s lips now and so he can relax, even if his heart still feels like it’s running in double time. They’re just talking shit, talking about nothing, talking around the edges of the pit in Crawford’s stomach, his terminal fucking disease; they’ve done this all their lives, driven themselves into the wilderness and gotten lost in a minefield and then carefully rerouted the car towards more stable land. “You know how rich dudes are. They’re only ever in the market for mistresses.”
“I dunno,” Tucker tells him. “I think you could get a ring outta a guy. Thighs like those?”
“That’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me,” Crawford says, and he kicks at Tug beneath the table. Not so much a white flag of surrender as a return to normal warfare after a frigid ceasefire where both sides considered two equally unimaginable scenarios: ramping up hostilities til someone won the war by going too far or throwing down arms altogether and turning away from each other completely. “Seriously, man. Cough up sixty thousand dollars, I’ll blow you right here, right now.”
“What, I don’t get no special discount?” Tug asks. “No friends and family deal?”
“And you got the nerve to complain about me wanting special treatment,” Crawford kicks at him again; this time, Tug kicks back, hits him hard against his ankle, the fucker.
The conversation moves on, natural and easy like the river tide. You don’t hear nothing in the news about the bombs that get defused. You only ever hear about the casualties when no one gets to them in time.
He waits two minutes, one hundred and twenty long and agonizing seconds, before he reaches up and flips his ball cap around so the brim’s facing towards the back. In the same motion, natural, so fucking natural, he drops his hand down to his phone still at the center of the table and slides it back into the pocket of his shorts.
In front of him, the milkshake’s melted into pale orange liquid soup. The bright red liquid of the fake cherry streaks through the top layer of the ice cream like tracks of blood when he reaches out to move it with the edge of his spoon.


Lachlan 🥯 (4:46)

Chel tonight?
Idk have you gotten any better at it?
Lachlan 🥯 (4:47)

Fuck you i can kick your ass any day
lmao dude
Lachlan 🥯 (4:47)

Maybe i just didn’t play video games so much as a kid

I was out doing real world stuff
Lol trust me i was out doing stuff too
Lachlan 🥯 (4:48)

Like what
I can’t tell you yet
Lachlan 🥯 (4:48)

???
Statute of limitations hasn’t expired yet

Legally can’t talk about it
Lachlan 🥯 (4:51)

Oh fuck you man i thought you were serious for a minute
Maybe i am who knows

Not you
Lachlan 🥯 (4:52)

🙄

chel tho?
Yeah for sure 

But only if you tell me something first
Lachlan 🥯 (4:53)

What?
Did you have to google what statute of limitations means
Lachlan 🥯 (4:54)

Fuck off nvm about the chel. I don’t feel like kicking your ass anymore tonight
lol 10 my time?
Lachlan 🥯 (4:54)

10:30ET, gotta go to a business dinner at this restaurant w/ my fam

They always last for fucking ever dude
Sounds good 

Lemme know when you get home
Lachlan 🥯 (4:54)

bet


H Crawford

dude did you see pike’s text
no what’d he say
H Crawford

It IS switzerland he’s playing in. Hollander is playing for the zurich lions

They got him a short-term contract
That’s cool I guess. Good for him

hope he gets better at hockey over there.
H Crawford

🙄

He’s like THE generational talent and you know that

You called him a hockey god once like that’s how we fucking met dude

But anyway 
I said it was LIKE playing hockey with god watching that’s different

And we met at rookie camp obviously hollander has nothing to do with tht
H Crawford

🙄 dude

Anyway speaking of generational talents

Guess who ALSO got a contract playing for the lions?
wait 

You??
H Crawford

lol no

better

Ilya rozanov
LMAOOOO no way

Really?? 
H Crawford

I googled it to check yeah it’s 100% true
Holy shit

Wait this article says they’re going to be living together??

The team got them a house to share

Bro they’re gonna fucking kill each other

‘This house ain’t big enough for the both of us’
H Crawford

Wanna wager?

over/under, it takes one month for them to kill each other
Nah more like 2 weeks

Hollander will go for the neck

Cause who hasn’t thought about strangling ilya rozanov

but rozanov will be smart about it and go for the ankles
 
H Crawford

Damn you get one tattoo 

and you’re planning murders bro?

What would god say
Bro ilya rozanov and shane hollander are going to have to live together

for like the next month at least

this is a godless situation bro, He is looking the other way.
 


Rhett hasn’t been able to play the last two holes, and it’s put him in a shit mood the way it always does when he needs something from his body and it can’t give it to him. 
It’s his shoulder. 
It’s always been his shoulder. 
If Lachlan’s being honest, he doesn’t actually remember it. The hit, the original sin, whatever you want to call it. He’d been five when it happened, old enough that maybe he should, but young enough that there were people looking out for him still and trying to keep him away from the ugliest things.
It sort of reminds him of those post-apocalyptic movies, right, the ones that start in the aftermath and follow around the next generation, the kids born after the end of the world so they don’t know shit about how everything used to be, like how you used to be able to go to grocery stores for food and shit, just get it off the shelves, and you used to be able to just walk into a house and turn the lights on with a flick of a switch and there were probably, like, 100% less flesh-eating zombies running around the streets. 
It’s just unimaginable, right, these fantastical stories, when the aftermath’s all you’ve ever known.
“We can cut it here, Dad,” Lachlan mutters quietly when his dad turns the golf cart off at the marker for the eleventh hole. Their golf bags are clipped carefully to the handrail of the rear seat; the last hole, Rhett hadn’t even gone through the motions of unhooking his bag, the way he does when he’s pretending he’ll play the hole up until the very last second when he gets a twinge in his back or has to take a phone call or the sun’s too bright, shining right into his eyes. “We don’t gotta keep going if you—if we don’t want to.”
It’s like those kids in the apocalypse movies. It’s hard to picture what the world was like before, when there were things like air travel and one-night stands and places called zoos where all the wild animals lived in these separate habitats that doubled as cages to keep them in place.
For Lachlan, it’s like—the lions have always been lurking around the corner; the elephants have always been in the room. 
“We made a commitment to this day, Lachlan,” Rhett says. He sounds stern and a little disappointed, like he can’t believe Lachlan’s making him say this. Like he’s really gone and let him down this time, by trying to give him an out.
Lachlan doesn’t look at him. His clothes feel weird or maybe his body feels weird in them, like the polo and the shorts are too tight on his shoulders, around his thighs. They’re a few years too old, but they’re what he’d left at his parents’ house in Dallas so they’re sort of all he has. “It’s not about want, son. It’s about honoring our word.”
Lachlan stares at the rolling green of the course around them. He’s gotta bite his tongue and fiddle with his necklace just so he doesn’t say anything he’ll regret later, when they’re inside, out of the sun, when the heat’s died down and he can breathe again.
But it’s really fucking hard to sit still and hear about the importance of honoring commitments from Rhett fucking Pucey though. 
It’s like—only way he can make it make sense is if he tells himself this kind of lesson comes from the before-times, the man Rhett used to be before his shoulder got fucked and he spent eight years chasing his dying legacy across the continental United States, fucking over teams that couldn’t give him the ice time he thought he deserved and fucking women who made him feel like the man he still wanted to think of himself as.
“Yeah, okay,” Lachlan says, cause it’s easier than saying the hard thing, which is that he didn’t even want to fucking do this today, wanted to piss away the day with his friends instead of spend it out on the links with his dad. 
And it’s easier to say than the harder thing, which is that he’d rather cut off his arm and kiss his hockey career goodbye than sit next to Rhett in this golf cart and listen to him lecture him about honoring his word, which would really only make sense if he also told him stuff he’s never been able to say before, even though he thinks about it a ton. Stuff like: you used to make Momma cry, every time she got off the phone with you. I still hate you for it, for hurting her and for being gone and for falling into bed with women you didn’t know when I was waiting up for you to call me goodnight.
And yeah, okay is easier to say than the hardest thing of all, which is, of course: you’re in pain. And I hate you. But I love you, too. And I love you enough that I don’t want to see you hurting. 
In the end, he’s got just enough of his father in him that it’s easy to get out of the cart and it’s easy to select the best club for the course and it’s easy to set the golfball down onto the peg and line up for the shot.
Easy, but only when you stack it up against all the hard things that he could be doing and saying instead.
Easy because it’s just one foot in front of the other. It’s just feeling the weight of his father’s eyes on his back and pretending he doesn’t. It’s just one afternoon of golfing and then a lunch at the country club later so that Rhett can use Lachlan to help woo a prospective business client or two. 
It’s just today and then it’s just tomorrow too, and every day until Lachlan’s flight back to Montreal.
He drives the side of his club into the golf ball and sends it flying up and arcing through the air. The swing’s good, the ball lands inbounds, rolling to a gentle stop in sight of the hole.
Truth is, Lachlan doesn’t remember it, the moment of collision. He’d been there in the rink for it, but he probably hadn’t been watching the ice when it happened. Back then, one of the ladies who worked for the Drivers always brought him a toy set of trucks and magnets to play with at the back of the family room during intermissions and game play, and so that’s probably where he’d been when it happened. He used to love running the CAT dump truck along the edge of the food table, filling the back of it up with pieces of popcorn and chip crumbs and M&Ms. 
That’s probably what he was doing when the hit happened.
So he doesn’t remember it, not the way the rest of his family does, but he’s seen it so often in videos that it almost feels like he does remember it, like his brain has made up this fake memory of the moment because it’s realized in hindsight just how life-changing it was. 
Third period, Dallas on the PK, hanging onto the lead by one goal, Philadelphia Blazers two games down in the Stanley Cup Final series, getting desperate to force a Game Five.
“How many times do I have to say it, Lachy,” Rhett says from the golf cart. He’s gotten out from behind the wheel, but he hasn’t gone much further, leaning against the tiny front hood with his arms crossed and sunglasses firmly over his eyes. “You have to finish it. Up on your shoulder, now.”
It’s so fucking stupid, but he’s right. Lachlan never finishes the stroke, always feels like an idiot when he hits the ball and remembers to swing the golf club fully down and then up again so that the stick of it rests on his shoulder, heel turned out. Like—who the fuck is he posing for? 
Like he can read his fucking mind or something, his dad shakes his head. “You want to know your problem, son?” he says, and then he continues without waiting for Lachlan to answer. “You lack follow-through.”
In all the videos, no matter the angle, you can see it clear as day. Rhett has the puck on his stick, near center ice, and his eyes are on Wlison Frye who’s in the Blazers’ defensive zone. Frye’s yelling HERE, PUCE, loud enough that you can hear it, and Rhett’s not looking anywhere else. He draws back to shoot—and people don’t know if he was trying to pass or if he was trying to score, could have been both with the kind of player Rhett was back then—and then Marcus Privest slams into him, shoulder to shoulder, stick jabbing out at the puck like an afterthought.
“Yes, sir,” Lachlan says, and he’s got one hand on his club and the other hand tangled up and wrapped around his crucifix, and it’s like—
It would have been a bad hit, but it’d been bad luck and bad timing, so it’d been a terrible hit instead. A life-changing kind of hit. Rhett’d gone down the way horses go down when they break their ankle. It was graceless uncoordination, it was animal pain, and he’d stayed there too long by half. 
Some guys, they get a career ending injury and they’re done. They just know it. They’re told by specialists and team doctors and the front office that they’ll never be able to play again and that’s it. They hang up their skates.
It’s almost a kindness compared to the career ends some other players have, when they get so old and slow and useless on the ice that they have to be yanked off against their will, sat down and told that they’ve lost whatever spark they had even if they’re still hale and hearty. Quietly let go, given a dignified exit, taken out into the backfield and put out of their misery.
Rhett Pucey was special; he got both the devastating injury and the long drawn-out death rattle of his hockey career. 
Then, God be good, he got two sons. Two hockey-playing sons. 
“I can tell,” Rhett is saying. “The MLH scouts could tell. And best believe your new Montreal coaches will be able to tell too. Hockey player’s only as good as his commitment to his play, Lachy.”
They’d fixed it up, the shoulder, best they could. Gave Rhett the kind of prognosis that would make a civilian weak at the knees with joy and send a professional athlete shopping for coffins. It was fucked, basically. Hanging together by a couple of tendons. It got worse when Rhett forced it through eight more years of hockey, moving from Dallas to Anaheim to New York to Florida and back to Dallas again.
But Lachlan doesn’t remember it. The hit.
He remembers the summer afterwards though. The Drivers had lost the Cup in Game 7; Rhett’d had surgery the day after Game 4, spent the first half of June drugged to the gills.
And Lachlan and Rowan had been shipped off to their grandparents’ ranch out near Austin until the end of August, the thought being that it’d be better for Rhett’s recovery if there weren’t little kids running around the place while he—Lachlan doesn’t know. Drank soup and tried to fuck his nurse, maybe.
It’d been the best summer of Lachlan’s life, bar fucking none.
“I’m committed, Dad,” he says now, on the golf course, sun in his eyes and clothes a little too small on his shoulders, across his thighs. A dozen things he'd rather be doing, but he's here, isn't he? Isn't he here?
“You give the puck up half the time someone’s got you pressed against the boards,” Rhett disagrees. “You’ve gotta battle for it or no one’s going to trust that you can handle it.”



“Not everyone needs to be a physical player, dad,” Lachlan tries to argue, but his voice sounds thin to his own ears, mostly a lie. “I’m fast, my teammates know if they get me the puck, I’ll take it in deep—”



“It’s a physical sport,” Rhett says. He takes his sunglasses off, lets them fall around his neck so he can give Lachlan this disappointed look. “You can be fast and physical. Look at your brother, he—”



“Rowan’s got about forty pounds on me, Dad, we’re playing different fucking games out there,” Lachlan snaps, and then subsides the moment Rhett’s lips go tension-white. “Sorry.”
“Don’t use that tone with me, Lachlan,” Rhett says. “Not when I’m just trying to help you.”
Lachlan’s fingers tighten around his crucifix until the edges of it dig into his hand, and then he makes himself let it go. Rhett’s always just trying to help him.
Back when he was in the development program and the only calls from home he ever got were when his dad wanted to review his tape with him after every game, Lachlan imagined demanding Rhett choose between being his father and being his coach because he couldn’t be both. 
He never said it though. Of course he didn’t. He could never convince himself that Rhett would choose the right option, and so it was better to just—better to just not. 
Safer to pretend he doesn’t know what his father's answer would be.
“I know, dad,” he says and he takes off his cap, runs his hand through his sweaty hair before fitting it back over his forehead. “I just—I’m talking with the Montreal coaching staff, I mean—before the lockout, I was talking with them. They’ll give me a training plan, after camp. Things they want me to focus on during the season. I don’t need….”
He trails off, shrugs and looks back towards the green. His ball’s close enough to the hole that maybe he could get it in in under two more strokes, which would be one under par. Wouldn’t fucking matter though.
“They don’t care about your development the way I do, Lachy,” Rhett says, like that’s it, that’s final. “You’re my flesh and blood, kid, my legacy. They’re not invested in you the same way. They got twenty players to look after. All I’ve got is you and Roe.”
Beneath the ACE bandage his dad had made him wrap around his arm, Lachlan’s new tattoo itches. It’s only been a week since he got it, and it’s reached the phase of healing where it’s damn hard to keep his fingers away from it. 
“Okay,” Lachlan says. It’s easier and quicker and maybe Lachlan can say the mean thing, ask his dad if he wants a turn teeing off, but he doesn’t. He’s gotten in enough fights, on and off the ice, that he knows how hard it can be, sometimes, to stop after you’ve thrown the first punch. 
“Good,” Rhett tells him. He puts his sunglasses back on. “You believe me, Lachy?”
Believing in fathers is a little like believing in Santa Claus. Once you realize that the Santa in the shopping center is just some guy in a suit, that’s all you’re going to be able to see for the rest of your life. Just some guy in a suit. And then you’re gonna feel real fucking stupid for all the things you did and said when you really, actually believed in him—all the letters you wrote and all the time you spent trying to be on your very best behavior when you thought he was watching, as if it meant anything at all. It’ll all feel really fucking stupid, and it’ll all look really fucking obvious in hindsight and you’re never going to ever be able to pretend like that again, maybe about anything.
“Yes, sir,” Lachlan says, and his tattoo itches, but he’s trying to be good, so he doesn’t reach up and itch at it. The tattoo artist said it might blur the lines if he did, and he thinks that that doesn’t sound worth it at all.


“What would you wanna be if you couldn’t be a hockey player?”
“Damn, Crawford, I swear the lockout’s gonna end after the pre-season, no need to go all doomsday apocalypse on me.”
“I’m not, and way to jinx it, douchebag. I’m just thinking.”
“About what, picking up a new hobby?”
“About what I’d be if I wasn’t a hockey player, Jesus.”
“I mean it though, H, it’s not even halfway through September, the season’s gonna start soon. You don’t gotta start…I don’t know. Freaking out.”
“Jesus Christ, you never heard of a fucking hypothetical in your life, Bagsy? It’s a thought experiment. What would you wanna be if you couldn’t be a hockey player?”
“No need to get mean, fucker. I’m showing concern. And—I don’t know, man. Like, a hockey coach maybe?”



“Ugh, that don’t count.”
“You can’t ask me for my answer and then tell me it don’t count, Hank Crawford, I thought this was a hypothetical. There’s no wrong answers in hypotheticals, right?”
“It don’t count. That’s too close to hockey. You’re supposed to say something like—I don’t know. Gardening. Or weatherman. Or something.”
“What the fuck kind of job is gardening? Like a farmer?”



“No, like—I don’t know, a landscaper. Or one of them folks who run those plant places, you know, where you go to buy flowers and stuff.”



“You’d wanna sell flowers?”
“No, douche, I’m just—giving you options. Examples. Since apparently you’ve never thought of a single job outside of an ice rink before in your damn life.”
“Well, fucking of course I didn’t, man. Been doing this since I was three. Nothing else out there for me.”



“Huh. Guess that makes sense.”



“Yeah, well, long as you think it makes sense, H.”
“But I mean—like, imagine what you’d wanna do, if like. Okay. In a world where hockey was never even created. Like it just don't exist. Not at all. Like—what would you wanna be?”
“Uh, I guess, like. An inventor.”
“Oh shit, yeah? That’s cool, okay. I can work with that. Okay, an inventor. You got a list of things that would improve the world? Anything you want. What would you invent?”
“Hockey.”
“Jesus fucking Christ.”
















  
    Chapter End Notes

    director's stage directions/artist statements

1) if you've read my other stuff, you probably know that dialogue is NOT my wheelhouse lol my characters have rich inner worlds that they'd rather die than honestly let pass their lips. text fics/dialogue only fics are not my jam just because they're like the antithesis of everything i feel confident writing. so the decision to include texting and voice calls between crawford&lachlan with no other descriptors was NOT taken lightly and was in fact something i tried talking myself out of lol but i wanted what it symbolized in the fic too much to compromise my vision. anyway, the sender and the receiver changes so you can see the way they get closer via contact name changing, and there are no descriptors or dialogue tags for the phone call to emphasize the way everything else fades to the background when they get to talk to each other. this is probably a little confusing for the fast reader/skimmer, but it was important to me and it'll continue in the next chapter before going back to normal in the chapter after that

2) to be clear, pamela found the HCC crawford scratched into her table that same day. on crawford's cup day when the stanley cup comes to darien, she's gonna brag to the newspaper that she's got the very first version of crawford's signature out there. you have no idea how people are affected by you sometimes. you also don't always have a clear idea of how they love you and all the ways they're proud of you. etc etc

3) i wrote tucker saying 'oh that's real rich coming from you' and i knew in that moment he would be getting a pov epilogue or a one shot follow up that covers his entire storyline during this story called hometown hero lmao he wasn't even supposed to come back in this chapter. alas,,,it turned out to be incredibly difficult to talk about crawford's relationship with darien without talking about his childhood best friend. who just happens to my baby tuggy or w/e <3

4) on lachlan and crawford's understandings of their own sexualities at this point: so it's still supposed to be pretty muddled at the moment WHAT crawford and lachlan's sexualities are and how they understand that. and i don't want to de-mystify that because that doesn't seem fair (i mean, they don't even know at this point, why should we get to know?) but i think it's less abut who knows they're queer and more about who's better at compartmentalizing/ignoring the fact that they find men attractive. and that's definitely at least a little clearer, especially after this chapter i think. in my view, crawford's further along in realizing he does in fact like men even though he's really, really bad at facing that. he knows it's wrong; he knows he should feel bad, he knows he's apart from the group, that he has this secret that would be terrible to have pointed out. he can't say what that is, even in his head, but he's sort of circling closer and closer to it. he knows he should be googling hair colors in incognito because he knows that has weight to it, even if he can't bring himself to name it.

meanwhile lachlan is, i think, much better at not naming it. much better at compartmentalizing and, like, redirecting. i think he knows he's way too excited/not normal around hank crawford, but he already has the foundations for his excuse built in his head: crawford's team! his first taste at having a real, professional elite teammate! of course he's different from everyone else. of course lachlan wants to be around him all the time and text him and talk to him. he's so cool and his eyes are really blue, and whoops! better not, safer to just not think that, let's not see what lays down that road because fags are NOT allowed in God's House and i know that is true even if i don't know how much i like being at this House Party! i can't conceptualize a world where i am not at the House Party though, so let's push these weird thoughts about my teammate into a little box and not think about them. without these weird thoughts, we're just really good friends. and i'd do anything for him because we're team :)

5) yeah when i typed 'lemme know when you get home' i looked like that one meme of the kid with glasses looking cool at the camera while everyone freaks out around him post rap battle. title drop euphoria


  


      

  












      Chapter 6: crawford &amp; lachlan
  



    Chapter Notes

      in my head the subtitle of this chapter is 'oh yeah, women !'

y'all ive been sick with a head cold all week and been so strong and brave about it (went home early from work like three days in a row so i could sleep more) but there may be a few continuity errors in this fic that i'll try to hammer out later over the weekend when i check my notes bank on like character information. no need to point them out, either they'll be fixed or they won't. likewise, either one day i'll be able to breathe through my nose again or i never will again. who knows. we'll see. let's throw a betting party. let's invite draft kings

minor content warning for this chapter (?): there's a rather long scene where a drunken parent is talking (shit) to their grown adult child and then the grown adult child takes care of the drunken parent

in a simliar vein (lmao) i recently got a comment on another fic i wrote asking about if i use ai in my writing process at all or if i use it to generate text/dialogue, and to be clear i don't. this shit's got a bunch of em dashes sure but an ai bot could never come up with the kind of accidentally and embarrassingly personal shit i write into my characters without realizing im doing it until it's too late to edit it out. god bless

for this chapter please keep in mind i wrote the majority of it after i spent a few hours scrolling through my instagram feed and saw an edit someone had made of all the bridgerton characters sorted into morality rating categories where the categories were like 'morally good, has never done anything wrong in their life and is an innocent' and 'not morally good, has at times said bad things that hurt people' and 'morally bad, hurts people through words and actions even if they apologize' and 'morally evil'. it's been like a week and i don't even care a lot about bridgerton but it's made me livid. people say shit that hurts other people all the time it's gotta be more complicated and beautiful and messy than 'not morally good, has at times said bad things'. anyway, many people say many bad things in this chapter it was a joy to write

(the part where the character says, basically, 'this is from the scarlet letter' and then proceeds to read a passage that sounds like it's from the scarlet letter is text from the scarlet letter by nathaniel hawthorne. i asked him and he said it was cool if i used it)

i could not think of a song specific for this chapter, i am wide open to suggestions as always. i did relisten to maggie rogers' album surrender recently, and i thought horses was a good song for crawlan's (<3) vibe in general


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  “I don’t know, it’s like—it’s good. Fine.”
“You’re really selling it there, bud. Good. Fine.”
“I mean, it’s a rink. Like—yeah. Sure. Wes funded it, but that doesn’t mean it’s not just a rink. It’s not special or anything.”
“Right, but dude, Crawford. Buddy. Panky—”
“Panky? No way, nuh uh. Nope.”
“Panky, obviously I’m not interested in knowing about the damn—I dunno, facilities at the rink, man. How is it training with Wes Greenwood?”



“I’ll tell you if you quit it with the Hanky Panky shit.”
“Nah, you’re gonna tell me anyway. Cause you really wanna talk about it, yeah? Or about something to do with it, at least, or you wouldn’t’ve called me sitting in your car in the parking lot, so—what’s up, how is it? Tell Dr. Pucey.”
“Dr. Pucey might be worse than Panky.”
“Dr. Pucey charges by the hour, bud, so chop chop.”
“....it’s fine. The training, it’s going alright. Good.”
“Uh huh.”
“It’s just—I guess—you ever, like….get surprised? By like…I don’t know.”
“Like, good surprised or bad surprised?”
“Like—surprised, surprised. Just. Guess it’s been a long time, since I’ve actually…trained here. Done more than just suit up for the kids or do a day here and there in the summer, right, like—I went up to Mass when I was sixteen, so I know it’s only been four years, which is nothing, but. Guess I just got surprised by, like, how different. Things are. Even here, you know? At the rink.” 
“Like, good different or bad different?”
“Hah, just—different, different. I don’t know, man, I know I’m not making a lick of sense, my mama says I’m like a dog with a bone the way I like to chew on things I should just keep outta my mouth, but….”
“Is it, like—is it Greenwood? Like he’s gotten all old and stuff when you’ve been looking the other way? Bit of a beer belly now and one of those shit toupees to try and cover up how much hair he’s lost?”
“I…yeah. Actually. I mean, it’s not—I don’t care what he looks like or anything, even though, god yeah, his hairpiece thing is shit, I swear I’d shave my whole head before I paid for whatever he got done, man.”
“I’ll hold you to that, bro. Just wait. When we’re old and gray and shit and you reach for the hair plugs, I’ll plug in the razor first.”
“Bet. I think I could pull it off, man. I had a buzz for a while when I was a kid, it rocked.”
“Now that I just can’t believe without picture proof, man. I bet you looked like one of those dying kids in the cancer movies.”
“Jesus Christ, man.”
“So Wes Greenwood’s gotten old and shit? Sucks to hear, bro, but I guess you can win four Stanley Cups and a crazy amount of trophies and still lose your hairline, huh.”
“That’s the thing though, man, like—I don’t care about the hair, it’s the hockey. He’s—I don’t think a guy like him could ever be bad, obviously, no matter how old he gets or whatever, but man, he’s so…slow. And obviously he’s not—I’m not expecting him to be…on, all the time, or how he was back in his golden years or anything like that, but….”
“I mean, he’s, what’s he even doing nowadays? Cherry-picking the next generation of hockey players out of the slums and barnyards of the Georgian low country?”
“Oh fuck off, it’s called growing the game, you elitist douchebag.”
“Elitist, wow, that’s a big one. You must have gone to college, I can’t remember if you’ve ever mentioned?”
“Yeah, yeah. Whatever, you can google it later, I—”
“Puck Talk called me an elite playmaker during my draft, I don’t need to google shit, man, fuck off. Anyway, my point still stands, yeah? Greenwood’s been dicking around on his own personal ice rink, basically coaching peewee the last ten years. Of course he’s not this big, bad hockey professional anymore.”
“Yeah, no, I know. I know. I don’t know what I expected, I guess. But I get it. It’s just—”
“Different.”
“Yeah, just. I guess I was surprised. By how different it is. Him. And the whole—thing.”
“Yeah, I get that.”
“Yeah?”



“Yeah, I mean—it’s sorta the same thing, with my old man. Not that Wes is like your daddy or anything, you don’t gotta give me that look, Panky, you know I’m not saying that shit, I just mean, like. It’s weird, when I see him now. Cause—yeah, it’s just, he’s just…evey time, he’s a little more like just some guy. This old dude or something, you know? Like all scuffed up and lived in and shit, you get me?”
“Yeah. Yeah, I get you. Yeah, it’s like that. Just…surprising, I guess. Different.”
“Good different? Or bad different?”



“I dunno. Ask me again when the lockout’s over, I guess.”


Crawford’s been given the solemn and ceremonial duty of carefully applying a collection of stickers picked up during the summer to the fronts of Merritt’s plastic school binders. 
Technically, they’re Campbell’s old knock-offs that their mama had kept in a box in Crawford’s room-turned-storage-area, and you can tell, too. The fronts of them are dotted with pencil marks and the plastic covering’s torn open in some places where their brother must have dug a pen into the clear slip while he was doodling.
Hence Merritt’s stickers, which Crawford thinks is a little like trying to put lipstick on a pig for all it does to make them look pretty, but it’s whatever. Best they can do, which is something Mare’s real used to hearing, probably.
Merritt, for her part, is sitting criss-crossed in front of the mirror in the corner of her room, tweazers in her hand and face full of concentration as she wrangles her eyebrows into submission.
Crawford splits his attention between the stack of binders in front of him and his sister on the floor. The radio in the corner’s blaring pop music that’s got Mare’s lips moving along nearly silently as she turns her face this way and that, studying it.
“It’s just gonna grow back,” he tells her, and she tosses him a nasty look over her shoulder. “I mean it, Mare, I don’t get it, why bother?”
“Cause everyone else bothers,” Merritt says snippily, leaning closer to the mirror and plucking out another hair.
Crawford rolls his eyes and looks down at the dark blue binder in his lap. She’d asked him to spell the subject over the front cover with the sparkly letter stickers. He’s been given very clear instruction that this one’s for math. He doesn’t know what math class she’s taking this year. He thinks—maybe calculus, but what if it’s geometry or something? Maybe he can put math and then spell it out to make it look fancier. Mathematics. But he would have to google it to make sure he knows how to spell mathematics, and his phone is charging on his bedside table right now because after dinner tonight, he’s planning to fuck around on Chel with Bagsy.
“And anyway,” Merritt announces, rubbing at the edge of her eyebrow and making another face in the mirror. Her cheeks are still round with baby fat, but she’s started doing this thing with makeup that makes it look like she has cheekbones. She’s been practicing all summer, big fluffy brush always in one hand and little compact mirror in the other and it’s sort of driving Crawford crazy. He doesn’t get it. He wants to, or at least wants to try, or at least—wants to know because she does, but it’s like, god, so fucking boring. “They look nicer, like this. Not running hog-wild over my face.”
That’ll be something one of the church ladies told her then. Them ladies got nasty claws for no good reason Crawford’s ever been made aware of. It’s not like God descended from heaven and decreed that Mary needed to pluck her eyebrows in order to be a good woman for her husband or nothing like that. 
And not like Merritt’s worried about that stuff. Christ, she’s too young for anything of the fucking sort. For all the looking at herself in the mirror she does, all the little pouches full of drugstore make-up Crawford’s pretty sure she stole from the CVS halfway between here and Savannah, she’s still just a kid.
Now God did say something about stealing, Crawford’s pretty sure, but it’s none of his business and it’s none of the church ladies’ business either. It’s a needs-must situation, and since God decided their needs and their situation, he can damn well sit back and watch them problem solve.
Crawford reaches for the green binder, giving up on Mathematics for the moment. She’s definitely taking an English class and as far as Crawford can remember, they don’t come in that many flavors. English is pretty easy to spell.
“You gonna do your mustache next, Mare?” he teases, pulling the big E carefully off the sheet of stickers. “Or are you gonna rock a handle-bar for school picture day?”
Merritt’s predictable enough that Crawford’s already in the process of ducking when she throws an empty purse at him, and he barks out a laugh when he realizes he’s put the E in English down too soon, made it all crooked in self-defense.
Serves her right, and he goes to tell her this too, except when he looks up at her, she’s already looking in the mirror again, prodding at the skin above her lip with a crease between her eyebrows, and Crawford feels suddenly rotten. 
“It doesn’t—” Crawford says, but he doesn’t really know where to go from there. They say nasty shit to each other all the time and the thing to do has always been to wail on each other or to storm away or to tattle to either one of their parents, depending on the crime. It’s never felt like—like Crawford’s really, actually said the wrong thing, a terrible thing, and he’s called her ugly before and made fun of her glasses when she had to wear them and stole her stuffed animals and helped Campbell hang them up high in the trees out on their property line. 
“Whatever,” Merritt says, and it sucks because they can be as mean and nasty to each other as they want, that’s their fucking perogative, isn’t it, written into the code of the brother and brother and sister contract, but they’re not supposed to believe that shit. It’s never supposed to really, actually hurt or whatever.
“Aw, Mare—”
“It’s whatever,” Merritt snaps, same tone of voice their mama uses when she’s been pushed to the very edges of her limit and probably a little past that. 
Things we inherit, man. 
He finds a gold star sticker and carefully puts it over the i in English. Merritt went through a phase ages ago, when she was nine or ten or eleven, where that’s how she’d write out her name: with a star as the dot of the i and a loop-de-loop with the tail of the y in May. She’d probably think it’s the most embarrassing thing in the world now, but it’s Crawford’s job to remember and it’s also his job to remind.
It doesn’t make him feel all that better, doesn’t do anything to board up the pit in his stomach, but it makes her smile a little bit when she comes over to inspect his progress after the radio’s kicked over to commercials. 
“You spelled English wrong,” is all she says.
“What? No, I didn’t,” he protests, looking down at the binder in his lap. Admittedly, he’d gotten a little distracted peeling off the hockey-themed stickers and putting them pride of place around the edges of the plastic cover, but—
“God, dumbass,” Merritt cackles. “I can’t believe you had to check. First Crawford to go to college and you don’t even know how to spell the language you speak. A damn travesty.”
Crawford grabs at her knee, scrawny little thing, de-stabilizes her enough to tumble her onto the bed and face-wash the hell out of her even as she screeches at him and throws elbows sharp enough to cut glass.
She shoves him off the bed, mostly cause he lets her. He’s feeling nice about it until one of the empty binders comes falling on top of his face with a resounding whack. “Fuck, Mare,” he yelps. “What’d you go and do that for?”
“You like Lachlan Pucey’s nose so much, figured you’d want a matching one,” she crows, peering down at him. And she’s just—so fucking—
The door’s fucking wide open, their parents who the fuck knows where, and she’s saying shit like that, shit she don’t know nothing about, loud and like it’s fact. 
It’s not. It’s not fact.
Merritt blinks at him. “Goose?”
It’s whatever. He taps between his eyes. “You missed a bit of the unibrow,” he says, and it’s mean. It comes out too mean, but at least it doesn’t feel uncalled for anymore. Least it feels like self-defense now.
He finds a reason to leave the room pretty quickly after that, but it’s no trouble. He can tell she sort of wants him gone anyway. 


 “Oh hello, who’s this gorgeous lady? You been hiding her from me, Panky?”
“Not on purpose or nothing. She’s just usually with my sister, chilling in her room. Thank Christ, honestly, her farts are just—noxious, dude.”
“The dog’s or your sister’s?”
“Not even going to touch that one.”
“That’s fair, that’s fair. What’s her name? The dog, not Merritt. Obviously.”
“Scout, she’s—man, old. Must be twelve or thirteen, I think. We got her when we were kids. One of our neighbors back then bred hunting dogs, but no one wanted her, ‘cause she was too small for a good working dog, so we got her at a discount. See, that’s why she’s got the red collar on, like a clearance sale tag. Daddy wanted to call her Clarence, but Mama nixed it right quick.”
“Damn, I gotta side with your momma on this one, I think. She’s got the perfect little face for a Scoutie. Look, she’s like, drooling all over you, that’s adorable. Is she asleep?”
“Usually is, man, she’s ancient in dog years. All she does is eat, sleep, fart, and beg for food under the table.”
“Yeah, and I bet you never give her food, huh, Panky? You seem like a real firm, hold-the-line kind of guy.”
“...course I give her the food, man. She’s an elderly lady, ignoring her is like—I dunno, not giving up your seat on the bus for a guy with a walker, you know?”



“Hah! Yeah, okay, I can see it. Guess it’s nice to have an exception to every rule, you know?”



“What rule?”
“About dogs, yeah? You told me, like, you just say you’re allergic. Cause you don’t like ‘em. But you like this one.”
“Oh yeah, huh. Forgot about that. Guess I got room in my heart for one dog. Or at least room on my lap.”
“I’ll pass along the news to Hattie and Winger. They’ll be heartbroken.”
“Them your dogs?”



“Yeah, my mom’s mostly. Or—Rhe–my dad wanted ‘em, but they like my momma best. Mostly cause she feeds ‘em most.”



“Guessing she didn’t name ‘em though.”
“Oh, nah, no way. I did when I was a kid. We had a dog named Biscuit when I was a baby, and then another dog named Apple, and who doesn’t love a hockey theme, you know?”
“Here’s hoping your wife names the kids, man.”
“Hah, yeah. Uh—my momma said the same thing. Guess that’ll be a first date question.”



“Real ice breaker kind of shit, for sure. It’ll be like ‘Uh, yeah, hi, hello, I know my balls just dropped but what would you name our hypothetical firstborn child?’”
“Oh fuck off, douchebag—not like you can talk, your name’s Hank.”
“I didn’t name myself, bud, c’mon—”
“Oh yeah. Well, no offense to Mrs. Crawford, obviously, but you gotta admit, speaking of ball dropping, she sorta dropped that ball, didn’t she? Hank, I mean—c’mon.”
“You sound like you’ve got asthma, fucker, stop laughing—it’s not like she—she was a bit busy at the time, dude—”
“What, you saying she outsourced it? The naming of her secondborn son? What, did y’all put it up for a vote in the town square?”
“No! Shut up, Bagsy. It was my granddaddy’s name, alright? My dad’s named after his daddy, so my brother’s named after him, even though—I mean, we call him Campbell, or—Camel, if you wanna annoy the fuck out of him, which is definitely less fun since the army taught him how to really wrestle, but—anyway, my mama wanted to name me after her daddy, my dad wanted to name me after his other granddaddy, on his mama’s side, so it was, you know…Bit of a footrace, to get to the certificate’s how my mama’s always telling it. And my granddaddy, he was supposed to write Henry, right, the full thing, not just what everyone calls him, but my mama just told him to write his name and he was real worried my daddy would take the pen from him or something, so he got a little confused and a little eager about it and just wrote Hank.”
“And what, they didn’t have a fresh sheet? An eraser?”
“Man, I don’t know; I was, like, two minutes old. Stop laughing, man, you’re named after a bagel.”
“I’m not, only you call me that.”
“What, are you saying I’m not enough?”



“Nah, man, I think you’re plenty. Just don’t think you should be naming any future kids either.”
“Trust me, man. I’ll be asking the good people of Darien for their selection before I even touch a birth certificate.” 
“Good man, Hank, good man. I mean, maybe your wife first, obviously, but….”
“Right, right. Wife first. Obviously.”


Panky [delivered 10:03AM]
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Mare cut my hair


damn

Can she uncut it??
 
Panky [delivered 10:04AM]

Fucker

It looks fine it’s just shorter 

I needed it off my neck

Too goddamn hot


This is so sad

The curls, man
 
Panky [delivered 10:04AM]

Stfu it’s just shorter literally the curls are still there

At the top

It’ll grow back in montreal 


It better man

We gotta get you out of there though

Before you decide to just shave the whole thing
 
Panky [delivered 10:06AM]

I could pull it off
The sun’s getting to you

Making you delusional
 
Panky [delivered 10:06AM]

Fuck off
Gotta remember to put sunscreen on your neck now tho

I don’t think i can be friends with a literal redneck
 
Panky [delivered 10:07AM]

Elitist fucker


0:)


It’s Friday night, so Rhett’s out somewhere he probably shouldn’t be, but Lachlan’s not his father’s goddamn keeper. He gets back to the house late, anyway, drinks around his friend’s pool running long and Uber taking fucking forever to arrive. It’s just past eleven by the time he toes his shoes off at the door and drops his housekeys onto the marble-topped entryway table. 
There’s still noise coming from the sitting room in the back of the house though, television playing reruns of something too loudly for the hour. He snakes his way through the entry hall, past the dining room they usually use and past the dining room they only use when they’ve got company, then through the kitchen to get to the living room. 
First thing he notices is the way the doors leading out to the patio are open wide to the pool out back. The sounds of the waterfall fountain mix with the sitcom’s laugh track.
For a second, he doesn’t notice his momma at all, curled up small as she is in the corner of the great big sectional couch. Then she moves, stretches out a little bit and tilts her head to look up at him with wide, blurry eyes. 
“Lachy, baby,” she says, and her hair’s loose, cheeks stained red. Beside her on the couch is her laptop, screen gone to sleep probably ages ago. On the corner table next to her, there’s a mostly empty wine glass and a mostly empty wine bottle.
“Hey, momma, I just got back,” he tells her, sitting down on the edge of the couch cushion next to her. She holds out her hand, a demand, and he takes it in his. She’s always had rough hands, as long as he’s been old enough to notice. Working hands, maybe, even though the kind of work she usually does isn’t the kind he can understand. “It’s real late, I thought you’d be in bed,” he adds. 
The dogs are. He can see Hattie snoring in front of the television, on her back with her leg cocked up in the air like a little weirdo. Winger’s nowhere to be found, but he must be asleep as well just based on how quiet the rest of the house is.
“Have a drink with me,” his momma says, pushing herself back up into a sitting position and pulling the thick-coiled knit blanket from her legs to rest around her middle. “It ain’t that late. Tell me about your night. You were with Jacob, right? Jacob and Ryder?”



Lachlan looks between her and the television. He doesn’t really want to leave her alone, but he doesn’t really want to talk all that much either. He hasn’t spoken to Jacob Odell or Ryder Fraser in about four years. They’d been friends when they were growing up, mostly because their daddies played for the same team for a few seasons there, but that don’t end up meaning nothing as quick as hockey seasons go, as fast as boys grow.
“Cole and Lucky and Davie,” he corrects, like his momma will know the guys. She wouldn’t, even though he’s probably told her more about them than anyone else over the years. Their parents don’t do nothing in particular. Lucky’s dad’s a professor at TCU, which is where he started a month ago. Davie’s parents are lawyers, but in the only field that’s never interested Lachlan’s parents in the slightest: divorce.
“Oh, that’s nice,” she says. She mostly sounds like she means it too, except Lachlan knows her real well, especially when she gets like this. Not drunk and not uncouth, because Lillian Pucey doesn’t do drunk or uncouth, but in that in-between planet situated past tipsy and before sloppy. 
“Let me get you some water,” Lachlan says, standing back up and walking to the bar in the corner. They only ever stock it with drinkware, so he fills a narrow highball glass near to the brim with tap water and takes it back over to the couch. “You been watching anything good?”
His momma takes the glass from him, takes a sip, puts it down. “Nothing new,” she says, and on the television Ross from Friends begins yelling about something or another Lachlan doesn’t care enough to pin down. “You have a good time with your friends, baby? Sayin’ goodbye?”



Lachlan nods and sits back down next to her, leaning back against the couch’s pillow. Big and comfortable enough to swallow a guy whole. “Yeah,” he says. His flight’s scheduled for Monday morning. Two days away. Practically everything he does now falls under the umbrella of saying goodbye. 
She nods back, reaches for the water and misses, hand curling around the stem of the wine glass. “That’s nice,” she says, and then she laughs. A moment later, the studio audience laughs too.
Lachlan rubs his hands down the length of his thighs, tugs a bit of his momma’s blanket into his lap just so he can put his fingers through the holes in it. “I’m excited to get back,” he says. It’s the same thing he’d tell any journalist or media intern who asked, obviously, but it’s different, because it’s his mother who he’s saying it to. And she hasn’t asked, and he’s running out of time to tell. So he just—does. 
It’d be easier if he were on the same planet, launched out of sober and past tipsy but lightyears away from wasted. He’s not though, he only had a beer and a half at Davie’s because the season’s about to start, training camp is on Saturday, his flight is on Friday, and he’s so excited to go back he doesn’t want to put anything in his body that won’t help him get there.
So he’s not even tipsy and that makes the words come out a little slower, like he’s gotta dig for them and tug them out of his own chest and he’s winded from the exercise of going spelunking just to find them.
“Oh?” his momma says, and she holds her glass against her lips for a second. 
“I think it’s gonna be a real good season,” he tells her. It’s nothing special, the words, but that makes ‘em all the more special, he thinks. That he’s saying them here and now, no cameras. He’s saying them just cause he believes them. “When the lockout’s over, I’m gonna be a Metro.”
“I know it,” his momma agrees, and Lachlan wants her to keep going, say something else, but he knows she won’t. She says I’m proud of you all the time, but never without an audience.
It doesn’t matter. Plenty of people out there with less than Lachlan’s got.
“Actually, that reminds me,” she says, taking a sip of her wine and then leaning forward to tug her laptop back into her lap. She types something into the search bar, pulls up an excel spreadsheet. “Your father and I were talking about the condo in Laval.”
Lachlan blinks. “What about it?”



“Well,” she drags the word out, clicking around on her laptop hard enough that the keys make sounds when she presses them down with her fingernails. They’re long. It’s always been a little funny to Lachlan, the difference between how his momma’s hands look from far away, all primmed up and manicured, and how they feel when you’re holding them. She has hockey hands, or maybe horse-riding hands. “If you’re going to be with the Metros for the season, we were thinking it’d be good to have you closer to the team. In Montreal proper.”
“Laval’s right up against Montreal, momma,” Lachlan says, which isn’t what he wants to say at all. What he wants to say is if? Momma, what do you mean if? “It’s an easy drive from there to the rink they use for practice, I’ve already looked it up.”
“I don’t like the idea of you living up there all by yourself, Lachlan,” his mother tells him. She’s looking at the spreadsheet. It’s full of numbers. “You—”



“I’m not up there by myself,” he interrupts, sitting up against the couch. “I’m living with Savchuk, remember? Mikhail Savchuk. I don’t gotta move anywhere to not be alone.”
“We were thinking,” his momma says, like he didn’t say anything at all. “It’d be best if you billeted with someone from the Metros. Get a feel for the team.”
“Momma, I’m nineteen, I don’t need—”
“Rookies billet, Lachlan!” his momma snaps, sudden and harsh, turning her head to frown at him like he’s hurting her on purpose, just by not agreeing. “This is your first year.”



“It ain’t—”



“It is,” she says. One of her hands tightens up on her wine glass. The other one taps out an empty rhythm on the keyboard. “And mothers worry, Lachy. What am I supposed to do, baby? You’re up there all by yourself.”
“Momma—”



“You get sick, you break your ankle, god forbid, you get a concussion and who’s gonna look after you, baby? Michael Sagchucky?”



“We got team doctors for a reason, ma,” he argues, and she shakes her head. The spreadsheet scrolls and scrolls and scrolls. On the television, Phoebe says something that makes her friends laugh. Lachlan feels like a child, the way only desperation can make a man feel. Like he’s arguing against a brick wall. Like he’s going to throw the loudest and most disruptive tantrum of his life and it won’t even matter because his parents will pick him up and put him where they want him anyway. 
“I’ve been living there for a year,” he points out. “Savvy’s been there just as long, why do you care now?”



His mother’s lips purse and she takes another sip of wine. Her glass is almost empty; Phoebe’s started singing a song on the television no one’s kind enough to pretend is good. The audience laughs and so does Jennifer Aniston.
“Your father’s gotten in touch with the Metros’ GM,” his momma says, which doesn’t answer nothing. “When the lockout’s over, they’ve agreed you can live with his family in their townhouse.”
“Momma, that’s—”
The opposite of what he wants. What he’s been training for this whole summer, what he’s been reaching towards. What kind of freedom is he gonna be able to taste, living in the—the guest bedroom of his boss’s boss’s boss?
“We’ll rent out the condo in Laval to the Magnitude’s office, for new players,” his momma adds. “A good rate, something reasonable. It’s not like we really need the revenue stream, but it'll be good to keep our foot in the door.”
Lachlan sits back against the couch. He stares off into nothing and works his jaw like it’ll change anything to chew through the words before he can spit them out. There’s a tight, useless ball of anger hardening in his stomach, but what’s the point? He looks at the spreadsheet again, catches sight of one of the numbers and forces his mind to read the whole of the line it’s on. Property value estimation. 
“And what,” he says. “You’re gonna sell it later?”
His mother doesn’t look happy. She shakes her head, cheeks flushed and wine glass empty. “It’s always been an investment, Lachlan,” she tells him and he doesn’t even know where to begin. What question to ask next. 
It hadn’t been, not to him. An investment. It’d been a home, even though the window in the living room couldn’t open and everything smelled vaguely like cat pee and one of the neighbors in the building definitely went around stealing people’s mail just to look through it.
“Baby, this is a good thing,” his mother says and she leans over and pats at his knee. It makes him feel even more like a boy, stupid and surly and immature. Her eyes are so wide, so nice and kind that it’s too good to be true, or maybe he’s just too upset to let it be true. “No one oughta live alone. Weren’t you saying your roommate’s going back to—to Scandinavia for the lockout? You’ll see. Couple of weeks in that condo all by yourself, you’ll be happy when hockey starts up and you’re in a good, Christian home. A family home.”
Sometimes Lachlan doesn’t think there’s anyone in the entire goddamn world that knows a thing about what makes him happy.
“And it’ll be good for me, too,” she adds. She takes his hand off his knee, leans the other way to top off her glass with the rest of the bottle of wine. It’s something pink. He can smell it from here. She always likes pink wine in the summer. It’s almost autumn now though, technically already is. She’ll switch to red soon.
“I don’t see how,” he says. Even he can hear the way he sounds like a kid. It’s embarrassing. He looks down into his lap; his fingers are twisting around the fabric of the blanket. 
“I don’t like thinking of you alone up there,” his momma says, like she hasn’t already said this. She shakes her head again. “Getting tattoos, getting friendly with all sorts of people, getting ideas. What you need is a good girl, Lachy. Someone to take care of you.”
“I don’t need a girl, ma,” Lachlan says. On the television screen, the studio audience near-to busts a lung laughing. Phoebe bows like she can’t hear them. Must be nice. “Look, I ain’t alone, I’ve got the team—”



His momma’s lip curls up. For a second, in the lighting of the television and the laptop and the lamp, she looks angry and vicious about it.
But she doesn’t say anything immediately, just takes a little sip of her wine glass and closes the lid of her laptop. 
“You been talking with your granddaddy much over the summer?” she asks, and Lachlan blinks at the side of her face.
“Uh,” he says, feeling all wrong-footed and thrown. A new episode’s begun now, a door slamming loud enough it echoes around the house. Lachlan’s never got it, why his momma likes putting on this show so much. He’s never heard her laugh at any of the jokes. She doesn’t usually so much as smile. “Not more than the usual amount, I think. Did he say something?”
She shrugs a shoulder. The door slams again, the guys coming over to the purple apartment like they own it, too. “You sound like him, is all. You got more twang than usual in your voice.”
Lachlan watches Hattie kick her paw in her sleep. Running, maybe. He’d meant to take her out today, a few miles around the hill trails, but he’d had a meeting that ran late with Bauer about renewing his endorsement deal and then with Rhett’s accountant about the same thing. He thinks about trying to explain what an accountant is to a dog, but doesn’t really know where he’d begin. Thinks it’d confuse her even more. Doesn’t think she’d care. It’s pretty simple, in dog terms, boiled down to its basics: what an accountant means is that no one took her for a run today.
Truth is, he hasn’t been talking to his granddaddy more than usual. He’s just been talking to Hank Crawford an awful lot, two straight months of it. There’s not much to tell there though, no other, deeper story than that. Just time spent next to a Georgian accent, something a little grittier and more honest than the rounded Southern vowels his momma likes to wear like pearls dripping off her throat when talking to the cameras about his brother, his father, him. 
Sometimes, the best way to describe someone to someone else is to just point to the effect they’ve had on us, and Lachlan’s self-aware enough to know it’s all over his voice. 
Joey is yelling something at Chandler, eyes wide and hair a mess. The audience isn’t laughing yet, but they will be in a second. A joke’s coming and everyone knows it, otherwise the tension’ll be too much and no one puts the volume up high like this just to sit in the suspense of a moment that won’t be broken.
He decides suddenly, that there’s not that much to say anyway, but he won’t tell her none of it. Crawford’s team, right, and sometimes his momma can get weird about team. That’s Rhett’s fault too, he thinks, but that doesn’t mean he wants to hear it right now. Not when he’s feeling all—trapped and weird and cornered in.
“Guess I’m just practicing for when I’m the only Southern belle of the ball up in Mont-trey-y’all,” he tells her, and he’s trying to make her laugh, the way Joey and Chandler and Phoebe can prod their audience into laughter, but all his momma does is tighten her lips.
“Don’t say that,” she snaps, and she takes another drink. She looks angry again, a little. Sad, too. Mostly, just—honest. Cracked open. Lachlan doesn’t want to look at her, feels weird about it. Wishes he’d thought of taking the wine away when he gave her the water. Wishes he’d stayed out a little later, went straight up to bed; wants to take that back, but can’t, so he wishes he was a better son instead, like that’ll cancel it out.
He tangles his fingers around his necklace and straightens it. He thinks about praying, but God’s probably busy at the moment. Lotta late night calls with people way worse off than Lachlan. This’ll keep. “What?”
“I don’t like thinking about it,” his momma says, and she shakes her head.
“It’s a joke, mom,” he tells her, and he means, I’m not alone up there, I’m not the only one, you don’t gotta worry. His mind flashes to Crawford, the way he lifts up his necklace and bites at it while they’re gaming, the way he grins at Lachlan sometimes, all slow to smile, the way he’s always got this drawl going on, something slow and lazy and mellow, summer afternoon in a sentence. “I’m not—”
She shakes her head again, and something about it cuts Lachlan off at the knees. Her eyes are on the television, then they’re on the dog, then they’re on him for just a second. Cracked open, right down the middle. Hazy from the drink, from the late hour.
She says, matter-of-fact, “I don’t like it.”
She says, “You alone up there, except for your team.”
Then she says, “If you’d been a girl, you would have been mine.”
Lachlan blinks. “What?”
His momma looks back at the television. “He didn’t need a second son,” she says, “he didn’t really want one.” 
If there’s something Lachlan’s supposed to do with his hands or with his heart, he doesn’t know what it is. They’re not staying where he put them last; his hands have fallen and tangled together deep in the blanket across his lap. His heart’s somewhere down in his guts.
“But me,” she says, like it’s an afterthought, like it’s a dream. “I wanted a daughter. A little girl just for me. My little Southern belle.”
Lachlan swallows around nothing, doesn’t know where to look. Doesn’t know what to do with everything he’s been given. He didn’t need a second son, didn’t really want one. 
It’s just—weird to hear. Strange and terrible, and it’s like what he’s always imagined it must feel like, to have a skate’s blade slice through your skin and wedge itself into your muscle. Or maybe it feels the way it’d feel if the family dog sunk its teeth into your arm. Unexpected. Code red.
“They would have had their teams, and they would have had hockey, and it would have been okay. Because I would have had a little girl,” his momma tells Monica, who is holding Chandler’s hand on the television. “And you would have been mine. Wouldn’t have wanted to go nowhere near a hockey rink.” Her pointer finger runs around the rim of the glass, a mindless sort of circle. She tilts her head. “I would have loved it, I think. I’d have been so good at it.”
“I—” Lachlan’s mouth is all dry. She’s really, really drunk, he tells himself, but she’s not slurring her words the way she’d be if she was real drunk. It’s only in her eyes, the alcohol. He didn’t really want one. I would have loved it.  “Do you—did you—”
Did you not love it, having me? Did you want a second son by the time you were holding him, Momma? Why’d you never tell me I wasn’t yours? Why can’t I be? What do you mean, you would have loved it? It what? Raising a girl? Having one? 
None of them are good questions. Or at least, none of them are questions he wants to hear the answer to. So instead he looks down at the glass in her hand and asks, “Do you need any more water before bed, ma?”
His mother startles a little, like she’s surprised by his interruption, by him still being here. She finishes off her water and then sets the empty glass on the side table. “Oh, I think I’m alright,” she tells him, tucking a piece of hair behind her ear. When her hand falls away, the cracks are gone, smoothed over and made perfect again. She laughs a little bit, shakes her head. “Except I think I had a little too much wine, baby, not enough supper. It’s going straight to my head, I don’t even know what I’m saying.”
It’ll do that, wine. When you drink the whole bottle.
Lachlan stares at her. He loves her so much, but he—he hates her a little bit too. Just for a second, even when it makes him feel sick. “Alright,” he says. He wants to get to his feet, he wants to get on a plane. He wants to get on the ice. He loves the ice. He used to feel like an astronaut in outer space, skating out over the moon’s surface. He didn’t know nothing about the moon back then, okay, he still doesn’t, but it’d felt like he was discovering new places and leaving his mark, all the while dressed in this big clunky life-support suit, cage helmet and all. 
He must move, tense, because his momma’s hand catches at his wrist and squeezes it once. “Won’t you stay?” she asks, turning big marble-smooth eyes up at him. “Just til the end of the episode.”
“Just getting you some more water,” he says, which is a lie that he can turn into the truth if he’s enough of a coward, and he is. He walks into the kitchen and gets her a whole plastic water bottle from the fridge and stands there in the chill for a second.
It’s like being slashed open by the ice skate. It’s like being bitten by the family dog. There’s gotta be love there, in the thing that hurts you, for the betrayal to cut so deep. 
Then he goes back into the sitting room and watches the rest of the episode of Friends, til his momma’s nodding off against the back of the couch, snoring loud enough to wake the dead.
He closes up the house and puts the dogs to bed before he wakes her up. The television’s off and he’s even washed out the wine glass, put the bottle with the rest of the glass recycling. He touches her shoulder.
“C’mon, mom,” he tells her when she raises her head far enough to look at him, eyes still half-shut and bleary. “Your neck’s gonna give you hell if you sleep on it like that. You got brunch tomorrow, don’t you? The Abbotts.”
“I do,” his momma agrees and she stands up when he helps her to her feet. Their bedroom’s on the ground floor, so it’s relatively easy to make sure she gets all the way from the sitting room to the master. It’s just a couple of hallways. “Love you, baby,” she tells him absently when they get to the doorway of the bedroom. She pats at his cheek, and he feels like a little kid all over again. 
It makes him just angry enough, throws him off any degree of center he’d struggled to refind just enough, that he’s speaking before he can bite at his tongue. “I would’ve still played,” he hears himself say. It’s soft, the way he says it, but it’s mean too. He knows it’s mean. He sort of wants it to hurt.
He gets like that sometimes, when someone’s landed an unexpected hit across his face and he can choose between turning his cheek the other way or throwing down his gloves. He’s a hockey player and he’s his parents’ son. He fights more than he holds himself back. 
“Hm?” she asks, probably still half-asleep, wine pulling her further and further into exhaustion. It’s late, too. It’s been a long day.
But this—this is important. This feels important.
“If I was a girl,” he says. “If I was born a girl. I would still play hockey, I’d—I’d still have chosen hockey. I love it. I’d love it no matter what.”
His momma blinks at him and then she laughs, thoughts maybe running on a delay. Maybe she has to remember the earlier conversation, maybe she’s almost forgotten it already. “Baby, we wouldn’t have bought you the gear for it,” she tells him. She shakes her head, like she’s never heard him say a stupider thing.
“But I love it,” he says blankly. He’s thinking, like. He can’t imagine a version of himself that doesn’t love hockey, can’t imagine being a girl and thinking it was a boring, gross sport or something. Can’t imagine girls being that different from boys. Knows they’re not, because women play hockey all the time. He’d be like them, if he was a girl. He’d still love it.
“We let you love it,” his momma says, all slow. For his sake or hers, he doesn’t know. “But it’d be different if you was a girl. You wouldn’t even know what you weren’t loving. You’d have grown up loving other stuff, baby. More appo--appropi--appropriate stuff for a little girl to love. That’s how it works.”
Lachlan isn’t sure that’s how it works, but it’s just—it’s easier to nod back. It’s just—he doesn’t think that’s true. He thinks there’s probably things in his life he’d miss if he didn’t have them, no matter what changed about himself. Things he loves so—so deeply that everything else could change and he’d want that to still be the same. Right? Isn’t that love? Isn’t that hockey?
“Goodnight, Lachy,” his momma tells him and he waits to make sure she puts the water bottle on the bedside table and gets under the covers on her side of the bed before he turns the light in the room off. The hallway lights go next. Then the stair lights, then the second round of hallway lights.
And then, finally, he’s back in his own room, tired and heavy and weighted down to the bones with a brain like a buzzing beehive.
It’s late, way past midnight. He has no business doing anything that isn’t changing into sweats and falling straight to sleep.
So of course Crawford picks up on the fourth ring. 
“Hey, what’s up,” he says, sounding distracted.
“What are you doing up, man?” Lachlan asks, even though he immediately feels a little stupid asking because he’s the one that called in the first place. Gift horses and all that. Still, “it’s one in the morning over there.”
“It’s a Friday night, Bagsy,” Crawford shoots back easily. “Going to bed before one on a Friday is criminal.”



“Oh, right,” Lachlan says. “Of course. Sorry, should I let you get back to the bustling nightlife of Darien, Georgia then?”



That makes Crawford huff out a laugh that Lachlan feels all the way down to his toes. “Dick,” he says. “Why’d you call?”



It’s a good question; Lachlan doesn’t have an answer. He stays quiet too long and he’s thinking about his momma’s eyes when she said I would have loved it and we let you love it, and he just feels weird all over, like his skin is tight, like it isn’t his at all.
He doesn’t think it’s fair, that she can just say that stuff and then go to sleep like it doesn’t matter.
“I dunno,” he says, which is the truth and isn’t at the same time. He called because there was too much going on in his head to face alone. He called because Crawford is team and, maybe, strangely, more important than that: Crawford’s Crawford. So of course Lachlan called him. 
He hesitates, drags out the silence and his next exhale. “What are you doing?” he asks. It’s just a voice call, not a FaceTime, so there’s nothing stopping Lachlan from stripping down to his briefs and sliding beneath the covers. So he does.
“Uh,” Crawford says. He laughs a little, kind of sheepish. “Reading.”
“Fuck off, you are not.” 
“Am too,” and Lachlan can imagine the way Crawford’s probably rubbing at the back of his neck. He don’t get red when he’s embarrassed, not like Lachlan does, but he sort of squares his jaw like he’s getting ready for a fight. It’s funny every time Lachlan notices it. 
“On a Friday night? Sounds sort of criminal, Panky,” Lachlan says. The lights are off in his room, he never turned them on. He still feels a thousand bees beneath his skin whenever he closes his eyes. His father didn’t want a second son. Lachlan is nineteen years old; this probably shouldn’t feel like new information to him.
“Shut the fuck up,” Crawford tells him. “What else is there to do round these parts?”



“Getting up to no good, I expect,” Lachlan replies, rolling over onto his side. “I’ll bite though. What are you reading, wrong side of one in the morning?”



Crawford pauses. Lachlan thinks he can practically hear his jaw moving, side to side. “The Scarlet Letter,” he admits finally. 
It’s like. So out of left field it’s a little like expecting a baseball to fly at you and instead the pitcher tosses a dead squid your way, eighty miles an hour.
“The Scarlet Letter?” Lachlan repeats, and then he surprises himself by laughing. “What the fuck, Crawford?”
It’s just—what the fuck, you know? He’s imagining Hank Crawford sitting on some wooden porch middle of nowhere, reading some ancient book by candlelight, wearing one of them sleep sock hats Old Man Scrooge wears, to cover up that god awful haircut. Real old, Colonial times kind of shit. It’s fucking hilarious. Lachlan was told to read that book in school a few years ago, and he didn’t. He can’t imagine what’s got Crawford so captivated at 1:34AM Darien time.
“It’s my sister’s,” Crawford defends, which isn’t really a defense at all. He’s laughing too at least, not his big loud laugh, but Lachlan sort of recognizes the lightness in his voice after a few months hearing it on the regular. “She’s gotta read it for school.”
“Then shouldn’t she be reading it?” Lachlan points out, and Crawford blows out this breath, like he can’t believe he has to explain himself, like he can’t believe Lachlan doesn’t just get it. Lachlan would give a stupid amount of things just to get it, if he’s being honest, but he likes hearing Crawford’s explanations too.
It’s sorta nice. Having things explained, even when he thinks Crawford’s a bit of a liar sometimes. 
“She’s gotta read it for school in, like, November,” Crawford says. “I stole her syllabus to check.” 
“Uh huh,” Lachlan says. I’d have been so good at it, his momma had told him, like she wasn’t good at raising two sons. Maybe she wasn’t. How’s Lachlan supposed to know? She was great. She was the best. She was his mom, and he’s only got the one. She stayed when he needed her to stay. Rhett was always somewhere else. She was the best of the two of them. What kind of grade are you supposed to give your parents? Pass/fail?
But it’s just like—you spend your whole goddamn life trying to be a good son and then find out you never really had a shot, you know? You were never what she really wanted anyway. Hand’s rigged, house always wins kind of shit. Should’ve been born different. Should take it up with God.
“Y’all run out of things to talk about?” Lachlan asks. “Lockout so long you’ve gotta turn into a book club just to survive it?”



“Hah,” Crawford says, which isn’t his actual laugh. Lachlan doesn’t know what it is yet, what it means. He’d give a whole lot of things to find out. “Nah, man,” he says. “It’s like—ugh, okay. It’s stupid.” 
“I mean, it’s like, a classic book, dude. Not really stupid. Like, compared to me, right, I watched Friends with my mom tonight. There was a bunch of pink wine,” he tells him. 
Okay, maybe Lachlan is a bit of a liar too, sometimes. 
“Alright so,” Crawford says, the way some pastors say In the beginning, like this shit he’s about to tell Lachlan’s a little holy. “When my brother left for basic, which is—training—for the army, I mean, Mare was real sad about it. She was younger then, obviously. Like, twelve, I think, and I’m pretty sure she thought he was gonna die or something.”



“Well, I mean,” Lachlan says, cause like. It’s the army. Odds go up at least a little, right.
"He wasn’t ever gonna die,” Crawford’s rolling his eyes, Lachlan can hear it even if he can’t see it. “He was at Fort Benning, it’s just across the fucking state. But it was like—I mean, she was just a kid, right, and none of us had even stayed more than a hunting trip’s worth of nights outta the house.”
Lachlan tries to remember being twelve. His brother was already gone by then. They were up in New York, but Rowan was out in Chicago on a youth team, already turning the heads of scouts. Did Lachlan miss him then? Must have, at least a little bit, but he wouldn’t call it that or anything. Definitely didn’t tell anyone about it, one way or another.
“So, I mean, I don’t know where he got the idea, but he asked me what books she was reading. Like in class and for fun and stuff, and got me to mail ‘em to his dorm. And he mailed ‘em back, all marked up to hell and back, you know. Underlined and shit. Had the stupidest stuff written in ‘em, like guesses on who killed who, fake page numbers of when this guy was gonna die, highlighted bullshit quotes that were apparently really important later on, like what this girl ate for breakfast. That kinda shit.”



“Damn,” Lachlan lets out a breath. He laughs a little too, and he wonders if Crawford can hear it. He’s got the phone on the bed next to him now, on speaker phone. “Sounds annoying as shit, gotta be honest.”
It sounds—Lachlan doesn’t know. Nice, too. In its own way. He’s never even seen a picture of Crawford’s older brother Campbell, but now he can sort of imagine him in some military sleeping quarters, staying up way past when all the other cadets have gone to sleep and reading a book meant for twelve year olds with a pen in his hand and one of those neon highlighters between his teeth.
It sounds nice, loving like that. Putting in the hard work.
Sounds nice, being loved like that. Being able to run your fingers over all that evidence.
Crawford talks about his family a lot and also a little. He never says important things, meaty things, the sort of things Lachlan’s momma would be dying to know. But he says a lot of the little stuff, tiny stories and jokes and memories.
“That’s what he said,” Crawford agrees, and this time, he laughs louder, sounds younger. “Told me, verbatim,” another word Lachlan will have to Google later, if he can remember. Vur-baye-dum, “‘she’s either gonna get so annoyed with me she’s gonna wish I really did die or she’s not gonna have the chance to miss me at all.’”
It’s like walking through a house that’s actually, really lived-in, listening to Crawford talk about his family. It’s like looking at all the crooked and mismatched picture frames on the walls, all the snapshots of someone else’s family and thinking, man, there’s love here. You can feel it, it’s even stamped into the damn carpet.
“Which was it?” Lachlan asks. He closes his eyes. “She get annoyed?”



“I dunno,” Crawford replies. “I told her maybe he’d already died, and this was his way of haunting her.”



“Jesus Christ, H, that’s awful.”
“I was fourteen! I was acting out, you know, maybe I was missing my big brother too!”
“What’d he do for you then? So you didn’t miss him?”



“Huh, I dunno, I've never really thought about it. I guess…he asked me for help. With the books, for Mare. So it was like I was doing something. Like I could do something.”
“That’s so sweet, bro, I’m gonna cry.”
“Oh fuck off, man. You asked.”



“I did. So is it tradition now? Fucking with Merritt May’s English class syllabus? Like leaving cookies and milk out for Santa Claus, except you’re trying to make her flunk out of school.”
“Hah, nah, it’s—I dunno, I was, like, thinking about the lockout. And going back to Montreal for—you know, a long time.”
“Montreal for life, baby.”
“Montreal for fucking life, dude, for sure—and I was just thinking. I don’t know, what if she misses me?”



“Well, I don’t think you’re gonna die up in the North, buddy, if it’s any comfort, so maybe she’ll be a little less worried.”



“Asshole. I know. It’s stupid, I said it was stupid. She’s gonna be so annoyed. I told her who the baby daddy is on the second page of the book.” 
“...I—what’s it about again? The Scarlet Letter?”



“You ain't ever had to read it, dude?”



“I never read it. Had to read it, yeah. Actually read it….”
“Damn. It’s like they created the most stereotypical hockey player in a lab or something, that’s crazy, dude.”
“Fuck off, Panky. Why don’t you read it to me now?”



“What?”



“Yeah, come on. Just a little bit. Wherever you are with it. I’ll catch up. I’m just—can’t fall asleep. Maybe a book written in ye olden times will help.”
“Do you think The Scarlet Letter was, like, written in, what, the middle ages?”



“Oh shut the fuck up, Crawford, like you knew anything about the damn book before you stole it from your sister—”



“Actually, I studied it in college—”



“Oh fuck off.”
“Fine, fine. Alright, I’m, like, mostly done anyway. With the book. If you’re sure?”



“Hit me with it, man. Do the voices and shit.”



“I’m not doing the fucking voices, Bagsy, shut the fuck up and listen. It’s the baby daddy talking. He’s a minister at a church, but he’s quitting, alright. Stepping up for the woman he was having an affair with. Who’s married to, like, the devil? And their kid is like a fairy or something.”
“Whoa, man, I don’t think you can call people fairies anymore.”
“No, I mean—ugh. Just shut up. Alright.  ‘At least, they shall say of me,’ thought this exemplary man, ‘that I leave no public duty unperformed or ill-performed!’ Sad, indeed, than an introspection so profound and acute as this poor minister’s should be so miserably deceived!”
“....”
“We have had, and may still have, worse things to tell of him; but none, we apprehend, so pitiably weak; no evidence at once so slight and irrefragable, of a subtle disease that had long since begun to eat into the real substance of his character.”
“....”
“No man, for any considerable period, can wear one face to himself and another…and another to the multitude….without finally getting bewildered…as to which may be the truth.”
“....”
“Lox? You awake?”
“....”
“Trouble sleeping, my ass.”


Bagsy [delivered 2:11PM]

So I was thinking about your Wes thing
Dude aren’t you at the airport
Bagsy [delivered 2:18PM]

Yeah 


Why are you texting?? Aren’t you busy?
Bagsy [delivered 2:19PM]

What do you think they’re going to ask me to do??

Fly the damn plane???
Whatever. Are you at your gate?
Bagsy [delivered 2:20PM]

No in the lounge
Right yeah ofc 

The lounge
Bagsy [delivered 2:20PM]

So I was thinking about your Wes thing

From a few weeks ago

you know

You were like he’s gotten so old and slow and ugly and bald?
I didn’t say half those things
Bagsy [delivered 2:22PM]

You said at least the other half though
What about it
Bagsy [delivered 2:22PM]

Well like 

Have you ever considered like maybe he’s gotten older

But like, maybe you’ve just gotten better, too?
Dude i’m never gonna be Wes Greenwood good at hockey
Bagsy [delivered 2:24PM]

Wes Greenwood isn’t wes greenwood good at hockey anymore

From what you’ve said

I’m just saying, dude

Maybe it’s you, too

Who’s different
good different or bad different?


Bagsy [delivered 2:27PM]

now you're just fishing for compliments


Lachlan lasts two days alone in the condo before he texts Savchuk that he’s going to be a real decent teammate and pick up the guy’s cat from the cat sitter and return her to her original home.
No, Savvy, obviously not the fucking alleyway. Obviously the fucking condo.
And it’s nice, having Periwinkle back in the apartment, mostly because she looks so goddamn happy to be there and Lachlan likes that. Likes sitting on the couch after practice and having her little body sitting on top of him like that’s where she belongs. Likes the way she follows him around the place and bats at his ankles when he stands still for too long. Likes, even, the loud screeching mrow’s of noise she makes in the mornings when she’s decided he’s slept in long enough. 
But it’s not—the same. And Lachlan’s—
He makes it a whole week in Laval before he finds himself spread out on the sofa in the living room, late at night, cat on his chest and Friends playing on the television, at a low enough volume he doesn’t wake her up.
It’s October 6th. Two days ago, the MLH announced the cancellation of all regular season games up until November 1st, which isn’t that many for any one team. A lot of games combined, a big price for the fans and for the sports channels and the pundits and the hockey blogs, but nothing catastrophic yet.
But it’s the first time that the lockout has touched the regular season. It feels like—an oil spill, seeping across a great expanse of water. Necessary water. Drinking water. Lachlan doesn’t know what to do. Regular season games are being cancelled now. 
He trusts the Players’ Association and everything, trusts everyone’s working as hard as they can to get a deal worked out that’s fair to the players and brings hockey back quick as possible, but now there’s two weeks of regular season games no one’s gonna play. Savvy’s still in Sweden. He likes it there, likes being back with his family. Likes the Swedish League. 
And Hollander’s still fucked off to Switzerland, which is, like, whatever.
And Crawford’s still in Darien, and that’s not—Lachlan doesn’t know what to do about that, just knows he needs to do something. Needs hockey to come back so things can start moving in the right direction again. The A’s fine, playing with the Magnitude is fine, it’s fun. It’s good hockey, and Lachlan likes the team they’re building. It’s just clear as fucking day he doesn’t really have a spot on the bench anymore. They know he’s leaving as soon as he can. He knows so too.
Jennifer Aniston has her hands on her hips and Joey’s got his wide-eyed look on. The studio audience is laughing. Lachlan thinks that’s the point. He thinks, maybe, he understands his momma better than he ever has before, one week into living all quiet-like in his condo full of spare rooms. 
If you play Friends real loud and then if you close your eyes, the studio audience laughter sounds unprompted, natural. If you lay real quiet and real still, then sometimes, when the guys go over to the girls’ apartment, the way the door slams open and then slams shut almost kinda could sound like your own front door.
It’s been a day or so since he texted Crawford, which feels weird, but Crawford’s been pretty busy lately, or at least he’s been texting slower. 
Which is fine, cause Lachlan’s been actually busy lately. First with the Magnitude’s training camp and then with regular practice. Last night, they’d played their first game against Toronto’s affiliated AHL team. Crawford’d texted him to say good work and obviously Lachlan had replied, but it just felt—weird, a little. To text him, when he was here in Montreal and Crawford was in Georgia. When he was playing hockey and he was skating with a team of professionals, and Crawford was splitting his time with dryland training in a gym and Wes the Wiz’s Wondrous Rink or whatever. 
It feels, like. Rude.
And wrong. That’s a better word for it. It feels wrong. 
Peri shifts on top of him and then stretches up onto her paws. Her front paw digs into the bottom of his throat, sinking right between the ends of his collarbones. 
“Jesus, dude,” Lachlan complains, and she purrs. He wonders if Crawford likes cats. Then he wonders if Crawford would say he’s allergic to cats, the way he tells people he’s allergic to dogs when he really just doesn’t like them. Then he wonders if he’d lie to Lachlan like that, or if he’d just tell Lachlan he doesn’t like cats. But then maybe he does. Or maybe he’s actually allergic. 
Maybe he’ll never meet Periwinkle. After all, when he comes up to Montreal, Savvy will be coming back and Lachlan will be moving out. 
Whenever that is. When the lockout’s over. 
It just feels—wrong. It feels—


Bagsy [delivered 9:43PM]

Ok this is going to sound crazy
?
Bagsy [delivered 9:46PM]

What if you moved up here? Just for the lockout?
tf do you mean dude? To montreal?
Bagsy [delivered 9:47PM]

Yeah, to montreal. or to laval, specifically
I don’t have a contract, lachlan.

I don’t think that changes if i show up in person asking real nice
Bagsy [delivered 9:48PM]

Fuck the contract, man

You could still live up here
Why the fuck would i do that
Bagsy [delivered 9:48PM]

Listen 

You could live with me 

All the staff’s here, a bunch of players have stayed around

You could go to all the unofficial team stuff
Bagsy [delivered 9:50PM]

I drive by like five rinks on my way to where we practice

They love hockey here

Barns here are like churches in darien man, they’re everywhere

We could get you a slot there, off the books or something.

You could run drills with a team trainer, not Wes Greenwood and his army of peewee hicks 

(no offense)
Bagsy [delivered 9:54PM]

I live with mikhail savchuk, you remember him from dev camp?

He went back to sweden for the lockout to free up roster space

And get more minutes with some of the MLH players moving back down

So i have an empty room
Look lachlan, that’s cool to offer

But i can’t pay, man. Not rent prices in montreal, not without a contract
Bagsy [delivered 9:58PM]

I’m not asking for rent, H

It’s a condo i own it

Or my dad owns it 

You’d honestly be doing me a favor
How the fuck would i be doing you a favor
Bagsy [delivered 10:02PM]

Cat sitting, man

Savvy left his cat behind and she hates me

Hardly ever comes out of hiding

I need someone else to help me trim her claws and stuff

I have battle wounds dude 

Do you like cats btw
sure I like cats 
Bagsy [delivered 10:08PM]

I’ve thought about this dude i promise

i want you up here with me, i said we’d figure it out right

Cmon just say you’ll think about it

You’ll be moving eventually anyway

Normal world rules, you would already be here by now
Bagsy [delivered 10:17PM]

Crawford 

Crawford

H 

Cmon just think about it.
Ok
Bagsy [delivered 10:46PM]

Okay you’ll think about it?
Ok i’ll come up
Bagsy

[Incoming call

Accept?: Yes / No]












  
    Chapter End Notes

    director's commentary
1) all roads in home economics universe lead to house sharing and being soooo normal about it

2) so it's like i get why sisters and mothers are often written as purely supportive or purely evil towards the main characters in romance stuff (it's not about them! they're included in the story to fill a purpose which is usually acting as sounding board or supportive ear or to offer a piece of sage advice that kicks the main character into gear!) but ☝️ because this is not a novel and ✌️ i remember the mortifying experience of being a teenager, i really wanted to step away from just the purely supportive!sister and supportive/loving!mother roles for merritt and lillian. their relationships to crawford&lachlan are obviously wildly different, but i think they're interesting. merritt's 18 and shes got her own life and stuff going on and she's gonna stick her foot in her mouth and she's gonna get angry and snippy and honestly she'll probably accidentally say something worse later on. put her on that damn bridgerton scale

and lillian?? man. i think lillian and lachlan have such an interesting relationship. it's not the point of this fic, obviously. but like. it's there. it impacts him. it's a part of him. that's his mother. he can think about all the ways rhett's hurt lillian and him, but he can't even bring himself to admit maybe lillian hurt lachlan in other, different ways. she thinks he's just like his dad. he wishes he wasn't. he's afraid he is. he's afraid he's like his mom too. she's a wag but hockey took everything from her but she has to pretend to still love it. her husband put hockey and his team above their marriage and then put trying to get back into hockey above her as well. she had two sons who followed in their dad's footsteps because she thought that's what sons should do and she didn't think to argue. now her sons put their teams above her too and she's in this big house all by herself and she's lonely and it's her fault but it still aches. she prayed for a daughter. she probably wouldn't have been a better mother to a daughter, but it's hard to be definite regarding a hypothetical. i love women.

3) lachlan does, in fact, need to google shit as there is a big difference between being called elite and being called elitist and one day, maybe, crawford will tell him this (if he wants to sleep on the couch for the night)

4) writing without dialogue tags just feels so unnatural to me. i will never do this again. mostly i wanted to do it to highlight the break from the established pattern, where, after a series of phone calls without dialogue tags to emphasize the way the world fades out of focus when they're talking to each other, lachlan is too worked up  for that to happen when he's on the phone with crawford after the conversation with his mother. only for crawford to then be able to talk him into noticing less and less and then for the world to fade away like it always has before

5) i needed to include hank crawford's naming story because ive been sitting on it for like 45k now and i think it's just the perfect thing for him like what do you mean everything about yourself, even down to your name, feels a little like you're getting away with something you shouldn't be doing. hank crawford you were never going to be normal. i <3 your issues and so does lachlan pucey

6) i had to kill my ultimate darling in this chapter (scene i wrote where crawford tells tucker he's leaving town early, not because hockey is back but because lachlan asked him to) and im sad about it. if i can get the next chapter ready and edited at a reasonable time, i might do a double update JUST to post that scene as a stand-alone intermission chapter before part two begins lol i can't believe i cut that scene. i can't believe i did that to my darling tug. he's just so leave-behindable i guess

director's note to director:
you recently wrote a chapter for another fic where shane wears ilya's jersey for sex reasons. while writing it, you had many thoughts about fictional hockey players having sex with someone wearing their jersey and why they'd like it. you also had many thoughts about crawford and lachlan wearing each other's jerseys during sex. you also also had many thoughts about lachlan picking up a girl in a bar who happens to be wearing a crawford #8 jersey and sleeping with her while she's still wearing it, so he can see crawford's name, which could mean nothing. remember those thoughts. he has to get a girlfriend eventually.


  


      

  












      Chapter 7: crawford
  



    Chapter Notes

      part two officially!!! officially this is part two!!! i can count on one hand the number of things that have happened in this fic and it's 62k long and we've got a part two babyyyyyy

the weather has been so nice lately that i cannibalized all the really sad stuff i'd written out for this chapter and reworked it to be more upbeat to fit my current writing mood (though - that being said - there's still some, like....not necessarily sad stuff but like...heavy stuff, one could say. in this chapter, but that's like probably par for the course with my writing these days, i read a fic that was tagged crack and fluff the other day and it was really fun and good but i was like where are the tragic implications of a tortured inner world slowly cracking under the weight of external expectations? so you could say i have a writing style or a mental illness of some sort, yes)

i also remixed the goodbye scenes between darien and crawford and just put them in this chapter in a condensed format - if i ever do actually write a follow-up oneshot of tug morris' specific parallel story, i'd make that scene way longer and more angsty. but there was sun today! so how could i write anything heavier than bickering!

my song rec for this chapter is damage gets done by hozier & brandi carlile. oh to be young and broke and restless and living in the golden days. i mean, yeah lachlan's a nepo baby millionaire in training but I heard once it's the comforts that make us feel numb, etc etc


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  The cat hates Crawford; Lachlan at least tries to look all contrite about it, which mostly makes him look extremely punchable.
“She’s a bad judge of character,” Lachlan tells him solemnly. The effect’s kind of ruined by the fact that the cat’s currently curled up on his chest, purring like a goddamn well-oiled engine. Lachlan’s absently petting behind her ears, half his attention on the television and half on where Crawford’s crouched over by the huge bay windows, digging through one of his boxes.
“Uh huh,” Crawford says.
“No, seriously,” Lachlan says. The cat has started licking over his shirt, right where it’s tugged down a little bit at the collar. “This is new. She usually doesn’t like me.”



“Right,” Crawford says, throwing Lachlan his most skeptical look. He figures three hours into living together is too soon to call bullshit on his new roommate, but it’s hard just because Bagsy’s capable of speaking such incredible amounts of bullshit it really fucking boggles the mind. 
This is the last of his shit, all two boxes and three suitcases worth of life hauled up from his truck and deposited half in the living room and half in Savchuk’s room—Crawford’s room, now, he guesses.
Bagsy’s been zero help, of course, but even then it’s been sort of the most painless move of Crawford’s life. The building has a goddamn elevator. He barely broke a sweat, carting his stuff from the parking spot—private, for which Lachlan’s given him a fucking parking pass for—to the elevator to the third floor condo. 
“She must have realized how much worse it can get, second you showed up,” Lachlan is saying, dimple out as he watches Crawford unpack the box that could, like, loosely be defined as living room things. Books, knick-knacks wrapped up in a blanket his grandmama knit ages ago, a wall calendar from 2014.
“Yeah, you’re a real prince among men, Lox,” Crawford replies, squinting down at the pile of stuff in front of him and trying to figure out if this is, like. All of it. 
It’s definitely at least most of it.
“Fuck off,” but Lachlan sounds sort of thrilled, so Crawford’s not gonna take him seriously or anything. The cat’s still purring. “Look, it’s your fault, she doesn’t like loud noises, she has a history, man. And you walked in here throwing your suitcases around—”
Crawford’d dropped his fucking suitcase cause it weighed, like, eighty pounds and Lachlan hadn’t fucking helped him try to manuever it through the door. To be clear. To get all the facts in order. He tries to convey this with a look, but Lachlan just grins back at him
“The fuck kind of name is Periwinkle anyway?” Crawford asks. The cat’s ears flick at either the sound of her name or Crawford’s voice. One of them is torn, same side as her cloudy eye. Lachlan’s not lying about the cat’s history or nothing, which is a bit of a shame cause Crawford’s nursing a handful of claw marks and the beginnings of a grudge, and he feels sort of bad, getting all bent out of a shape at a one-eyed traumatized kitty, even if she does have evil in her heart.
“It’s a color,” Lachlan says, all prim, like it’s his fucking cat. “I thought you’d know that, college boy.”
“I didn’t fucking study the arts, asshole,” Crawford replies, tossing the closest thing he can—a silver medal from one of his Juniors games—in his direction. It goes wide and low, thunking against the bottom of the sofa. Periwinkle doesn’t even flinch, which, like. So much for her honed survival instincts and PTSD or whatever.  
“I thought you didn’t remember what you studied, asshole,” Lachlan says, and Crawford rolls his eyes. “Didn’t go to class or nothing.”
“At least I owned a bookshelf,” Crawford tells him, which is only sort of, kind of related. He makes a big point of looking around the living room. The bookshelf-less living room.



Lachlan rolls his eyes back just as hard. “The fuck do I need a bookshelf for, man?”
“I think, like, books. Typically,” he holds up his beat-up copy of The Catcher in the Rye. “These things, you know? They got words in ‘em, sometimes pictures….”
“Oh fuck off, man, you’ve got like five fucking books there. You’re not better than me,” Lachlan lobs a throw-pillow at him without moving his chest all the much, like he’s used to operating around the weight and presence of the cat sitting on him. Fucking lying dickhead.
Crawford grins down at the empty box. “I’m a little better than you,” he tells it. “I mean, like, objectively. Like at least at Chel. You suck at Chel.”
Lachlan lets out an indignant squawk that’s loud enough to startle the cat up onto her paws. She lashes her tail and hops off the couch, skirting along the far side of the room so she doesn’t have to come anywhere near Crawford before disappearing into the hallway.



It’s probably cause he smells like Scout. It’s whatever. Crawford’s not really a cat person either. 
“I bet you haven’t even read that shit,” Lachlan mutters, stuffing another pillow behind his head and crossing his arms. “You don’t even like baseball, you said it was the worst sport in the world.”



Crawford tosses The Catcher in the Rye back into the box. Lachlan’s right, obviously, not that he wants to admit that. Crawford’s been meaning to read it for ages, has been carting it around for the last couple of years without ever getting around to actually opening it up. Still. “You need a bookshelf.”



“For what,” Lachlan says. “Just put your shit on the table or something.”



“For the damn principle of it, Bagsy,” Crawford rolls his eyes again, stands up and crosses the room to sit down on the sectional across from Lachlan. It feels weird as fuck, to be able to, like. 
See him. In person.
He thinks maybe Lachlan thinks it’s weird too, and then he wonders if Lachlan thinks it’s the bad kind of weird or the good kind. Crawford isn’t sure where he lands on the topic. For the last couple of months, Lachlan’s been this guy who exists in his phone, online, a voice in his ear or a face filling up his screen at an unflattering angle.
Now, he’s here, and it’s like. Damn. Right, of course. Lachlan has knees. And these knobby ankles that poke out from underneath his socks. Like, of course Crawford knows that because he’s heard Lachlan bitch and moan about leg day enough to connect the fucking dots, but there’s knowing and then there’s remembering and then there’s—like, just the proof of it. Right in his face when Lachlan bends his leg up and stretches so he can kick at Crawford’s thigh.
“You’re the only guy I know’s ever talked about, like, principled bookshelves, man. That’s weird.”
Crawford can’t rightly kick back at him, lying like this, but he can grab at his ankle and give it a shake. “Alright, don’t think of it as a bookshelf,” he says, and Lachlan arches up both of his eyebrows. “Think of it as like a trophy case.”
“A trophy case? Of what, all the books you haven’t read?”



“Fucker,” Crawford shakes Lachlan’s foot again. It’s weird that he has an ankle. It’s weirder that Crawford’s touching it. Yesterday, he was in a motel in northern Pennsylvania, more than halfway through the drive from Georgia to Montreal. A week ago, he’d been in Darien. “For all the trophies we’re gonna get.”
Lachlan’s eyes go liquid honey and whiskey as he grins. “Oh yeah?”



Crawford lets go of his ankle, He probably should have a while ago, but it’s been a long day already. Like, with the driving and the unpacking and stuff. Crawford’s not fully with it right now, not on his best behavior. 
“Hell yeah,” he says, mostly to see if it’s even possible for Lachlan’s smile to get wider.
It is. “Yeah, alright,” Lachlan says. “You order dinner, I’ll order a trophy case from—I don’t know. Where the fuck do you get that shit from?”



Crawford laughs. Everything in the apartment looks like it was made all in one piece, and Crawford’d bet all his money and his beat-up copy of The Catcher in the Rye that Lachlan’s mama hired someone to outfit the place before he ever moved in. It’s not like Crawford can really talk, though. It’s not like he’s ever been to an IKEA before. Mostly, whenever they needed something, one of the guys from the team would show up with a flat-pack kit from somewhere and they’d get it mostly standing, mostly steady after a few hours of mostly civil teamwork.
“Nah, let’s go out to eat, man,” Crawford says. “It’s a nice night, I want to stretch my legs a bit. Been driving all damn day.”
Lachlan makes a face, nose scrunching up and lips disappearing over his teeth as his eyebrows fold over his eyes. “There’s a sushi place a few blocks over,” he finally offers, and Crawford realizes that that must be what he looks like when he’s thinking real hard about something. 
It’s fucking—Crawford’s never had his stomach do something like this before, flipping over itself and tightening and then doing jumping jacks in place, like it’s being tickled or some shit. 
“Sushi sounds good,” Crawford says, even though it doesn’t. He can throw around a little bit of money though, just settling in. It’s not like he’s flat broke or nothing. It’s not like he’s paying rent either. “Do you think the cat will like me more if I come back smelling like raw fish?”



“She just might,” Lachlan says. “You should definitely rub a slice of tuna over your hands, middle of the joint, just as an experiment.”



“Anything for Very Wrinkled,” Crawford replies seriously, and Lachlan kicks him in the thigh again.
“It’s Periwinkle.” he says, like he’s deeply offended on behalf of the cat.
Crawford tilts his head to look at him out of the corner of his eyes. He’s splayed out on the sofa, arm tucked behind his head and tattoo prominently displayed. It looks darker in person, all sleek, clean lines stretching over the muscle of his bicep. His hair’s a mess like this, sticking up and looking so dark it’s almost just brown in the dim living room light. He’s more tan than he was when Crawford saw him last, but there’s a funny little tan line against his wrist, just visible where he’s resting it on his chest. A golf tan line, Crawford knows immediately. That’s where his glove sits. 
“What’s periwinkle got to do with hockey?” he asks, mostly because it’s his turn to say something, and anyway, he really has been wondering. “Been trying to figure it out.” 
“Savvy named her, obviously,” Lachlan rolls his eyes, but there’s the crease of his dimple in the corner of his cheek. “It’s his cat, dude.”
“What, you didn’t even get a say?”



Lachlan laughs. “Man, he already had her when I met him. I don’t know. He said he got it off a list.”



“A list?”


“Yeah, he looked up a list of beautiful words in English,” Lachlan shrugs. For a second, his tattoo flexes as he shifts around on the couch. He really dressed up for Crawford’s arrival: he’s wearing this ratty pair of sweats and a thread-bare shirt with a logo of a team Crawford doesn’t recognize. His brother’s number’s on the pocket. “I mean, don’t get me wrong,” Lachlan says. “I think she looks like a Puck, but hey, periwinkle sure is a pretty word, ain’t it?”



Crawford blinks at him and then gives himself three seconds to look away, so it’s all natural and above board. Lachlan’s chain glints silver against his neck. “Yeah, sure is,” he says. His throat’s all dry, and it’s been a long day. Usually he’s better at this, usually he’s—but it’s been a long day and Lachlan Pucey has knees and that’s, like, that’s weird and it’s also wonderful and hard to believe. The knees, the ankles, the fact that he’s here, in Canada, in Montreal, and Lachlan’s laid out next to him on this sofa that’s his and Mikhail Savchuk’s technically, but that’s Crawford’s too now. At least for now. For a little bit.
“Prettier than the goddamn cat, that’s for sure,” he adds, and he catches Bagsy’s ankle before it can make contact with his thigh again. He’ll have bruises at this point. It’s probably important that he remembers to think of that as a bad thing.

The Magnitude’s got a game against the Toronto Timber Wolfs two days after Crawford gets into Montreal. It’s a home game, supposed to be easy. Lachlan offers him tickets, which are apparently in high demand seeing as how AHL hockey’s accidentally become the most elite hockey league in North America at the moment by way of being its only professional hockey league.
His first instinct is to say no, say something about how tired he is or something about how he should probably stay home and keep an eye on the cat. It’s not that he doesn’t want to go support his friend or the affiliate team he’s probably going to end up playing on for at least a few games once the damn season starts, or that he doesn’t want to go to any hockey game at all, except—it sort of is. 
He sort of doesn’t want to go to a hockey game right now, when he can’t be on the ice. Maybe that’s unfair, maybe that’s sort of terrible from a teammate perspective, but it’s true. He doesn’t want to watch a game from the fucking stands; he wants to be on the bench, every muscle in his legs tensed and ready to push himself over the boards when the coach calls his number.
So of course when Lachlan asks, casual, leaning up against the kitchen island and without looking up from his phone, if Crawford wants to use one of two tickets each of the players have reserved for every home game, Crawford says yes.
It’s sort of like—what else is he doing, you know? He has a few meetings set up with representatives of the Metros, one with off-duty, unofficial members of the front office just to iron out his working and legal status, and one with two of the trainers to make sure he’s following a solid training plan with the right people now that he’s up here. There’s an ice rink halfway between the Metros’ practice rink and the Magnitude’s rink, mainly used by a handful of local private schools; Crawford hasn’t been yet, but that’s where he’ll be able to set up shop apparently. A few of the other Metros players already skate there during the off-season, have kept it up through September and October, so Crawford’s going to join them start of next week.
He’s excited and he’s a little nervous and he’s grateful down to his bones to be here, to have ice and team so close that he can practically taste them.  
But he’s not doing anything at the moment, can’t think of a good enough excuse not to go to the Mags’ game. Knows he should want to go, stands in his room fussing with the edge of his sweater and tries to convince himself that actually, really, he does want to go. He does. Course he does. It’s hockey.
It’s hockey; that’s the goddamn problem.
They drive separate to the rink, obviously. Lachlan’s got an earlier call time, given that he’s a player, so Crawford takes his time leaving the house. Has a dinner consisting of frozen veggies heated up in the microwave and a bowl of dry cereal, and then puts the dishes in the sink before grabbing his coat and heading down to the truck. 
The game’s sort of exactly what Crawford thought it would be and somehow even worse. 
And better, too. That’s the truth of it. 
It’s fun, but the kind of fun that leaves bruises every place it touches you. Lachlan’s line dominates play every time they’re out on the ice. In the second period, Kitchen gets the puck away from the boards towards Lachlan, who shoots it around the back of the net to land on Bromur’s stick, who passes it back to Lachlan who sends it flying just under the goalie’s thigh. Crawford’s on his feet before he makes the decision to move, clapping and yelling with everyone around him, swept up in the game because it’s impossible not to get swept up in a hockey game if hockey’s in your blood. 
It sort of sucks anyway, watching seven rows removed from the ice as Lachlan pivots and throws himself into Bromur’s arms, helmeted heads ramming together as Kitchen comes up behind them both and punches them, one-two, in the shoulder. It sort of sucks, because Crawford can play. He’s not injured, he’s not out on IR. He’s just—not there. Absent without leave, except more like—absent without reason.  
It sort of sucks because Crawford should be there. Or—it should be different. Everything should be just a little different, but it’s not. It’s just this, and it’s wrong, but it’s—like, whatever. 
Crawford buys a bucket of popcorn from the concession stand. The Timber Wolfs lose by two, and Crawford doesn’t let himself think about if they’d have lost by more or less if Crawford’d been down there on the blue line. He doesn’t let himself think about a lot of things. His phone’s buzzing in his pocket because the group chat with the team is always a little busy and his friends from Denver are interested in knowing what he’s up to and Merritt’s being annoying as shit, trying to get him to promise she can come visit before Christmas and Tug hasn’t texted him once, not since he liked the message Crawford sent him to let him know he got in safe. 
But that doesn’t matter so much, because the Metros are talkative fucks who all think they’re the funniest guys in the locker room and it’s midterm season at Denver right now, so everyone’s trying to pretend they’re studying, probably at the same table in the main library they’ve studied at the last two years, tucked away in the corner of the basement by the heating pipe that burns your clothes if you lean back on it by accident, and Lachlan’s getting up from the bench to file into the locker room between two teammates whose names Crawford don’t know unless he can read them printed on their backs.
He beats Lachlan back to the apartment, even though he sticks around until the stands are mostly deserted and then gets lost twice trying to use his phone to navigate his truck through the unfamiliar streets. He’s driven around a bunch since he got here, obviously, mostly between different stores with Lachlan in the passenger seat, alternating between giving Crawford half-formed directions and scrolling on his phone. But the city looks different like this. Weird. All the buildings are taller than they should be and the shadows are longer, bleeding into the edges of the streetlights that are too strong and too bright and hurt Crawford’s eyes when he looks at them too long. The radio announcer lets him know that up next will be Beethoven's Moonlight Sonata, perfect for this late, cloudless October night. Crawford should change the station, doesn’t really fuck with classical music, but it’s easier not to. 
The cat darts under the sectional the moment Crawford unlocks the front door. He thinks about ceding the living room to her for the night, but it’s probably a bad precedent to set, giving into the whims of a seven pound devil-like creature, so he sits down in the corner of the couch and turns on the gaming console instead. It’s not really waiting, if he’s found something to do with his hands in the meantime.
When Lachlan gets back half an hour later, he’s talking quietly into the phone pressed against his ear, gear bag slung over his shoulder and singing a chorus of yes sir, right, no, no sir, of course sir that Crawford’s never heard from him before. It makes him mute the video game on the television, even though he thinks maybe Lachlan’d prefer that he turn the volume up or something.
It doesn’t matter much in the end; Lachlan gives him half a smile of acknowledgement, a little wave that makes his hockey bag jostle and drag down to his elbow, and then he drops it to the ground completely before stepping over it and disappearing down the hall into his room. Periwinkle, the traitor, follows after him; a part of Crawford wants to, too, but he can’t.

Crawford hadn’t left Darien in the dead of night or nothing like that. There was very little skulking about in the shadows, no kind of hush-hush flight past the town limits or anything. It’d have been impossible anyway, what with the roar his truck makes every time he turns it on and how his mama would have killed him if he tried to leave without letting anyone know. But in Darien, anyone don’t mean immediate family. Anyone’s always meant everyone.
So it’d been no secret that Crawford was getting ready to leave. Hell, it’d probably been no damn secret how much Crawford’d been itching to leave since the second he got back, but it’d been hard to explain anyway, to everyone who wanted to ask him about it. Pamela at the drugstore, Andrea at the Pig, Ross and Jackie down the road, his mama’s coworkers, the guys at the docks, the receptionist at the dentist office, Mare’s high school homeroom teacher who taught Crawford for a year, whenever he bothered to show up to class. Tug. 
It’d been hard as fuck to explain, because everyone knows explaining’s the first step towards defending, and it’d been a decision near impossible to defend, the leaving. The packing up, the heading back out. Not leaving for any reason but to leave. Hockey wasn’t back; contract wasn’t signed. There was a perfectly good ice rink in Savannah, good enough for Wes fucking Greenwood. Weren’t it good enough for Crawford, too? Wasn’t Darien? Wasn’t Darien good enough for him?
Maybe he could have gone about the whole thing better than he did, but hindsight vision’s fucking perfect or whatever they like to say. Vision through a rearview mirror’s pretty perfect too. 
Maybe leaving’s like a muscle you gotta keep exercising before you get good at it, or like a skill some people are born having and some gotta practice. Maybe you get better at it, as you go, maybe it’s easier every time you do it, like a well-oiled door hinge swings easier once you remind it what it’s made for, Crawford don’t know.
Crawford’d told Tug first, in the end. Not for any reason but the fact that he’d been hanging with him on his couch, getting high and watching Fast and the Furious when Lachlan’d first texted with the offer to come up to Montreal and Crawford’s always been shit at lying to Tucker Morris. So when Lachlan’d talked him into it, when Crawford’d accepted, when he started—meaning it, preparing for it, Tucker had been there, watching.
And then he hadn’t been there, just as quick, for the whole week or so it’d taken for Crawford to get his shit in order, pack up and tell his family and tell his dog and tell his town. He’d gotten real busy with shit all of a sudden, taking double shifts at the garage and at the docks and driving up to Savannah in his spare time to wheel artsy college-aged girls who wanted to get a taste of the rural life without having to live it. 
Telling his family he’d found a place up in Montreal to stay until the season began had gone—well. It’d gone. Not well, not poorly, it’d just gone. He’d lied a little bit, said something about how the coaches thought it’d be better for him to be up in Canada, near the team and development staff even if he weren’t playing in any games or anything. Merritt’d been upset in this way she got sometimes where she wanted him to know he was breaking her heart but she didn’t want him to do nothing to try and fix it. His daddy’d been happy, the second he’d mentioned the coaches. His mama’d been heartbroken, but maybe she was used to it by now, being left by her sons. 
The dog hadn’t understood, Crawford’s pretty sure. He’d told her twice for good measure, just in case goodbyes are something dogs can learn with enough repetition, like sit, stay, roll over, but Scout was never particularly trainable anyway. She’d just stared at him with her big dumb brown eyes, tongue out and panting; then, she farted.
So he hadn’t left Darien under the cover of night or nothing like that. He’d told everyone who needed telling and a whole lot of people who didn’t need to know nothing. Then he’d packed his truck up the night before he was set to leave, kissed his family and the dog and gone to bed early so he could wake up before dawn and hit the road fresh. 
He’d told his mama and daddy it was all to do with traffic patterns and getting a full day’s worth of driving under his belt before he stopped for the night somewhere up north and rural, but the truth is that he’d just wanted to leave with as little fuss as he could get away with, wanted to get gone before they woke up enough to miss him or ask him to stay any longer than he already had.
It’d damn near given him a heart attack, creeping out of his house in the early morning light, careful to step to the left of the spot on the porch that always creaked loud enough to wake the devil, and looking up to see Tucker Morris posted up against the hood of his truck, coffee mug in one hand and expression on his face like he’d just caught Crawford doing something he had no business doing.
So he hadn’t snuck out of Darien, but it’d felt a little like he’d been caught anyway. 
“You’re predictable,” Tug’d said, and he’d passed him the coffee and then a plastic bag that’d been hung around his wrist. Crawford’d known just by the smell it’d been something Tug’s mama must have baked up and that it was still fresh. “She whipped this up for you last night,” Tucker’d told him. “Told me to give it to you when I saw you before you left.”
“Didn’t tell none of y’all I was leaving today,” Crawford’d said, talking about the whole of the town, and Tucker’d rolled his eyes like he was thinking about getting offended being lumped in with the rest of them. 
“Guess I’m predictable too,” Tug’d said and his eyes’d looked the same color in the dawn light, the muddy water of a river after a hard night’s rain. You could hardly see the scar Crawford'd given him, dim like this. “C’mon, man, can’t show up nowhere with empty hands, especially not another country. What’ll your mama think?”



Crawford’d wanted to point out that he wasn’t showing up to Lachlan’s with empty hands; he was showing up with most all of his worldly possessions. But it’d been too early in the morning or it’d been too quiet and still or Crawford’s throat’d felt too tight at the sight of Tucker and his mama’s prized pumpkin bread carefully wrapped up in tinfoil for safekeeping to say nothing but thank you. 
“Don’t be a stranger,” Tucker’d told him after he’d gotten into the truck and fastened his seatbelt. They hadn’t hugged; this wasn’t an airport or a church or an ice rink. It was just Crawford’s driveway, so of course they hadn't hugged.
“Don’t let me be,” Crawford’d said, and Tucker’d laughed a little bit. It’d made him look older, but maybe that was just the light or maybe that was just time. Maybe he just was older, no trick of the light or the laugh to it.
“Classic Yank,” Tug’d said, slapping his palm against the edge of the window and curling his fingers over the rim of the door. “Not wanting to do any of the hard work, huh.”
Crawford’d laughed back, and then he’d thought it was probably for the best he’d already been in the car with his seatbelt on and the motor running, or else he’d have wanted to get out and either hug Tug or strangle him. 
So he’d just got gone, in the end. Pulled over at the gas station just past the county line to fill up and tear a piece of the pumpkin bread off with his bare hands only to find someone’d already included a fork and knife right there on top. 
He’d listened to 100.7 The Wolf til it’d faded into nothing but static, about an hour and a half north of Darien. The bread’d been warm still, in the very center. By the time he’d hit the outskirts of Washington, D.C., it’d been gone too.

Lachlan can make a mean chicken enchilada casserole, which balances out Crawford’s own red sauce dish of choice—spaghetti and turkey meatballs—nicely. So most nights, they either have Mexican or Italian or take-out. 
They eat a lot of take-out. 
In Denver, Crawford’d been on one of them student athlete meal plans, a deal between the university and the dining hall, so he could eat as much as he wanted for free, pretty much whenever he wanted to even after he moved off campus and into an apartment with a few teammates last year.
Lachlan and Savchuk, apparently, spent all of last year living off of meal plans they’d gotten pre-approved from the team, a service that wasn’t cancelled by the lockout but was, in fact, cancelled by Bagsy himself.
“I wanted to learn how to cook,” Bagsy whines at him, draped halfway across the kitchen island and flipping morosely through a cookbook. “Like as a self-improvement thing.”
“Well, chop chop,” Crawford drawls, settling himself into one of the barstools at the other end of the counter. “No time like the present, eh?”



“Eh?” Lachlan sneers back, which means he’s feeling a little mean and cornered. “It’s been like a week since you got here. Who the fuck are you?"
“A starving boy,” Crawford says. “Please, sir. Feed me something that isn’t red.”
Yesterday at the store, Lachlan’d made a big deal about buying a few pieces of salmon because one of the guys on the team’d been talking up this mango salsa fish recipe his wife had made that Bagsy really wanted to try, even if he didn’t even fucking like salmon. That's how good the guy'd made it sound, apparently.
So Crawford’d let him lead around the store, stuffing the cart full with things they were pretty sure they didn’t have—mango, salmon, tomato, honey for example—as well as things they probably did have but couldn’t be sure, like chili powder and garlic and, like. A flat pan for roasting.
But now that it’s cooking time, Lachlan’s dragging his heels, hemming and hawing and looking towards the food delivery app on his phone like maybe Crawford won’t want to see this to its end. 
Unfortunately for Lachlan, Crawford’s all about commitment to self-improvement or whatever. Also, he thinks watching Lachlan try to take the skin off a piece of salmon’s gonna be real entertaining. And, it has to be said, the idea of living off spaghetti and enchiladas and Chipotle until the lockout's over sort of makes him feel sick and like he needs a vegetable, so he's totally supportive of the idea of Lachlan increasing his repertoire of dishes he can cook. 
“I don’t need an audience,” Bagsy informs him, all pissy and prim. It makes Crawford want to pinch his cheeks a little.
Instead, he just nods in understanding. “Alright, of course, man. Should have said," he tells him before putting his elbows on the counter and leaning over to where the cat's been nosing around the grocery bags for the last ten minutes.
"Shoo, go on, git,” he tells her. Periwinkle's been so distracted by the smell of raw fish on the counter that she’s completely forgotten Crawford, her sworn enemy, is there at all. But she hisses at him when he taps her hind leg, ears folding back at the reminder of his, like, continued existence or whatever. “Sorry, dude,” he tells her solemnly. “Chef doesn’t want you in the kitchen at the moment. He told me himself. I’d have let you stay, just so you know.”
Lachlan snorts out a laugh, sounding reluctant as hell about it, but his dimple’s deep in his cheek again. “Ain’t never the problem, are you, H?” he mutters, but it’s only the cat he reaches for, lifting her off the counter and back to the ground.
She mrows in protest but doesn’t need to be told twice, stalking from the kitchen and across the living room to jump up onto the bookshelf turned trophy case turned cat tree propped up on the wall by the television. Crawford feels a little stab of vindictive pleasure, every time he sees her up there.
“I don’t know what you mean,” he tells Lachlan, turning back around to look at him. “Here, pass me the avocado, I can cut it up.”
“Ugh,” Lachlan says, but he passes him the avocado—and the mango and four of the tomatoes. 
“Music?” Crawford suggests as he watches Lachlan unwrap the piece of fish and put it on the brand new cutting board. He’s holding the knife like a baby might, but at least it’s pointed away from him so Crawford’s not gonna say nothing to make his hackles come up again. Not even if he ends up taking off half the meat along with the skin. 
Lachlan’s big on hunting and fishing, Crawford’s seen that splashed across his Instagram enough, but it’s pretty clear that he’s never really had to learn nothing about getting past the skin and scale of the animal, down to its bones. He did a lot of catch and release fishing, apparently, he’d said. Hunted, but mostly with rich-folk hunting guides who’d dress the kill for you so you could take it back to your clean, white kitchen all quartered and ready for cooking.
Tucker’d be laughing himself sick, probably, looking at the face Lachlan’s making as he cuts between the skin of the salmon and the fleshy pink of the meat. Crawford doesn’t feel much like laughing though. He feels—he doesn’t know. Like he’s holding his breath. Like he’d help, if Lachlan wanted him to. Like he’d show him how best to do it, if he asked. Like he’d sit in silence and watch every single second of careful fumbling hands and unsteady cuts if he didn’t.
“I don’t trust you with music, man,” Lachlan says, and Crawford’s about to put a hand to his heart before Lachlan adds, “Every time I get in your car, you’re listening to fucking—four seasons or some shit.”
Crawford stops peeling the avocado so he can blink at him. “Four Seasons? The fuck, like the hotel chain?”
“No, the—you know, the four seasons shit. Givenchy.”
What the fuck is a Givenchy?”
“The—musical guy, right? The piano and—I don’t know, man. The string guy.”
“How are you spelling it?”



“The fuck am I supposed to spell it for, you’re the one listening to it all the goddamn time—”
“I don’t listen to musical theater shit, what the fuck, dude, I’m not a—”
“Classic musical shit! That’s all I meant, man, you’re always playing that classic shit in your truck, it’s weird as hell!”
Crawford blinks. Thinks about it. “You’re weird as hell,” he says, even if his heart’s not in it. “I don’t, like—it’s the radio, man. I can’t control what comes on it.”
Lachlan shoots him a weird look. The salmon’s a mangled pile of pink and silver on his cutting board, but it’s not like Crawford’s avocado is looking much better if he’s going to be honest about it. “I’m pretty sure radios are adjustable, man,” he says. “Like, you spin that little dial on the side, right, and the number goes up and down, and—”



“Fuck off,” Crawford says, because it’s easier than saying the truth which is that his truck’s radio’s been dialed to one frequency since the first day he got it, years and years ago, and he doesn’t really know how to change it or how to let it be changed. “You missed a piece by the way.” 
Lachlan lets out an offended noise, even though Crawford’s being kind and respectful and only pointing out the fact that he’s missed one sliver of skin instead of pointing out the fact that he’s missed about twelve.
Whatever. Salmon skin’s got health benefits if you eat it. It’s also easier to take it off once it’s been cooked, but Crawford’s not saying nothing about that to Lachlan til the guy’s put down the knife.
“Whatever,” Lachlan says. “Sure, man. Put on some music if you’re gonna mouth-breathe like that all up in my food, I don’t want to hear it.”
“I’m not—”



“All I’m saying, dude—big nose like you got, you’d think you’d know how to use it, ‘s all I’m saying—”
Crawford flicks bits of avocado peel at Lachlan, who laughs like he’s all delighted by his little joke. His phone’s unlocked and sitting between them, easy to steal once Crawford’s hands are wiped clean on his jeans. 
He searches Four Seasons on Spotify and plays the first thing that pops up, no fucking idea if it’s even, like, what Lachlan’s talking about, never heard it before in his life, but he doesn’t like classical music all that much.
It takes Lachlan ten seconds to notice there's no singing and then another minute to wrestle the phone out of Crawford’s hands, mostly because Crawford plays dirty and dives onto the couch i nthe living room, so Lachlan’s gotta traverse the kitchen and follow him down just to get at him. 
The food’s pretty good. Nothing to write home about, but somehow better than all the spaghetti and enchiladas in the world combined. Even better than his mama’s green bean casserole, though he’d never tell her that for nothing.
Periwinkle the cat likes it too. Or at least, she likes the fact that Lachlan, in all his infinite wisdom, smeared salmon juice all over the couch trying to pin Crawford to the cushion. Crawford catches her licking at one patch of fabric sometime in the middle of the night when he leaves his room for a glass of water.
“That was all me, baby, just so you know,” he tells her very quietly, and she mrow’s back. Crawford thinks it’s progress, probably.

Lachlan prays before he eats; it takes Crawford a few meals to catch on, but then he does and he can’t stop noticing it. It’s not big and it’s not flashy, not like how Crawford’s daddy leads the table in prayer before supper or how the church ladies will pray around a diner table whenever they go out, usually on Sunday for lunch after service. 
He doesn’t even say anything out loud, just sort of ducks his head and touches his necklace, sliding his fingers along the ridges of the little Jesus figure on the cross, and then that’s it. He opens his eyes, and prayer’s over and he digs into whatever food’s before him like he’s just spent forty days and forty nights starving in the desert.
It makes Crawford feel weird, watching him. Not, like—bad weird, or anything, he doesn’t think. He’s not, like, upset or anything about the praying, not impatient or annoyed or whatever the fuck he’d be if, like, Campbell suddenly started pulling the same shit. 
Campbell probably wouldn’t really, actually mean it, is the thing. He’d pray and shit, but it’d just be because Allie-Anne’s watching, or their mom, or someone else. It wouldn’t be real, it’d just be, like. Performing, the way it feels like it is when guys on the ice kiss their crosses after an overtime goal, like they’re actually thinking about God in that moment. Crawford’s always called bullshit, obviously. He knows enough hockey guys to know that if they’re thinking about God in a moment like that one, they’re just thinking about how much like Him they are.
But Lachlan means that shit, Crawford knows it down to his core, just by looking at him. And it makes him feel sort of—weird. In his stomach. Not, like–-guilty or jealous or anything, even though he probably should feel at least a little guilty that Lachlan’s got this praying thing down pat and Crawford’s only ever really prayed when someone else reminds him to.
Mostly he just sort of feels, like. Protective.
Which is weird.
Because, like, if nothing else, Lachlan’s probably asking God for protection, so what does he need Crawford for, right? And anyway, it’s not like he’s actually—like he doesn’t need any kind of protection. Not really. 
But it’s like seeing someone crying in public, right, you just look at ‘em for a second and you see that their guard’s down and they’re all—vulnerable and shit. Lachlan puts his head down for a second, touches his necklace and closes his eyes, and he looks vulnerable, just for a moment. It makes Crawford feel—weird. 
Obviously, he doesn’t say a damn thing about it.
Lachlan prays at night too, Crawford knows because he can hear him through the walls sometimes, talking real quiet. He can never hear the words or nothing, doesn’t want to almost as much as he does. Usually, when he hears the soft rumble of a one-sided conversation coming through the wall they share, Crawford’s good about reaching for his headphones. Either Lachlan’s talking to his father to the Father, but either way, Crawford knows some things gotta be private or they may as well not be at all.

Howden is the 2D for the Magnitude, and it’s his birthday. Lachlan’s got a built-in invitation for the party in the backroom of a Montreal bar, and Crawford’s invited as a weird middle-ground of a plus-one and an add-on, quasi-teammate, some guy Howden’s met before after a home game but never for that long.
It’s Halloween, though, so obviously it has to be a Halloween party too. Crawford goes for the obvious, poor college student’s cop out and picks up a pair of aviator sunglasses to match with his bomber jacket so he can look like a background character from Top Gun. Lachlan takes a white sheet from the linen closet and goes even more classic poor college student, wrapping it around himself like it’s a toga. It shouldn’t be a surprise; after all, Lachlan usually tries his best not to wear clothing on his tattooed arm if he can help it, like he’s worried it’ll start to fade if no one looks at it for an hour or two.
“You’re gonna be cold,” Crawford tells him when he sees him in the hallway and then again when they leave the building and then again when they’re halfway to the bar.
“I’m gonna be drunk,” Lachlan reassures him, and he pats him on the shoulder.
In the end, they’re both right. Lachlan gets cold an hour into the night, which sort of corresponds perfectly with the moment Crawford gets too hot in the stuffy backroom of the bar, so when Crawford takes off his jacket, Lachlan’s there to drape it over his own shoulders.
And they both get very, very drunk.
“Historically inaccurate,” Crawford is sure to let Lachlan know when he sees him still wearing the bomber over the bedsheet a couple of hours later. He’s got half a beer left in his sixth or seventh glass and his sunglasses are probably still tangled up in his hair and he’s already forgotten the name of the person he’s talking to, but he’s pretty sure it isn’t Howdy, the birthday boy. 
But it could very easily be Howdy. Crawford isn’t really sure what Howdy looks like. It’s sort of hard to look away from Lachlan and check though, not when Lachlan’s got this fake plant on his head like a crown and it matches the olive green of Crawford’s jacket real good and the bar lights and the red of his beer-induced blush make his freckles stand out against his skin.
“How do you know?” Lachlan challenges, leaning forward to be heard over the music. He balances himself with a hand on Crawford’s arm, and Crawford’s so fucking drunk he forgets to look over at the other guy, even though that’s what he should do. He shouldn’t just—look at Lachlan like he’s the only thing he can see or the only thing in this sticky, shitty bar worth looking at. It’s important. To look at other people, because otherwise they’ll notice.
Someone will notice, and no one can know.
“Did you study it in college?” Lachlan asks, and then he tightens his grip on Crawford’s arm, looks at the other guy and says, like it’s the coolest thing in the world, “Crawford went to college.”
“Nice, man,” the other guy says. “I graduated from BU a year ago.”
“I didn’t graduate or nothing,” Crawford is quick to say. “I didn’t even really—”



“He studied history,” Lachlan announces. “I know you did, like, sports something, Baller, which is cool, but history’s like—everything, you know?”
Crawford lets out a breath and then a laugh because everything’s a little funny right now, especially Lachlan, especially the way his fingers on his forearm’s making his stomach sprout wings. “I didn’t,” Crawford tells the other guy, Baller, apparently. 
Lachlan tugs at his arm. “H,” he says, very seriously. He’s leaning into him a little. Crawford’s taller by a couple of inches, not that you’d ever realize it with how loud Lachlan can be when he wants to yell. “H, I’ve been thinking and I think we should steal Periwinkle.”
“Savvy’s cat?” Baller interrupts to ask, even though Baller isn’t H because Crawford’s H and they’re having a private conversation here. It’s rude, is all. Baller sounds like he’s laughing a little bit. “Dude, Savvy loves that thing.”
“Finder’s keepers,” Lachlan says, and Crawford can’t bite down his grin even if someone offered him, like, a lot of money to at least try. It’s just—god, he’s such a—Crawford doesn’t know. “Anyway,” Lachlan adds. “Peri loves Crawddad here, it’d be a crime to separate ‘em at this point.”
Periwinkle has yet to let Crawford pet her. But, to be fair, Crawford hasn’t really tried lately. Maybe Lachlan knows something he doesn’t.
“Uh huh,” Baller says and then he says something else that Crawford should probably pay attention to. He don’t, though. Lachlan’s got his hand on Crawford’s beer glass now, all innocent and like it’s just an accident, and Crawford’s gonna let him drink the whole damn thing if he asks for it.
“Nah,” Lachlan tells Baller. “I mean, yeah, like, I talk to him, but he’s been busy with the league in Sweden. Hey, if he stays up that way, do you think I get to keep the cat?”



“I think you gotta release her back into the wild,” Crawford says. “Like a rehabilitation thing for wild animals.”
“Fuck off,” Lachlan replies, and he takes Crawford’s beer without asking. Such a fucking rich kid, Crawford fucking swears. “She’s been dem–democracicated—de-masticated—”
“So close,” Baller says, all encouraging. “Keep going, you’re almost there.”



“Fuck off,” Crawford snaps, fighting the urge to do something stupid like puff out his chest just cause Lachlan’s being chirped. Especially since he’s being chirped over something Crawford’d been about to draw a breath in to chirp him for himself. 
“Yeah, Franklin,” Lachlan says. “Fuck off.”
Baller raises his hands, eyebrows going high on his forehead and bemused kind of smile tucked into his mouth. “Alright, alright,” he says. “I’ll leave you alone. It was good talking with you, Hank.”
“Hank,” Lachlan repeats, the second Baller leaves them alone. “You like Hank now?”



The level of betrayal in his tone is, like—Crawford doesn’t know what to do with it, other than smile about it, nice and big and embarrassing. 
“Nah,” he says, and then, because it’s too damn hot in this shitty bar and he couldn’t even pick out the birthday boy if it were him and one other guy in a line-up and his roommate’s gone and stolen his drink and his jacket and Crawford’d wouldn’t want to be anywhere else in the entire world tonight, he allows himself to be honest enough to add, quietly and just for Lachlan: “I like H better.” 
Lachlan beams, and it’s like he’s smiling for the rest of the night. 
When they get home, Lachlan collapses chest first onto the couch and won’t move until Crawford kicks at him to flip over and drink a glass of water. 
“H,” Lachlan says, propping himself up a little and drawing the letter out, long and slow, like he’s testing the sound of it. Crawford goes to the kitchen, refills both of their glasses and hands one back to him.
“What?” he says, when he looks over to find Lachlan watching him expectantly, glazed and spacey eyes narrowed onto the side of his face. His toga’s twisted all around his torso. It’s—well. It’s a good thing the guy decided to wear shorts underneath, is all Crawford’s saying. 
“What’d you study?” Lachlan asks. He blinks, slow and tired and drunk. “In college. You gotta know, don’t you? You keep sayin' you don't, and I keep askin', cause I keep thinkin', you know. Maybe you'll tell me now, but you don't never. But you gotta know, right? We gotta a bookshelf, man. You ain't foolin' anyone here, you're like, super smart, you definitely went to class.”



The line of his necklace is tugged up, resting higher than normal on his neck. His mouth is all wet from the water Crawford got him, and his hair’s a mess. Russet.
It fucks with Crawford’s mind, sometimes, how much he doesn’t know. How much he’s still learning. Lachlan’s, like, obsessed with the idea he went to college, but college didn’t teach him shit, if Crawford’s being honest. College didn’t teach him anything about the real world and how it worked. Didn’t prepare him for nothing. Didn’t tell him about russet.
“Gender shit,” Crawford is saying, honest and quiet and with nothing to hide behind, before he can think it through. “But I didn’t get a major or nothing, man. I just took a bunch of classes about it cause I thought—” that they’d be easy, he wants to say, but Lachlan’s not doing anything other than looking at him, so he finishes out with the truer part of the truth: “they sounded real interesting. I don’t know, man.”



“Gender shit,” Lachlan repeats. His hand makes its way up to fiddle with his necklace, rub his fingers over the cross. “Like, what, girls and guys?”



“Yeah, man,” Crawford says. “Guys and dolls.” 
It’s a shitty joke, one that doesn’t land even slightly. Lachlan nods like Crawford’s being serious. “What about ‘em?” he asks. “Just—like, what they do? Like, that one woman from Tarzan who was studying the monkeys but you was studying people instead?”
“No, it was like—reading about—what people think they should do,” Crawford says. He looks around for better words to say, but it’s almost three in the morning and he’s tired and he’s drunk, so that’ll have to do. “Like why people think guys gotta do one thing and girls gotta do another thing and—and that there’s maybe, like, more than one way of doing things? And more than just guys and girls, I guess, but honestly, that was—I don’t know, I thought that was kinda confusing.” 
“It all sounds kinda confusing,” Lachlan says, shaking his head. A piece of his hair falls over his forehead, loose and long. Crawford sort of wants to smooth it back, but he’d have to be fucking smashed to do something that stupid, to touch Lachlan in private like that. “Why does it matter? Like, why people think what they think.”
Crawford thinks about it, but it’s hard to think about sober, if he’s being honest. Almost impossible to think about drunk, when all his thoughts are pond skating bugs that dance across the surface of his mind the second he gets close to fumbling them into his hands. “Cause it hurts,” he says finally. “It hurts people. Saying what you should do and shouldn’t do and shit. How to be a man, you know. What makes a good one.”
Lachlan’s eyebrows are all furrowed, and he crosses his arm, lets his fingers trace over the three coils of his tattoo. “But how am I supposed to know how to be a good man if no one’s telling me?” he points out, and Crawford shrugs.
“I dunno,” he says, because he doesn’t. He thinks that’s probably year three material or something, because it wasn’t really covered in any of the classes he took, and he showed up to pretty much all of them. “You’re just supposed to figure that out, I think?”



“By myself?” Lachlan sounds skeptical, and Crawford gets it. He nods solemnly and lets himself grab at Lachlan’s ankle where it’s resting against his thigh, pulls it into his lap proper. 
He nods again, opens his mouth to say something else about it, about men and women and all the ways it can hurt, being bad at being a man when you weren’t even there when they came up with the rules in the first place, how it’s like a game of hockey, right, like, if you have a bad coach. You don’t ever want to say you have a bad coach, but you know sometimes, that he’s bad. And if he’s bad, then the stuff he’s telling you to do, that’s not gonna make you a better player, right, even if you know you should do it because he’s your coach and you trust him because he’s the coach. Even if he’s bad at it, he’s still the coach, and that’s, like, way higher than even the captain, you know, that’s the coach. He’s going to tell you how to be the best hockey player you can be, except sometimes he’s wrong and sometimes he’s just—bad. And if he’s bad, it hurts. You and the team and maybe the other team, and like, everyone. 
Except all this is suddenly really too complicated to say and he isn’t sure it’s the right thing anyway, can't figure out where women fit into the hockey of it all, except women have their own teams with their own coaches, but then does Crawford's bad coach get to decide the rules for the women's team too? That's not how hockey works, which is making him feel all twisted up and confused, so he closes his mouth and just shrugs instead.
His tongue feels too heavy and so do his eyelids, and he’s not sure, actually, suddenly, if gender studies and hockey go hand in hand at all, because if they did, actually, then he wouldn’t feel so embarrassed to tell someone what classes he took, but it took him ages to tell Lachlan, and that’s Lachlan, you know, that’s—that’s Lox.
“I didn’t want to get the rope,” Lachlan says suddenly. His voice is all small and Crawford’s looking at him with all his tattered focus in between one heartbeat and the next.
Lachlan’s staring up at the ceiling though, not at Crawford. Maybe at God. His hand’s not on his cross; it’s laying across his chest, thumb tracing over the dark lines of his tattoo.
“Not at first,” Lachlan adds. He blinks, and Crawford blinks too. This is important, Crawford thinks very carefully to himself, sounding out each letter. I can’t forget this in the morning, whatever he says next. 
“Oh yeah?” he asks, and his voice is all shot through and crumbling and hardly his at all.
“Yeah,” Lachlan says. “Wanted to get something for Texas, you know, but—the rope’s nice, I love it, I do. My momma’s ranch—man, I loved that place, I mean, my favorite memories as a kid were….I don’t know if I got a place I could point to, you know, not like you. Not a place to say, like, this is where I—you know. Became. I don’t know if I got one of them, but if I did, I reckon it’d be there. On that ranch, so the rope’s like—I spent must have been a whole week, it sure felt like—learning how to swing a rope round a post. Had calluses to high fucking heavens, afterwards, my daddy was so mad. They weren’t from hockey, you know, messed up how I held my stick for a bit, cause my hand was all sore in different—well, anyway. I mean, I got the rope cause I—it fit. And I like it.”



Crawford nods even if Lachlan’s not really looking at him. “Yeah,” he says. “It’s sick, dude. I like it.”
Lachlan nods too, and then he’s silent for so long that Crawford doesn’t know what to do about it. Thinks maybe he fell asleep. Thinks maybe he should wake him up, get him to drink another glass of water before shoving him into his room.
And then:
“I wanted to get flowers,” Lachlan tells the ceiling. His thumb runs down the three coils and then back up. “Bluebonnets are the state flower of Texas, did you know?”
“I didn’t,” Crawford says, but he adds it to the list of things college failed to teach him about. Russet. Mango salsa. Trophy cases. Bluebonnets.
Lachlan hums. “They grow all over the Hill Country, around Austin and on the ranch. In Dallas, too, but not—it was too—but on the ranch, man. It was a beauty, the way they bloomed. So I was thinkin’ about getting ink, and I wanted to get something that, like. Was Texas. To me, you know?”
“Yeah,” Crawford says, even though he doesn’t, not really. Can’t imagine what he’d get tattooed on him to represent Darien, Georgia. Thinks it’d be a little overkill getting a tattoo about the place when he already sees it in every line of his face, depending on the mirror and the time of day he's looking. 
“But I thought—I mean, what guy gets a flower tattoo? That’s girly shit,” Lachlan says. He’s still looking at the ceiling; he hasn’t looked away from God once. “That’s fag shit, ain’t it? A man with a flower tat?”



“I dunno,” Crawford says. His mouth is dry. Maybe he doesn’t want to remember this shit, but memories don’t really work like that. You can’t pick and choose at will. Half the time it’s like you just remember all the stuff you don’t want to and forget all the stuff you do. “Yeah.”



Lachlan nods like that’s the answer he was looking for and some kinda vindication or something. “Yeah,” he says. His hand drops away from the rope around his arm. “Woulda been pretty though, I think.”



“Real pretty,” Crawford agrees quietly, and then he gets them both more water. When they go to bed, Crawford can hear the faint hum of Lachlan’s voice in his room, starting up his nightly prayers.
He turns off the light in his room and then he reaches for his headphones to block out the noise. 
He don’t want to know what Lachlan’s saying, cause then he’ll have to decide if he’d want to forget or not, and it won’t matter either which way, cause memory don’t work like that. You get what you get and you make do with what you got and then you get gone.
 





  
    Chapter End Notes

    director's soapbox

1) i already miss writing about darien, georgia. i know nothing about montreal and this will be reflected in my writing, no matter the kind of research i do in preparation for writing about montreal, so im sorry in advance. i weighed the idea of going full on home economics and having every scene for this part of the fic be located within their house/a house to emphasize the bubble/fairytale world that they're living in (i.e., shane and ilya living in their own little world where they get to play pretend at being together because they've left all the real world shit at their doorstep in switzerland) (but also because i knew about 3 things about zürich going into writing that fic and 1 of those things being that the ü has the dots over it)

but place is so much more important in this fic than in home economics because lachlan doesn't have A Place and crawford can't escape His Place and they're both desperately entangled and indebted to their roots and setting down more roots, so it felt like a disservice to purposefully try to limit them to a house. especially because they're not sleeping together or even able to play pretend in the same way home economics shane and ilya are. also, especially because they're rookies and they do unfortunately need to eventually play hockey so they can win a stanley cup so crawford can fingerbang lachlan lol

that all being said, place is still important and montreal is the new place until i can figure out a way to make them just go back to my small southern town comfort zone (a sentence 15 year old me never thought i'd type), and i do apologize for any inaccuracies in descriptions but i don't tend to correct anything in a fic after i publish it, even if it's pointed out to me. otherwise, i would just constantly be trying to correct past mistakes and that's a whole other can of worms that makes the writing process much less fun for me. however i do try to not make the same mistake again next time, but even that's not like a 100% guarantee....that's only if i remember it when i'm writing or doing my editing before posting!! mary oliver's voice is still in my ear gently nudging me about my one wild and precious life after all.

2) whenever crawford is narrating and he says something along the lines of 'lachlan's dimple is out' i think about living in seattle washington and how people always pointed out mount rainier when it was sunny enough that there were no clouds and you could see it (not a rare occurrence but not NOT a rare occurrence on account of the seattle rain) and they'd say 'the mountain's out!!' and that's exactly the kind of natural awe and joy crawford uses when he thinks 'the dimple's out!!'

3) givenchy is a fashion designer that i'm sure lachlan's mom mentions not infrequently around him. vivaldi composed the four seasons which is both a series of violin concerti and a hotel chain. you don't have to cut the skin off of a salmon fillet before you cook it though sometimes the recipe tells you to. you probably never have to peel an avocado. the catcher in the rye isn't about baseball. these guys are 19 and 20 and they are idiot hockey players. bless their hearts. you just know periwinkle is risking her little life every time she jumps up on that IKEA bookshelf they definitely did not build correctly. she'll outlive the both of them, the way they're going

4) fic notes at the bottom of my word document are not enough, i wish i could type into google 'hank crawford brother campbell girlfriend name' and see if i'd already chosen one or not lmao alas these guys just exist in my head and now on ao3 in bits and pieces

5) i continue to be lowkey and also highkey fascinated by the sports psychology and gender studies and coachability and coach vs team vs self of hockey. i think crawford probably really tried his hardest in his gender studies classes to learn the material and think thoughts about it but he was also constantly handing in essays that made his TA think he, like, escaped from a cult to attend university or something. the blind IS truly leading the blind here.

6) in the scene where crawford's thinking about how he feels weirdly protective when he sees lachlan praying which is unnecessary because lachlan's probably praying to god for protection, i thought about including a line about how lachlan was probably thanking god for the food even though crawford was the one who cooked it so really he should be thanking crawford but i thought the implications and feelings attached to the sentiment was too much for chapter 6 lol


  


      

  












      Chapter 8: lachlan
  



    Chapter Notes

      only a day late is almost definitely not the latest i'll be with these updates! 🫶 things to look forward to with dread i guess
the other day i met a customer named hank and we started talking about nicknames because i also go by a nickname and he was listing out nicknames for hank and i had to pretend to know a normal amount of information about this topic. i would have rather tried to fake my way through a conversation about smutty hockey romance novels with a normie, tbh
also!!! absolutely knock your socks off brilliant and talented colored pencil artist chelsea made another piece of art for this fic!!! it's my darling crawford, texting lachlan and looking absolutely smitten while doing so (and peep the fuck out of the leg hair and the details in his hands??? and his eyes and hair and cross necklace and and and i'm just blown away)


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  November hits Montreal in slow-motion, or maybe Lachlan just feels a little bit like he’s operating on a ten second delay. The weather can’t make up its mind, first too cold too early and then so balmy it’s like they’re way further south than they are. It’s his second year here, Crawford points out maybe two weeks in, bundled up in a scarf and a puffer jacket and still rocking a pink nose, shouldn’t Lachlan know what to expect?
Maybe he should; doesn’t mean that he does. Expectations don’t mean shit around these parts, except for when they mean everything. Or, like, maybe it’s a skill you can learn, setting expectations, and Lachlan’s never needed to learn how to build his own.
It’s just different this year, alright, everything’s a little different. 
Not bad, for the most part. For what it’s worth.
Sure, there’s no MLH hockey, which blows. And sure, the locker room in Laval feels a little different, a few of the guys who were all open arms and bumping shoulders last year gone cold and distant. Sure, Lachlan’s still in the A, still playing in Laval, still living in Montreal but a few miles more north than he dreamed about when he was getting drafted, but.
But, like. It’s sort of nice being Periwinkle’s favorite, which never would have happened in a million years if Savvy’d stuck around in Canada for the lockout. And playing in the A’s not a bad way to pass the time, not if he can’t have MLH hockey—and he can’t, either, cause no one can have MLH hockey. Not Rowan, not Shane Hollander, not no one. They’re all in the same boat. The same big, sinking ship. 
Great, now he’s thinking about all the league’s players on one boat. No way they’d make it anywhere at all. Especially not if they’ve let the New Jersey Ruckus aboard; only place that team’s ever been able to steer themselves is straight into the ground.
“Hey,” he nudges Crawford with his toe and then again and then again and then again until the fucker finally looks up from whatever game he’s playing around with. They’re on the sectional, Crawford spread out one way and Lachlan spread out the other, back up against the armrest and phones in their hands. “Hey, who would I be on the Titantic?”
Crawford furrows his eyebrows, like he’s actually considering the question. That’s one of the things Lachlan likes about Crawford. He usually listens to Lachlan’s shit and thinks over it before responding. “Like in real life?”

“Like in the movie,” Lachlan says. “Like would I be Leo, do you think? Or would I be…”

Now Crawford’s grinning a little. “No, c’mon, keep going, say another character. Any other character. Leo–Jack, by the way–or who?”
“Fuck off,” Lachlan says, kicking at Crawford’s thigh again, mostly because it’s right there and crazy kickable. He casts around for another character, one who isn’t, like, Kate Winslet, but he’s coming up empty. Everyone only watches The Titanic for, like, Kate and Leo anyway. “I’d totally be Leo.”
He has the hair for it, he thinks. Sort of. Darker, sure, but like, Leo’s hair was pretty dark when it got wet when he was in the water. Lachlan could totally pull off the same look. Next Halloween, maybe.

“You’d be the villain,” Crawford tells him before turning back to his phone. Lachlan gapes at him.
“The fucking iceberg?”

“What—no, man, the guy,” he’s laughing now, probably at the way Lachlan’s sat straight up on the couch, so quick that Periwinkle’s dislodged off his chest with a startled and deeply offended mrow. 
“The guy?”
“The rich guy, you know,” Crawford looks back at him, waves his hand like he’s gesturing to Lachlan himself, tip to toe. 
“The one Kate Winslet tries to kill herself to get away from?”
Crawford nods, satisfied that they’re on the same fucking page or something. “Yeah, that one.” He taps his finger on his chin for a second before he snaps them together. “Caledon, right? Caledon Hockey. Hey, he’s even got hockey in the name.”

“Fuck off,” Lachlan tells him. “The fuck do you know his name for?”

“I watched the movie, man, I dunno what to tell you.”
“Fuck you, man,” Lachlan mutters, throwing himself back down onto the couch and shoving at Crawford’s thigh with his whole foot. He doesn’t know if he’s actually offended or not. Mostly he just feels a little like smiling. But that’s how Lachlan almost always feels lately. 
Another difference, he thinks, between this year and the last.
“Aw, dude,” Crawford croons, wrapping his hand around the knob of Lachlan’s ankle and shaking it slightly. His fingers are long and his palms are broad in a way Lachlan’s just aren’t; it fits around the ball of his ankle almost completely, and when he squeezes it, Lachlan can feel that shit down in his bones. “If you were Cal Hockey, she wouldn’t try to kill herself to get outta marrying you, man. You’re a catch.”
Lachlan tenses like he’s thinking about kicking at him again, but he’s not actually. Crawford’s hand tightens all the same, like maybe he doesn’t know that. “You say the sweetest things to me.”
“Been told I got a sensitive soul,” Crawford agrees, and he lets go, stretches his arms out over the back of the couch. It’s a maintenance Sunday for Lachlan ahead of a road trip to Belleville, Utica, and Rochester, but Crawford worked out for a few hours at the rink with about half of the Montreal guys, and he hasn’t rightly moved much since he got back and posted up in his favorite spot on the couch. His hair’s still damp from the rink’s shower, ends of it curling out from beneath his backwards baseball cap. 
It’s been a few weeks now since Crawford started up his unofficial official quasi-legal or whatever training regimen with the team. Lachlan thinks it’s been going well. Crawford says it’s been going well, which means it’s probably actually going well, but you can never tell with Crawford, is what Lachlan’s learning. The guy’s a weasel, or at least a slippery asshole or whatever. A liar. He’ll lie about anything just to say something, sometimes, Lachlan thinks, and then Lachlan won’t realize until later, like when Crawford told him he’d washed his sheets only to find out a few days after that Crawford’d accidentally fucked his sheets up in the dryer, somehow, torn them to shreds and been sleeping on a bare mattress cause he couldn’t find where Lachlan’s mom put the spares. 
Stupid shit, little stuff like that. So maybe Crawford’s killing it at practice every day or maybe he’s not, and Lachlan doesn’t know, cause Lachlan’s halfway across the city doing his own thing on different ice, with different teammates, even though they’re supposed to be on the same team now, even though Lachlan looks at the side of Crawford’s face, the wrinkles at the corner of his eye and the way he’s chewing at his lip like it ain’t already red and rough and irritated, and all he sees is his guy, you know, his team.
“You’d be the iceberg,” Lachlan’s blurting before he can think about it.
Crawford drops his phone into his lap and turns to stare at him, expression torn between confusion and offense. “How do you fucking figure?”

It’s the eyes, obviously. Lachlan’s never seen eyes that color blue, thinks they’re probably a pretty good match for those pictures of iceberg ice, the bits that are really, really cold and haven’t ever been exposed to the surface or whatever. Almost, like, arctic blitz blue, which is Lachlan’s very favorite flavor of Gatorade.

But, like, Lachlan’s not going to fucking say that shit. “You’re all, you know,” he waves a hand, sort of relishes doing that back at him. 
“Uh, what?”
“You’ve got all these hidden depths, man,” Lachlan says finally. At least it’s better than something about his goddamn eyes. “Mr. Gender Studies.”
Crawford throws him a dark look, eyebrows pulled down and lips pursed up. He kicks his feet back up onto the couch and flops backwards into the cushion, banging his foot against Lachlan’s thigh in a way that’s too hard to be anything but on purpose. “So we’re both the fucking villains, huh,” is what he says, and Lachlan laughs, nudges his knee up against Crawford’s calf now that it’s resting up along his.
“Guess it’s not the movie for us,” he replies. 
It’s getting late, nearly six. If they’re gonna do anything tonight, then they need to get fixing to start it soon, or they’ll run out of time. But Lachlan sort of likes doing nothing with Crawford, chilling on the couch with Periwinkle curled up in his lap, occasionally sniffing at Crawford before remembering she thinks he’s scum of the earth or whatever. “Any better movie suggestions?”

Crawford’s quiet so long Lachlan’s thinking about letting his eyes fall shut just like this. Montreal’s remembered it’s supposed to be cold again, halfway through November, and the sky’s all dark outside already. He hasn’t packed yet, but call’s not til nine tomorrow and he doesn’t really want to go through the trouble of standing up right now. He’ll wake up early, pack then. It won’t be that hard to throw everything together, it’s not like he has to bring three game day suits or anything. It’s not like he’s going to the Olympics, or Worlds, or even an actual MLH hockey game or whatever. It’ll just be five days. Five days away.
There, that. Another difference. In Lachlan’s head, where no one else can hear him, he’s started thinking of traveling on roadies as going away, and getting back into Montreal as getting home. 
“The Fox and the Hound,” Crawford says, and he shifts on the couch. He’s got his nose buried up in his phone again, eyes focused on it like whatever he’s doing’s the most interesting thing in the world. The edge of his hoodie string’s in his mouth, Lachlan can see it if he moves his head to the side and presses his cheek against the couch cushion.
“What?”

Crawford shrugs and his thumbs are sort of flying. Lachlan wants to know who he’s texting so bad his teeth ache from holding back the question. Maybe his family or one of his friends back home. Maybe some old teammate from college. Maybe it’s the guys from the Metros. The team chat’s been active, the way it’s alway been active, and Crawford’s started sending shit in it himself now that he’s seeing them for practice, now that he’s met most of them. Some of them. At least a handful of them, Lachlan’s pretty sure.
“Better movie than Titanic,” is all Crawford says around the hoodie string. His jaw works as he chews at it. Lachlan looks back at his own phone. A dozen Instagram notifications, a missed call from his dad. A text from his mom about Thanksgiving plans. He turns it facedown onto his stomach instead, focuses on Crawford again.
“I don’t remember that one,” he admits, and Crawford’s eyes cut up to his and then away, back down. Chew, chew, chew.
“It’s old, I dunno,” Crawford shrugs. “Disney shit, you know. Animated animal stuff.”

“Animated animal stuff’s better than Kate Winslet with her tits out? Really, you think?” 
Lachlan watches Crawford’s mouth tug up, grin blink and you miss it. “Don’t make it weird, man,” he says, and Lachlan holds up his hands like my bad, my bad. “I watched it as a kid a bunch, we had it on VHS.”
“Remember when you tried to tell me you didn’t get a television that wasn’t in black and white until high school?” 
Crawford’s grin is back; it’s the kind Lachlan always sort of wants to punch off his face, the shit-eating grin that makes Lachlan wonder why his teeth are mostly fake while Crawford’s are still mostly all real. “Remember when you believed me?” he asks, sly, and Lachlan kicks at him, hard.
It’s a few hours later, when they’ve ordered take out and stuffed themselves with their burrito bowls and even made a pretty good effort in cleaning up the mess they left behind them, trash in the trash can and spare bag of chips in the fridge so Peri doesn’t get any ideas, that Lachlan realizes he never asked any follow-up questions about the damn movie. Crawford’s dicking around on the Xbox now, Lachlan’s controller resting on his stomach as he fights the urge to fall asleep just like this.
“What’s it about?” he asks, turning over onto his side so he can watch the screen. The game’s got zombies in it, because Crawford likes the post-apocalyptic survival games. Lachlan doesn’t, not really, but he’ll watch. 
He used to watch his brother play a lot, so he’s good at it. You gotta make yourself real quiet and real still so they sort of forget you’re there at all, and then you can stay as long as you want. 
“What?” Crawford asks, distracted. He took his hat off before he sat down at the table for dinner, which had made Lachlan want to laugh at him something awful because dinner was nothing fancier than Chipotle straight from the paper bowl and eaten with the little plastic forks the cashier’d included in the delivery bags, and he’d still taken his hat off like he was getting ready to eat with the queen or something.
Crawford’s hair’s flying all over the place now, dried weird under the hat in a way that’s got his curls acting up. It’s still shorter than it was back in the summer, but it’s growing out again, slow.
Like he knows Lachlan’s looking, he drags his hand up through it, messing it up worse. On the screen, a zombie gets a bite in and a girl screams.
“The Fox and the Hound,” Lachlan says. “I don’t remember it, what’s it about? We mostly just watched, like. Miracle, you know.”
Crawford’s character has his gun out, and he shoots one of the encroaching zombies. The health meter is blinking red, but the guy’s still fighting like he has a chance. Lachlan thinks that doesn’t really make sense, like. The zombie bit him. He’s infected now. That’s how it works. He’s been changed. Might as well lay down and die. No point in fighting it, cause some things you just can’t fight against, not after they’ve happened to you, some things you just gotta carry, but maybe it’s different in video games.
“It’s about a hunter and his dog,” Crawford says on a delay, fingers jamming against the controllers as the zombie horde starts to thin out.
“Not about a fox and a hound? Talk about false advertisement, man. What’s the fox do?” 
Kill-shot, right to the head. “The fox gets gone,” Crawford says flatly. “In the end. The dog stays with the hunter.”
“So, what am I here,” Lachlan stretches his neck back to look at him over the jut of his shoulder. He considers the options. “I’m the dog? Asshole.”
Crawford shrugs. His mouth ticks up and then down. “If the tail wags,” he says, all high and mighty and smug, like that makes even a lick of sense.
Still, Lachlan knows that tone of voice probably means he should be offended, so he kicks out at Crawford’s thigh and huffs back, “You’d be a shit hunter, Panky. You probably are a shit hunter, shit, look the fuck out, man, that zombie’s gonna—”
The screen’s edges go bright red and pulse as the zombie chomps into Crawford’s guy, and then everything fades to black. The game lags for a moment before the menu screen pops up, asking if Crawford would like to continue playing from the last save point.
Crawford stabs at the no option. 
“Yeah, I probably would be,” he mutters to Lachlan, and he tosses the remote down onto the coffee table in front of him. “Whatever. Better than the fucking iceberg, douchebag.”
“I meant—” Lachlan’s mouth is all loose and stupid because it’s late and because he’s tired and because Crawford’s running a hand through his hair again, head lolling back onto the couch as he turns it a few inches, just enough to look at him. Your eyes, he doesn’t say, just in time. I was just thinking about your eyes.
“Yeah, yeah, Lox,” Crawford yawns, raising his hand up to cover his mouth. “I know what you meant. You need a lift tomorrow? Are you flying or what?”

Ugh. “Bussing,” Lachlan groans. Four hours and change to Belleville and then another four to go from Belleville to Utica, then two from Utica to Rochester. “It’s always fucking bussing in the A, man.”
“Bless your heart,” Crawford says, standing up and stretching. His mouth goes as wide as his palms for a second as he swallows around another yawn. It’s not even that late, it’s just that Crawford’s got the soul of a seventy year old man or something. “You gotta sit shoulder to shoulder with your buddy on your way to the hockey game you get paid to play?”
“For five fucking hours, man,” Lachlan complains, but he doesn’t really mean it the way he’s pretty sure Crawford doesn’t mean the criticism either. “Man, you know they fly the Blazers out to face off against the Puffins? Pennsylvania’s not that fucking big.”
“Pretty sure Pittsburgh and Philly are like opposite ends of the state, dude. Of course they fly. Now, like, if you were saying the New York Admirals were flying out to Long Island to play against the Ironworkers, then, yeah, I’d give it to you. But—” 
“Whatever,” Lachlan says. “I’m crossing international lines, man, that should be an automatic chartered plane.”

Crawford barks out a laugh, shoulders shaking with the force of it. “Ain’t no such thing as an automatic chartered private plane in the real world, Lox. Let’s keep that in mind.”
“You just wait, H,” Lachlan says, twisting his arms up and putting them behind his head. “Lockout ends and you’re gonna get on that first chartered plane to, like, Sunrise or somewhere, and you’re never going to want to get off it.”
“Well, yeah, probably not, dude,” Crawford says. “Cause if I get off it, then I’m in Sunrise, Florida, yeah?”
Lachlan snorts, doesn’t even bother trying to pretend he’s not grinning, cause what would be the fucking point? “Yeah, man,” he says. “Guess so. Fuck Florida.” 
“Goddamn right,” Crawford agrees. It’s a whole thing, apparently, that Lachlan didn’t know anything about until he met him, this rivalry with Georgia and Florida, but Lachlan figures it makes sense. No one you can hate over nothin’ like you can hate your neighbor for just having the nerve to exist and be better than you at something. 
Not that Lachlan thinks Florida’s better than Georgia at anything, save for maybe having nice beaches, but he figures he’d probably die if he tried to say that to Crawford, who’s got state pride in spades depending on the situation and the subject, so he mostly keeps quiet on the whole thing except for when he’s agreeing. 
“So, you need a ride to the bus stop or what?” Crawford asks, scratching at his stomach. His voice sounds like he’s already halfway to asleep, just like this, all gravel and grout holding the pieces together.
“Yeah, that’d be cool, man,” Lachlan says, even though there’s no good reason to say yes. He’ll have to get a ride back too, now, if he doesn’t leave his car at the lot like all the other players do. But it’s gonna be early tomorrow, and Lachlan’s gonna be tired, probably, and sometimes, when Crawford drops him off at the players’ lot before roadies—not that there’s been more than three so far this year—Crawford will wake him up with a coffee beforehand.
It’s never anything special because Crawford refuses to even look at the espresso machine in the kitchen, but it tastes pretty good all the same. Easily one of the best things Crawford knows how to make, seeing as the other things are, like, toast and spaghetti and hamburger helper.
Crawford nods and says goodnight before heading to bed. The truth is, he’ll probably be awake hours before Lachlan. A damn morning person, in Lachlan’s own home. It really does take all kinds of folk to make a world. 
After a few minutes in the quiet stillness of the living room, he forces himself to stand up and turn off the television. He checks the locks on the door, mostly because he saw someone do that in a movie one time and it makes sense, even if this apartment building has a doorman and they’re on the third floor.  Up on the bookshelf she’s successfully commandeered into a cat tree, Peri watches him with her freaky reflective eye as he turns off the lights in the main room and then in the kitchen. 
“You good out here?” he asks her, purely by habit. She looks comfortable, snuggled up on one of the shelves and tucked into her little cat bed. Crawford’d tried to put a few of his books there, right when they first finished building the thing, but she’d been real persistent knocking them off the ledge until he’d just thrown in the towel, and now the whole thing’s hers and his books are piled on the second level of the coffee table, and Lachlan wants to laugh himself silly every time he thinks about it.
He leaves his door cracked open, just a little bit, just in case. She’ll get bored in a few hours, decide to roam, come bother him when she can’t slip into Savvy’s old room. 
He thinks about packing for the trip while he’s brushing his teeth and then again when he’s changing into a tee shirt and old pants for bed. It’s the smarter thing to do, obviously, but like. Tomorrow’s for smart things. Tonight’s for sleep.
And, of course, prayer.
“Hey, look, sorry,” Lachlan murmurs, slipping down to his knees and pressing his palms together as he rests his arms on his mattress. It’s not always like this, but sometimes it is.
He thinks, probably, he didn’t always start every one of his prayers to God with an apology, but that was a long time ago.
“I know I said I’d go to church today,” he says. “And I was going to, I swear, I really thought I would, but H woke me up wanting to go for a run instead, and you know—he’s still learning his way around the city, I was thinking maybe he’d get lost or something if I didn’t go with him, you know?”

He pauses. It’s probably no good, trying to lie to God. That’s the thing about Him that makes everyone the most afraid, probably, cause he has all the worst superpowers rolled into one: x-ray vision and mind reading and teleportation and invisibility and shit, and you just have to trust that’s He’s a good guy who thinks you are too.
“Alright,” he admits. “So I didn’t really want to go to church today. I thought I would anyway, just cause I said I would and I thought that’d be enough, but it was so goddamn—shit, sorry—it was so easy to go with Crawford instead. And I know that’s probably—temptation, right, something to resist, but—maybe I’m just bad at avoiding temptation. I dunno. I wasn’t thinking about it. We passed a couple of churches, on the route though. Like, if that counts. And I thought about stopping in, saying hi, whatever, but, like—it felt harder to stop than it was to keep going. 
“I think that means I got that gene in me. The addiction one. Or at least maybe I’m just—weak. Or something, I dunno. I think I lack commitment, probably. To myself and to You. So—sorry. 
“It was a good run, though. Doing the Summit loop on Olmsted Path. Real pretty this time of year. So—thank You for that. For making the trail so pretty. I noticed, is all I wanted to say. That bit when we ran through the park and the trees were all orange and yellow and the morning light was hitting ‘em just right to look like fire? I’m sorry I didn’t go to church, cause I said I would and I meant it, but I can’t be too sorry, if I’m being honest.
“And—I like it, I guess. I know I’m not supposed to like it as much as I do, but I like being able to show Crawford around Montreal, take him to all my favorite spots. He won’t need that for much longer, I get the feeling that fucker’s always landed on his feet, but it’s nice. While I can. Running these routes I ran last year, but it’s different now. Feels different. 
“Been thinking about that today. All the differences between last year and this one. I call them differences, but really, for the most part, I think they’re blessings. So—thanks. For that too. Every one of ‘em, the ones I’ve figured out and the ones I still don’t know the names of yet.
“And—I’m feeling real good about the roadie, I think the team’s in a good spot so far in the standings and I’m feeling strong and ready to fight, right. I played like shit the other night against Providence, but I know how to do better this time, I’m gonna do better. I promise. I know I gotta get better at fighting for the puck up against the boards and I gotta stop getting into fights that don’t need me there in the first place and there’s no point trying to stay out any longer than what coach’s given me, I know that, I’m gonna be better at that, I got this. 
“And—when we get back. I’ll go to church. Next Sunday. Promise.”

Belleville goes down easy, a whimper of a game that’s like music ringing in Lachlan’s fucking ears as they cross the border into the States.
Utica sucks though. Utica’s a rough fucking game. To play in and to watch. Bennett gets taken out by a puck to the jaw in the first period and it’s just downhill from there. Lachlan can’t get any pass to convert into a fucking goal, misses a saucer from Kitchen that has a Utica player scoring less than a minute later.
It’s just a shit show, the kind of shit show that makes it feel like a relief to step off the ice at the final buzzer, even when his skates are so heavy it’s like every step takes him a thousand years.
Even back in the hotel room, showered and fed and wearing a pair of sweats and a ratty t-shirt, Lachlan can still feel the weight of his gear wrapped around his body the way the mummies in those old cartoons are always wrapped up in toilet-paper bandages. It feels a little like that, like Lachlan’s one second away from tripping and unraveling into a pile of dust and bones.
He hates losing, which isn’t anything to write home about, obviously. He’s a professional athlete and professional athletes hate losing because what’s worse than when the other team strips you of the puck and gets it where it needs to go like it’s easy to get there? Nothing, obviously. Obviously, nothing. 
But he hates losing like this maybe more than anything else. This loss stings, salt block against an amputation site. Lachlan wasn’t able to do anything during the game. He couldn’t produce, he couldn’t block, he couldn’t distract; all he could do was dance around the ice and give pucks to the opposing players like they were theirs all along, like he was some kind of undercover traitor, wearing the wrong jersey colors and trying to help out the other team on the lowdown. 
All losses suck; the worst ones, though, are the losses that leave him winded and wondering how the game would have gone if he hadn’t been there on the ice in the first place.
Maybe he isn’t good at this hockey thing. Maybe it’s just that no one’s checked, like how the fancy show dogs get extra points or whatever for being born to the right doggy parents. Maybe he just has a pedigree, no skill behind it. Maybe he’s just a purebred sack of shit, and he’s gotten this far cause no one’s ever really actually looked at him twice. They just saw the last name and gave him a pair of skates and let him go. 
He can’t even turn a game around in the A, what the fuck is he going to do in the MLH when the hits are harder and the players move faster and the coaches have even less of a reason to play him? 
What’s he going to do when—
His phone lights up on the TV stand across the room, buzzing loud enough against the wood that it's gotta be audible next door. Baller’s still down at the hotel bar, or maybe it’s the pool, Lachlan can’t remember. Doesn’t matter. He’s alone in the room, curled up on the bed with a book in his hand he hasn’t actually read any of and a phone buzzing on the table he doesn’t want to answer.
He looks back at the book. He’d been feeling pretty optimistic packing two days ago, had snuck it in his bag in case he wanted to read on the bus. But he gets carsick real easily, apparently, and now in the hotel room, he’s just feeling regular sick, so he's barely gotten past the title page.
The phone’s still buzzing. It’s Rhett. Lachlan’s pretty goddamn sure without needing to check. He always calls after losses like this one. Maybe that’s one of the reasons they suck so much.
He looks at the book, first page. No paragraph breaks, what the fuck kind of shit is Crawford trying to read?
If you really want to hear about it, the first thing you’ll probably want to know is where I was born, and what my lousy childhood was like, and—
When Lachlan was real little, Rowan used to tell him he was adopted which is probably what every kid tells their kid brother at least once in their lives. It wasn’t ever a big deal, mostly cause Lachlan knew it wasn’t true, heard all the time back then how much he looked like his momma. 
But when he was a bit older, when he was nine, ten, eleven, Rowan would tell him that the only reason he made it onto a team was because Rhett spoke with the coach and got him in himself, and that—that got under Lachlan’s skin so fucking deep that he still hasn’t managed to shake it. He thinks that probably says something about him. He wonders when it’ll say something about him in a language he knows how to understand.
The phone’s still buzzing, which means the caller’s tried dialing him again. Could be an emergency. But then again, could just be his dad and how Rhett’s never liked taking silence for an answer. No is a starting point, he used to say. Silence is just a request to repeat yourself. 
Lachlan stares at the book.
If you really want to hear about it, the first thing you’ll probably want to know—
Could be an emergency though. Or it could be Crawford. Maybe it’s a Crawford-related emergency. Maybe Periwinkle’s run away from home in protest of being left alone with inadequate, substandard care. Crawford’s called him before because he couldn’t find her. It’d almost given Lachlan a heart attack before Crawford’d sent a follow-up text ten minutes later to say she’d been hiding in the one place he hadn’t looked: his own room.
Like. Nothing bad can happen to that cat while Lachlan’s looking after her for Savvy. But also, like. It’d been terrifying in its own way, to hear Crawford’s voice so thin and high-pitched and stressed. Unnatural. He wasn’t made for that sort of fear, and it’d felt crazy bad to hear it while he was miles away and unable to help. 
Maybe it’s Crawford. He should answer, if it’s Crawford.
My parents would have about two hemorrhages a piece if I told anything pretty personal about them. They’re quite touchy about anything like that, especially my father.
Fuck. Okay. Lachlan tosses the book onto the mattress and stands, crossing the room in three long strides. It’s not going to be Crawford, obviously, it’s going to be fucking Rhett, and it’s going to suck because Lachlan already knows everything he fucked up tonight and he doesn’t need to hear it again, out loud. All of his bandages are loose around him, barely holding himself in and then they’re going to untangle and he doesn’t know what’ll come out. Blood and guts and wound or dust and ash and bone fragments.
“Hey, look, sorry,” he says as he answers the phone without looking at the ID. “Do we gotta do this now? I’m real tired.”
A part of him, maybe the bleeding part or maybe the bone, wants to say something jabbing and mean. Sometimes in hockey, the difference between winning and losing a fight is being the first to be brave enough to throw down your gloves. He should tell his father he’s busy, actually, about to go out on the town and pick up a girl to fuck to get the taste of the loss out of his mouth. He should probably say something about how he learned what to do after losses by watching Rhett. He should probably just hang up and go to bed. 
He has a book to read, maybe, even if reading it makes him feel kind of nauseous, the way reading on the bus had and sitting in the locker room during the second intermission had.
He has sleep to catch up on. Maybe he can bully Crawford into trying to take a selfie with Periwinkle. Maybe he can bully Crawford into calling him.
“Uh, sure,” someone who is not Rhett Pucey says. “No problem, man, just shoot me a text tomorrow or something. Told Jackie this could just be an email.”
Lachlan blinks, then pulls the phone away from his ear to frown at the screen. Hayden Pike (!!?) Calling.
“Oh shit,” Lachlan says, belated. He pushes the phone back up to his ear. “Oh shit, sorry, I—thought you were someone else. Shit. My bad, how, um—what can I do for you?”

Hayden Pike sounds skeptical on the other side of the line, but he doesn’t, like, call Lachlan out on his shit, which is pretty cool of him. “It’s fine,” he says, clearing his throat. “I know the Magnitude’s on a roadtrip right now, so I’ll keep it short. You must be tired. You played tonight, right?”
“Uh,” Lachlan says. “Yeah. I—you keep up with the A?”

It seems stupid to think otherwise now that he’s said it out loud, but then it feels a little stupid to think that the alternate captain of the Montreal Metros cares about whatever the fuck the Magnitude’s doing any day of the week. 
“More like Crawford won’t shut up about it,” Pike says, and he sounds like he’s rolling his eyes and like he’s smiling at the same time. Which, like. Yeah, Crawford has that effect on people. “You had a good game tonight, Pucey.”
Lachlan doesn’t mean to scoff at his future alternate captain and one of the best right wings in the league, but, well. “You must be getting your universes mixed up there, Pike.”
“Nah,” Pike says, all steady and mature and shit. Sure. He sounds real sure. “Don’t get me wrong, dude. It was brutal. Especially the second.”

“Fuck Aaron Erlington,” Lachlan says. 
“Sure, yeah, whoever that is. Fuck him. Was he the guy who scored the Michigan or the guy that bodied you into the boards after—”

“Not that this tour down memory lane isn’t hella fun or anything, man….” Lachlan interrupts, only a little bit sour.
Pike huffs out something that’s a little like a laugh and a little like a sigh. “Look, kid,” he says, all of seven years older than Lachlan. “I didn’t catch the whole thing, but I saw the end of the third. You were playing up until the buzzer, man, and that’s, like, the hardest thing you can do sometimes when the ice just isn’t tilting your way, alright? That makes you a good player. Few of the other guys on the team, you could just tell, even on the broadcast. Their hearts stopped being in it five, six minutes before the game ended. You kept going.”

Lachlan blinks. He wants to point out that fighting til the bitter end’s not necessarily a good thing if it doesn’t change the score. No one’s saying Remember the Alamo and acting all happy about the outcome or anything.
But he also doesn’t want to say a thing, mostly because this is the nicest thing Hayden Pike could have told him. Not that the game secretly, actually, if you think about it, went really well, not that he was the greatest player in the entire A, not that he impressed him and he can’t wait to have him on the Metros. 
Just the truth: It was a shit show. You kept going. 
Turns out, sometimes that's damn near the kindest thing you can tell someone. 
“Okay,” he says. He doesn’t mean for it to be as quiet as it is, but whatever. “Um, thanks.”
“Don’t mention it,” Hayden Pike says, sounding like he really, really doesn’t want Lachlan to ever mention it again. “Anyway, Lachlan, I was just calling to invite you to a Thanksgiving thing in a few weeks. Jackie wants to do a whole spread for it, and she wants some of the team to come around. Nothing official, nothing team-sanctioned. Just a few of the guys.”
Lachlan sits down on the edge of the hotel bed; he blinks again, feeling like his mind’s somehow working slow and fast at the same time. “Uh,” he says. “But I thought Canadian Thanksgiving was in October.”
“It is, buddy,” Hayden Pike agrees. “But not everyone on the team is Canadian, eh?”

“Right,” says Lachlan, because he knows that. “But I thought Popov went back to Russia for the lockout?”

“Right,” says Hayden Pike. “Okay. You’re not Canadian though. Right? You and Crawford? You’re our two American rookies, hanging out around Montréal?”

“Oh,” says Lachlan. “But I’m not—”
He cuts himself off. He’d been fixing to say part of the team, but that’s not true. He is part of the team. So is Crawford. And he’s been dodging his mother’s texts for weeks now because he hasn’t wanted to tell her he never bought his plane ticket to Dallas for Thanksgiving. He hasn't been planning to buy tickets to Dallas for Thanksgiving; he just hasn't found a way to let her know that yet. He hasn't let himself think about what Crawford's planning to do for the holiday. He hasn't let himself ask, neither.
"Oh yeah," he says. "Shit. I forgot."

"Right," Pike says, slow, dragging the word out. "Look, I'll send you the details in a text. It'll be--whenever Thanksgivings are for Americans."

"Next Thursday," Lachlan supplies. "Are you—did you tell H?"

"H?" Now Pike sounds confused. "There's another one?"

Lachlan frowns into empty space. "No, I mean—Crawford. Hank Crawford. I don't know if he's gonna head back to Georgia for the holiday or not, I mean. Could do, it's not that far to drive and he likes driving, so I could see him deciding to pack up for a week or two, but--"

"I talked to Crawford at free-skate today," Pike interrupts, which is probably smart. Lachlan has no idea where he was going with that anyhow. "He said he was staying up for Thanksgiving. Told me he'd check with you first."

"Oh," Lachlan says. "Okay. Then. Yeah, okay. Sounds real good, thank you for the invitation. I, uh—can we bring anything? To dinner."
For some reason, that makes Pike laugh. "Kid, if half the stories Crawford's told me about what you two get up to in your kitchen are true, I'm going to ask that you don't bring anything to my house that isn't still in a can or a jar. I'm not risking food poisoning during Jackie's first American Thanksgiving dinner, she'd kill me."
Lachlan thinks about being offended, but it's a little hard to even pretend. There's a light, giddy sort of feeling making room for itself in between his lungs. He thinks, probably, he'd agree to a lot of things right now if Hayden Pike, his future alternate captain, asked him.
And, like, obviously they're going to bring something. Crawford and Lachlan's mommas would probably both have a fit, two hemorrhages apiece, if they found out they'd shown up to someone's house empty-handed. "Right, sure, " Lachlan says anyway. "Course. Just text me the details, and we'll be there." 
 





  
    Chapter End Notes

    abridged director's notes (director is tired)
1) i just think it's interesting that lachlan starts his prayer to god the same way he starts what he thinks is a phone call with his dad....lachlan lee pucey i diagnose you with even more issues....you have so many issues lachlan lee pucey...furthermore, lachlan lee pucey why does your prayer to god read like reviewing your game tape for the day. mkay
2) fact check/re-adding context purposefully left out of the story: gato is short for gatorade; rose's fiancee in the titanic's name was actually named caledon hockley (not hockey); miracle is the movie based on the 'miracle on ice' when the USA men's hockey team beat Russia in the 1980 Olympics; the fox and the hound is NOT about the dog and the hunter except maybe if you're thinking about it from the perspective of the fox because you've grown up feeling a little wrong and out of place your whole life and you love a dog who will never leave hockey his hunter for you; the book lachlan is trying to read is the catcher in the rye by jd salinger not me and the italicized lines are pulled from the first page (so he's made about as much progress as our good friend hank crawford has)
3) all the gen ai/claude stuff leaked from twitter to even my non-fandom socials, so you know i had to log into my twitter burner account from like eight years ago to see what's up and honestly i fell down a little bit of a rabbit hole following along some of these conversations and shouting matches and none of it makes me feel great tbh but i did find out that apparently (and this is outside of the html coding red page of claude doom or whatever) the list of ai indicators in heated rivalry fanfic has grown a lot from when i last tuned in, like back in november where people were just suspicious about the em dash and awkward dialogue tags.
in that vein, i really almost jokingly named one of the background characters in this chapter marcus, #47, because i thought it'd be tongue and cheek (apparently marcus is a name ai bots use a lot and a number that ai bots also land on a lot, so using these things makes some people suspicious about the story being ai generated in part or in full) but then i didn't because i realized that's a bear i was too afraid to poke with even the longest most unserious stick, which sort of made me feel even worse because damn in some roundabout way ai is still controlling and impacting my art even without using it to create or edit my art in any way shape or form
like i have so many more thoughts on the whole thing and authors and ai and fandom culture and perfectionism and the conversation as a whole but like hell im getting on twitter right now and my director's notes are too sacred a space to dive into all that. director's notes are for dick jokes and laughing at the image of crawford talking hayden pike's ear off about the magnitude's game schedule during water breaks at practice. no hero worship, only yapping about lachlan pucey
4) an incomplete list of MLH hockey team names i have used in the past and their NHL counterparts because i have fun making these up:  philadelphia blazers (flyers); pittsburgh puffins (penguins); new york ironworkers (islanders); florida pantheon (panthers); carolina canines (hurricanes/canes); nashville nightstalkers (predators); los angeles aces (kings); dallas (cattle) drivers (stars); seattle kelpies (kraken); san francisco sea lions (san jose sharks - the show for some reason has boston against san francisco, not san jose, so i ran with it); dc monuments (capitals); minnesota yonder (wild); new jersey devils (ruckus); winnipeg aviators (jets); anaheim dukes (ducks)
5) my (thanksgiving) dinner with hayden next chapter <3


  


      

  












      Chapter 9: lachlan
  



    Chapter Notes

      y'all don't even know, man, i have this bare wall in my room that i have now filled with a post-it note timeline of major events/scenes i want to happen in this fic. it's that serious, they're color-coded sticky notes. i didn't even do that when i was writing my thesis lmao
thank you so much for all the lovely comments on the last two chapters i didn't get to them in time cause i spent so much time writing this guy, but will try more this chapter and onward! i love chatting with y'all about this fic and hearing your thoughts and reactions. you don't even know how important these two guys are to me
song for this chapter is probably 500 miles (by peter, paul, and mary on spotify) cause that's like. a song to never ever ever listen to if you're spending a holiday away from home and you can't decide if that's for the better or for the worse but you know exactly how far away you are and you feel like something's changed so much inside of you that you can't go home the way you are now. it's the equivalent of lachlan pucey getting drunk and watching the ice princess. safer to just not!!!!


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  “Momma, I don’t know what you want me to say,” Lachlan says, balancing the take-out tray and bag of pastries in one hand while pressing the phone against his shoulder so he can unlock the door. 
It’s a lie, of course, because he knows exactly what she wants him to say. Mostly she wants him to say that he’s going to catch the next flight back home, land before the night sets in. Mostly she wants him to say he’s realized he’s made a mistake trying to spend Thanksgiving somewhere not with the family and that he’s already started correcting it.
“Sorry,” he says, kicking the door shut with the heel of his shoe and dropping the keys on the little entry table. Crawford’s in the kitchen; he can hear him over the sound of whatever his momma’s saying. He sets the coffees down on the table, pastries tucked in between them, and takes off his jacket before poking his head into the open space of the living room and kitchen. 
“Your brother flew in yesterday, Lachlan,” his momma is telling him. She’s told him this already. She’s told him this many times already. “He’s brought Sloane to meet us, the whole family. Together.”
Which—yeah, okay. Well. The whole family wasn’t exactly consulted. And—yeah, cool. Lachlan can’t wait to meet his brother’s most recent girlfriend. Just not tonight and not tomorrow. Maybe over Christmas, if she’s stuck around, though that’ll make her Rowan’s longest lasting girl by a long shot if she does.
But that’s not something he could ever say to his momma, so he says, again, quieter, “I’m sorry, Momma. I really am, I just—I need to stay. Sorry.”
He’s said that so often in the last week that the word’s turning into nonsense syllables after repeating himself over and over again. They’re both forgetting what it’s supposed to sound like, probably. They’re both forgetting what it’s supposed to mean.
Crawford’s posted up at the kitchen counter, slicing peaches. Periwinkle’s supervising him from the barstool, little ears perked up and her one eye fixed on the flash of his knife through the skin of the fruit.
Lachlan gives him a nod when he looks up at him, and Crawford raises his chin in a matching hello. He looks like the sole survivor of a devastating tornado; there’s a mountain of mutilated peaches next to him and a couple of bowls worth of mess spread out on the counters and in the sink.
If Lachlan’s keeping the right count, this must be the fourth peach cobbler Crawford’s made in the last three days. They’ll have to double the usual import of peaches to Canada soon at this rate, but apparently it’s the most important thing in the world, getting this right.
Or, at least, Crawford’s gonna keep trying til he gets it right or til they gotta go to the Pikes’ place for dinner tomorrow. Lachlan’s already bought four cans of cranberry sauce for the occasion because he figures it’s probably important to follow instruction when given to him by the host or whatever. And he got extra to cover for Crawford in case the cobbler goes up in sticky, gooey black-burnt sugar flames—again.
“Mine?” Crawford mouthes, eyebrows all up on his forehead and gesturing with the blade of the knife to the coffee tray in Lachlan’s hand. Lachlan rolls his eyes and puts the cardboard down onto the counter next to Crawford’s elbow. 
Like–who else’s would it be? Both the pastries are his as well; Lachlan’d eaten a granola and fruit cup back at the coffeeshop, loitering out front in his sweaty running gear and arguing with his momma in a hushed voice he hoped no one else was close enough to hear. The yogurt sits heavy and solid in his guts, still. 
But yeah, obviously the croissant’s for Crawford. He even splurged and got the one with ham and cheese in it, cause he knows Crawford prefers a little bit of meat for breakfast.
Over the phone, Lachlan’s momma makes a heartbroken noise that demands his attention. “I just don’t understand,” she says, which means she understands perfectly well, she just wishes she didn’t. “Baby, they’re going to get you for the rest of the year, you can’t make time for your family over the holidays?”

“It’s not like that, momma,” he says, and he turns away from the kitchen and the curious expression Crawford’s got painted across his face. “You know I only get two days off, it don’t make no sense flying to Dallas for less than forty-eight hours.”
“I got all the things to make your favorite,” his momma tells him. It’s not the first time she’s said this either. He’s been continuously assured of the following: his grandparents are excited to see him, the dogs miss him, all of his favorite dishes will be on the table. Ground control to Major Tom, your momma says you’re late for supper. Did you know it’s time to come home? “Even got them gluten-free fried onions instead of the normal ones, for the green bean casserole. You know how many places I had to go looking, Lachy? I must have driven halfway to Austin.”
Lachlan flops down onto the couch and toes off his shoes so he can swing his feet up onto the cushion. “I’ll be down for Christmas,” he tries, even though he’s tried this before. They’ve been on the phone for forty-five minutes now, but it feels like it’s been years. “I sent you the team schedule. I get five days end of December, if the lockout’s not done by then. I’ll fly down the twenty-second, leave the twenty-sixth. We can make the green bean casserole then, momma. It’ll keep. I’ll even help you make it.”

“May the Good Lord take me home when I need your help in the kitchen, Lachlan Lee. Help, I swear—”
“Yeah, well, actually momma, I, uh.” It’s a hail mary pass. God forgive him. Maybe He would even understand. Maybe He don’t got a mother like Lachlan’s mother, but He sure created her. He must be able to forgive Lachlan for everything he’s gotta do, just trying to make her happy. 
“Been learning how to cook more actually,” he says, which is the truth. “I—there’s this girl.”
Which is not.
“A girl?” his momma gasps. Stay of execution granted. Thanksgiving forgotten. “There’s a girl?”
Lachlan blinks up at the ceiling. Lying’s a sin, obviously. That’s basic stuff right there. No lying, no killing, no inventing fake girlfriends to get out of uncomfortable phone calls. But ain’t it sort of like telling kids about the tooth fairy or the Easter bunny or about how much their parents love each other? Ain’t it just like telling them something they want to believe so much it’s almost just kinder to pretend along with them than to wake them up from the dream?
“Yeah, I mean. It’s nothin’ to get real excited about, momma, I only—I–thought maybe, you know. If it was gonna be something, I’d wanna be able to give her a nice dinner. So I’ve been practicing and stuff, I’m not trying to…I could help out a little, come Christmas, is all I’m saying.”

Lillian Pucey, however, is a force of nature who cannot be deterred nor distracted when she sets her mind to it. Her voice is all business when she rattles off a list of questions she's obviously prepared in advance for this exact scenario. What’s the girl’s name. What does she look like. What does she do. Is she Canadian. How did they meet. Is she on social media.
“Momma, I’m not marrying her or nothing, I said I’m—interested,” Lachlan cuts her off right through Does she go to church? 
If he has to hear her ask about this girl’s financial status or Instagram follower count, Lachlan may really buy a plane ticket down to Dallas just to throw in the towel in person. “We met at the rink,” he adds, because it’s believable and—he thinks he’d like it to be true, in some fantasy, alternate reality, and he knows the best lies are always the ones you want to believe, at least a little bit. 
“That’s sweet,” his momma says after a long pause. "So does she figure skate or...."
Lachlan can feel his face doing something funny at her tone, but even he doesn’t know what exactly. Maybe she’s wondering what kind of good girl hangs out at a hockey rink. Obviously ice rinks aren’t meant for girls, not the kind of girl his momma would be happy to see on Lachlan’s arm.
The thought leaves a bad taste in his mouth, which is just ridiculous because, like. She’s not fucking real, this girl. Lachlan’s never talked to any of the girls he sees around the rink, not enough to be interested in her and definitely not enough to be interested in telling his momma about her. 
Anyway, he doesn’t really see that many in the first place. Probably cause he’s not really looking, because, like—if he’s in the rink then he’s thinking about puck, not-–not pussy. Obviously. 
So it’s stupid as hell, right, getting all defensive over a play-pretend girl, but Crawford would probably say it’s the principle of the thing. “Nah, she plays hockey,” Lachlan tells his momma. “That’s how we met. She’s real good, I dunno. If I can convince her to give me the time of the day, maybe y’all’ll meet her.”
There’s a clatter from the kitchen and then a loud, vicious curse that makes Lachlan snap to attention, jolting up from the couch to look behind him.
Crawford’s got a dish cloth pressed to his hand and a screwed up, angry look on his face that gets a little bit sheepish when he catches Lachlan’s eyes.
“Oh, wow,” Lachlan’s momma is saying on the phone, but Lachlan’s not paying attention. Crawford’s blood is spreading across the light-colored cotton of the hand towel. 
“Jesus, man, the fuck happened?”  Lachlan asks, standing up. “You cut yourself?”
“Lachlan, language,” his momma scolds, but, like. 
“Sorry, momma, I gotta go, everything’s fine, I’ll call y’all tomorrow to talk with everyone. Love you, bye,” he rattles off, and then he hangs up so he can get back into the kitchen and look at the way Crawford’s still got his hand wrapped up in one of the towels. There’s blood all over the cutting board and the peaches. 
“Jesus,” Lachlan says again. “Did you take your fucking finger off, man?”
“Fuck off," Crawford snaps, grimacing. “Knife fucking slipped, okay?”
“Lemme see,” he urges when all Crawford does is stand there and look back at him, hand up against his chest like that’ll do anything at all.
“It’s just a fucking cut, dude,” Crawford tells him, but he doesn’t protest or nothing when Lachlan wraps his hand around his wrist and drags it away from his body. “The water’s making it look worse than it is.”
He’s right, of course, cause it’s real hard to make cutting peaches turn into a meat grinder sort of situation, even if you’re really shit with knives. 
Which, come to think of it, maybe Crawford is. His fingers have been all  banged up and wrapped in different sized band-aids lately and he’s always blaming Lachlan’s shitty kitchen knives, but maybe he’s just absolutely ass at cutting up onions and no one’s bothered to tell him. Lachlan’s been torn between buying him a new set of knives for Christmas or one of those slicers that just does it for you.
“Looks pretty deep,” Lachlan mumbles to himself, peering at the slash across Crawford’s thumb and pointer finger. “You got yourself good, dude, damn.”
He glances up at Crawford. The dude’s staring up at the ceiling, chin tilted away from him like the sight of blood’s making him go queasy. Lachlan sure hopes it doesn’t or else he’s going to have a very short hockey career.
But maybe it’s different, blood, when it’s on the ice. When you’re expecting it. When it’s been spilt for something. This was just an accident. It was just a slip of the hand.
“Well?” Crawford asks. HIs forearm’s all stiff and tensed up beneath Lachlan’s fingers, but his voice is dry and so relaxed that it makes him want to instinctively call bullshit. “Am I gonna live, doc?”
“Fuck if I know,” Lachlan admits because his medical experience ranges from knowing when his nose feels broken to sitting through concussion protocol. “Would be a bummer of a holiday if you didn’t, though. So. Try to pull through, yeah?”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Crawford drawls. He’s still looking away, down at the cutting board. Probably some of the peaches are salvageable, but definitely not all of them. It’s not even the season for peaches, apparently, which is something Lachlan didn’t realize fruits cared about. Maybe they don’t, but Crawford sure does. “Good to wrap this up, boss? Before I pass out from blood loss.”
Lachlan rolls his eyes and then he releases Crawford’s wrist. It’s sort of embarrassing, but he hadn’t even realized he was still holding it in the first place. 
He stands, feeling sort of useless, at the edge of the counter and watches Crawford run his fingers under the faucet before he pats them dry with a paper towel. When he mutters something about grabbing a bandaid from the bathroom, he’s gone for ages. 
Lachlan’s got enough time to pick through all the cut wedges of peach and toss out the bad ones and drink half his coffee and reply to a few of his mother’s texts before he reemerges, but, like, maybe Crawford had to disinfect it or something.
“I think I should supervise,” Lachlan announces, sitting down at the barstool next to Periwinkle, who’s very quick to move into his lap and rub her little nose against his shirt. She’s purring.
“Right, cause you’re so good in the fucking kitchen suddenly,” Crawford replies, and it sounds like playing the wrong string on an untuned guitar. It’s too off, too weird, even when Crawford smiles at him afterwards like butter couldn’t melt in his mouth. 
Lachlan scratches behind Periwinkle’s good ear. “I mean,” he makes a show of shrugging, letting his eyes wander around the absolute disaster zone that the kitchen’s been turned into.
“Shut the fuck up.”
“I’m just saying, man,” Lachlan holds up his hands. “One of us has mixed up the broil and bake setting on the oven twice and it ain’t me.”
To be fair, it could have easily been Lachlan. But it wasn’t, so.
Crawford’s eye twitches a little. “Remember when I asked you to soften the butter and you put the measuring cup in the oven cause it was faster than using the microwave?”
“Live and learn,” Lachlan says, all easy-going in a way he definitely picked up from Crawford months ago.
“It was a plastic cup.”
“Learn and grow.” 
Crawford rolls his eyes. He takes a sip of the coffee Lachlan got him. A bit of cream, half a pack of sugar. It’s from this really uppity stuffy place that Crawford won’t admit to liking, the kind that cares too much about the smell of the beans or whatever, and acts like it’s a sin of the highest order wanting any kind of sweetener at all. If Lachlan has his way, Crawford won’t never know he’s changed his running route to stop by there more than once just to pick up a few coffees and shell out a crazy amount of money just for the privilege of having the barista look down her nose at him for wanting vanilla syrup in his latte.
“Don’t touch nothing,” Crawford warns him, but it’s way too late for that. Lachlan’s already nabbed an uncut peach. Its skin’s all soft and pink-red, and it tastes pretty good for being out of season.
It’ll probably taste even better smothered in sugar and butter and baked with the batter Crawford’s got mixed up in one of the bowls on the counter.
It’ll probably taste alright if he accidentally broils it again, even. But Lachlan’s not going to risk getting kicked out of the apartment or banished to his room just to say that. Not for nothing. Clearly, Crawford needs some kind of supervision around sharp kitchen utensils, and it can’t be just Periwinkle.
She’s probably rooting for the knife. 

The Pikes live in a freestanding house just outside of Montreal proper. It’s big and modern, white brick, front porch, and a bajillion windows that look out onto the street. The front yard is spacious, grassy with a gentle slope down to the street. It looks recently mowed, well-maintained. Everything about the house looks that way, actually, and it sort of makes Lachlan’s skin crawl at first, until he sees the Barbie jeep turned over on its side by the steps and the small, plastic, brightly colored basketball hoop leaning up against the garage door. 
Someone’s taped a piece of paper to the front door: LET YOURSELVES IN AND BE LOUD ABOUT IT THANK YOU! 
Crawford looks like he’s thinking about knocking anyway, but Lachlan’s quicker on the draw this time, unencumbered by the cobbler dish Crawford’s carefully holding in both hands. He opens the door and steps in first. 
Immediately, he’s hit by the smell. It smells like his grandmama’s house always does, round this time of year. Roast turkey and onions and garlic and five different kinds of melted cheese and a whole cow’s worth of butter. Thanksgiving in a single scent.
“Hey y’all, it’s Lachlan and Crawford,” he calls as Crawford shuffles in behind him and closes the door.
There’s a pause and then a pitter-patter of quick feet, and then a toddler throws herself around the corner of the hallway. Her eyes are wide as they blink at the pair of them. Her wispy hair is mostly pinned up in a small ponytail and she’s halfway to dressed, a yellow princess costume hanging off her shoulders.
“Uh, hello,” Crawford says, crouching down the way you probably would to pet a dog or something. He looks so fucking stupid, but it’s not like Lachlan really—knows what to do with children either, especially if they can’t play hockey yet. This is, like, basically a baby. Lachlan doesn’t know if they even make gear in her size.
She blinks at him and then opens her mouth to scream.
“Shit, dude,” Lachlan hisses, hitting at his shoulder as Crawford rockets back up to his feet.  “The fuck did you do?”

“You saw what I did, man, I didn’t do nothing!”
“Well, do something—or–undo it, she’s crying, man,” Lachlan snaps, “they’re not supposed to be crying—”
“Jade Rosaline Pike, get back here,” a woman’s voice calls, and then a woman who must be Jackie Pike rounds the corner of the hallway. She looks just as close to tears as her daughter is, though she’s at least already dressed up in a nice orange jumper pant suit thing, hair laying loose on her shoulders and make-up carefully applied.
The girl—Jade—screams louder when Jackie reaches down and lifts her into the air. “We gotta finish getting you dressed, baby,” Jackie tells her, sounding frazzled. “You know that’s Ruby’s Belle dress, you didn’t want Belle’s dress, remember? You wanted Ariel’s.”
Lachlan looks sideways at Crawford, who at least looks just as out of his depth as Lachlan feels. That’s comforting at least. Lachlan would hate to be the only who he feels like he’s walked into, like, the Twilight Zone or something. 

“Hello boys,” Jackie tells them, so she’s at least definitely seen them standing by the door. “Sorry about—well. Nap time got moved up today, and no one’s happy about it. Hayden’s just in our room getting changed after a gravy—incident—no hitting, Jade, be kind—oh, could you pull the rolls out of the oven in five? Or—I think I set a timer, actually, just—check them and pull them out if you think they’re done, okay? We’ll be out in—Jade, no pulling mommy’s hair—just give us a few more minutes. Lovely to meet you both, I’ve heard so much about you.”
And then she’s disappeared back into the house, around the corner. Jade’s screams are sort of echoing in the hallway, or maybe that’s her sister’s, coming from some other room. 
It’s like—maybe the most effective condom ad Lachlan’s ever seen in his life.
“Well,” Crawford says. “Alright. Guess we should—check the oven?”
“Right, definitely,” Lachlan agrees, but he hesitates in the entryway, his momma’s training kicking in like sleeper agent programming. “Uh, wait, do you think—is it a shoes on house? Shoes off? Do we take them off just in case?”
Crawford blinks at him then around at the entry hallway. “Uh—I dunno. Oh, look, there’s rain boots, here. By the door. So shoes off?”

“That don’t prove nothing, man, no one’s wearing their rain boots in the house.”

“Well, I dunno,” Crawford snaps, shifting the cobbler dish so he can run a hand through his hair. He’s been on edge all day, moody the way Lachlan’s girlfriend in high school would get around her time of the month. He’d mentioned that to Crawford this morning, asked if he was PMS’ing, only for him to nearly bite his fucking head off. Which, like, also reminded Lachlan of his ex-girlfriend around that time of the month. “Do the shoes even fucking matter, man?”

Lachlan’s gotta take offense at that, cause, like—of course the fucking shoes fucking matter. You don’t go wearing your shoes into someone’s house if they don’t do that themselves, you don’t just—bring the world’s shitty dirt and problems into someone’s living room like that, not without asking.
So, probably, the thing to do is just take the shoes off, right, play it safe, but then Lachlan can’t remember if he’s wearing matching socks today, and now normally he wouldn’t think that’s important, but today’s special. Today’s Thanksgiving and also the first time Lachlan really meets the team. Like—obviously not the whole team, and obviously he met a bunch of them last season during the play-off run, but play-offs are, like, a different thing entirely. You’re so focused in on the hockey of it all you could be playing with penguins and not even notice as long as they pass you the puck when you’re open.
So, like, it’s important. If his socks match or whatever, even though he’s not nervous about nothing. Still important, so maybe he should keep his shoes on for now, especially, like—what if the Pikes have a backyard that they’ve decided to set up the dinner in? Then Lachlan and Crawford are gonna have to make the walk of shame back here to the front door to slip their shoes back on like rookie losers who don’t know nothing about much of anything.
“When you were down on the floor, did you see if the baby was wearing shoes?” Lachlan whispers, and Crawford shoots him an incredulous look.
“No, man, do they even make shoes that small for babies?” he hisses back, and Lachlan should probably take issue with his tone, except he thinks Crawford’s just as stressed about today as Lachlan is for a mix of reasons that are probably more similar than they are different.
So he says instead, “Okay, okay, well—what about Jackie? Did you see—”

The incredulity is quickly turning into what can only be described as a warning. “Okay, to be real clear here, I wasn’t looking at anyone’s feet, Lachlan Lee—”

“Man, so what good are you then—”

Crawford opens his mouth to say something that is almost guaranteed to be, like, crazy hurtful, but before he can, someone clears their throat further down the hallway.
“Hey,” Hayden Pike says as he finishes buttoning one of his shirt sleeve cuffs. He glances up and smiles at them, bright and easy. “Welcome in, glad you found the place alrig—what? What are you guys looking at? Do I have something on my feet?”


Just enough people turn up that every seat around the table—which is really three tables pushed together and draped in four different table clothes—is occupied and Lachlan’s arm and leg are pressed tight against Crawford’s. It’s nine hockey players, six WAGs, the Pike family, and Lachlan and Crawford. Hayden is up at the head of the table, Jackie on his left, with one of the girls next to her—Lachlan thinks this one is Jade again, but he doesn’t know how to tell babies apart, especially twin babies who may or may not have switched princess dresses—and the other girl on Hayden’s right. 
Crawford’s somehow been chosen to sit next to her, the two year old in her booster seat and her purple and pink sparkly outfit. Lachlan had meant to sit somewhere else, maybe down at the other end of the table to talk with the guys he doesn’t quite remember knowing, but Crawford’s hand had found the edge of his shirt and dragged him pretty forcibly into sticking close. 
“I like your dress,” Lachlan hears Crawford tell the twin next to him. His voice is very soft and quiet, not at all like Lachlan’s ever heard it before. It makes his chest twist a little bit, for some reason, watching from the corner of his eye as Crawford’s all careful and sweet with Pike’s little girl after terrifying the other one with just the power of his ugly face or whatever.
She giggles in her high chair and slaps her palms to her face before she turns away to look at her dad. 
“That one’s my Ruby,” Jackie tells them both when she catches Lachlan staring at them. She’s put her hair up in the time between when they arrived and now, when they’re sitting down to eat. She looks much more put together and calm than she did an hour ago, but maybe that’s because someone’s poured her a pretty generous glass of wine and all the food’s come out looking pretty damn good.
Seriously, it all looks amazing. 
The table’s loaded up to the brim with everything and enough of it to feed twenty people too, creaking beneath the weight of the dishes. Lachlan spots all of the staples: the turkey up near Hayden, because apparently they’re doing everything by tradition and he’s going to carve it for them and everything, a bowl of mashed potatoes and an accompanying dish of gravy, a dish of stuffing, another casserole dish of something vaguely squash-like, another kind of potato, cut thin and covered in cheese, a basket of rolls, two platters of roasted carrots and broccoli. On and on and on.
Lachlan’s mouth is pretty much watering by the time everyone takes all the pictures they need for Instagram and Twitter and Facebook and gets settled in their seats, and he looks automatically back up the table to Hayden Pike so he can kick things off and Lachlan can say a little prayer and then dig the fuck in. 
But Pike’s already looking back at him and Crawford, and like. Lachlan isn’t sure why.
Jackie takes pity on them, thank Christ. “We know what we do for Canadian Thanksgivings,” she says, and her eyes are very kind and big and soft when she smiles at them. “And everything I looked at says it’s mostly the same, food and tradition-wise—”
“She found, like, two articles on Pinterest,” Hayden interrupts with a lopsided smile as he grins at his wife and squeezes her hand even as he rolls his eyes. “Don’t let her make you think she was doing specialized research—”

“And how many articles did you read, Hayden Arnold Pike?” Jackie snaps back, raising her eyebrows, and the guy sitting next to Lachlan—Elliot Addison, who’d introduced himself as Adder when he’d sat down—snorts and tries to pretend he hadn’t by taking a sip of his wine. 
Hayden laughs and holds his hands up, I give in, and Jackie turns back to smile expectantly at Lachlan and Crawford again. Lachlan nudges at Crawford’s knee beneath the table, hoping he’ll take over for the both of them, cause Lachlan’s throat’s feeling a little tight at the idea that, like. Jackie Pike looked at any articles at all. She wanted to get it right, so she looked up what an American Thanksgiving was supposed to look like. And sure, yeah, it varies—family to family, coast to coast, one of the most American things about America is that there’s room for folk of all differences and all kinds and the table’s big enough for everyone to have a seat.
But Jackie still looked it up, and that’s just—Lachlan’s feeling a little rubbed raw and tender today, apparently more than he realized, because it’s sorta the most beautiful thing he’s ever been told so off-handedly, he thinks. 
He’d have been fine, chilling at home with Crawford and eating Chipotle or Thai take-out or chicken nuggets from McDonald’s and calling ‘em turkey. He’d have been fine if he didn’t get to have this; but having this is just—it’s so much. 
It means a heck of a lot to him.
“Oh,” Crawford says, and Lachlan can feel his eyes on the side of his face for a second before he looks away, back across the table at Jackie. “I mean—I think…it’s the same, really. We, uh….” he nudges at Lachlan who kicks back at him. The guy usually loves to run his mouth with a bunch of bullshit. All Lachlan's asking for is a little consistency here. "Well, every family’s a little different,” he says finally. “I mean, my folks usually do something small, just us, but we got all the usual suspects there. Greens and cornbread, shrimp obviously—”
“Shrimp ain’t normal,” Lachlan says quickly because he’d hate to give the Pikes and the team faulty information like that. “Crawford just grew up on a fishing boat—near a fishing boat,” he corrects when he feels a sharp jab to his side.
“And we, you know, I guess—say a little prayer, tuck in, watch football after, maybe go downtown later to help out at the church serving dinner to other folks,” Crawford finishes with a shrug. “I don’t know how it is for Lachlan. I figure maybe less seafood, apparently.”
Lachlan rolls his eyes but shrugs too, and he nods. That’s pretty much the play. Or it isn’t, not except for the food and the prayer bit, but it sounds nice. It sounds like something Lachlan wishes were the play, were things his family did, things they were capable of.
There’s a lot more camera flashes in Lachlan’s memories of Thanksgiving. The table’s generally bigger too, a chair’s worth of space between everyone. There’s a guest list and it’s never just family invited. They’d had a magazine editor and her team come spend the day with them the year they were living in New York; Lachlan can still remember how stiff and itchy his dress shirt had felt on his skin and how sore his facial muscles had been by the end of the day after smiling for so long.
“I can say a prayer,” Hayden says, the way other men probably say stuff like yeah, sure, let me go up against Goliath or I would love to take this face-off against Shane Hollander.
It’s sort of funny, cause, like, Hayden’s got a chain around his neck like half the table does, and obviously Lachlan’s never looking in the locker room, but he does know the guy wears a St Sebastian medallion, so he probably shouldn’t be looking like he’s gotta rally the troops just to say grace over a dinner table. 
But, like, Lachlan’s private about his faith when he’s allowed to be. He gets it. He wouldn’t know what to say to God in front of all these guys either.
He opens his mouth to say something like this, or at least something like: that’s okay, we can skip that part, I’ll do it all private-like, just for me, because I can’t imagine being sat here in front of so many blessings and not thanking God for saving me a seat, but I don’t need everyone else to bow their heads too, I don’t want to make anyone uncomfortable, I don’t wanna do this for anyone else but me—but Crawford’s speaking before he can.
“Nah, it don’t matter,” he says, and his shoulder knocks up against Lachlan’s. “It don’t gotta be a prayer or nothing. I know some families like to go around the table and say what they’re thankful for, that’s about the same thing.”
“I’ll need about a bottle of wine before I do that,” Thomas Westley says from the other end of the table, and Crawford leans over the table to grin down at him. 
“You’re not getting your participation trophy then, buddy,” Crawford chirps and it’s obviously an inside joke of some kind because half the table laughs. 
It’s crazy, when Lachlan thinks about it. How comfortable Crawford looks and acts around all these guys Lachlan barely knows. But then, Crawford’s been practicing with them for the last month and a half. Lachlan’s just got a handful of play-off games he still thinks about more than he should.
It’s not the same.
“Why don’t you do it, little C?” Claude Tremblay calls. He’s slouched over in his seat, arm slung around the back of his wife’s chair. She swats at him, but she sort of relaxes into his side too. “I vote you take the reins as one of two token Americans here.”

Crawford laughs again, throwing Lachlan a sideways look like he doesn’t know what he’s supposed to do in this here scenario. Some of the other guys have joined in on the chirping, laughing and egging him on in a way Lachlan’s never really thought Crawford’s needed, but he’s looking all shy and hesitant now, rubbing his neck and tilting his head this way and that, like he’s afraid of overstepping or some shit.
“C’mon, H,” Lachlan murmurs, nudging at his knee. “Food’s getting cold.”
That makes Crawford huff out something like a laugh but different sounding, quieter. It also makes him kick at Lachlan’s ankle, hard enough to hurt. “Well, sure I could,” he says, turning to look at Hayden who nods pretty fucking immediately. “Alright.”
For a second, Lachlan wonders if he should, like, bow his head or close his eyes or something. Then he wonders if he should grab Adder’s hand, because when you’re saying grace, you’re supposed to hold hands with the people next to you. 
Mostly he wonders if he should hold Crawford’s hand. It’s not that he wants to or nothing, it’s just that that’s what you’re supposed to do.
He’s never held Crawford’s hand before. He doesn’t think they’ve ever even shaken hands, not when they met on the ice during Dev camp and not afterwards, either, when they’d gone from the locker room to the Chipotle with the guys and then back to the hotel by themselves. 
They moved from strangers to friends too fast for things like handshakes to be involved. Lachlan’s never once regretted that. He doesn’t even regret it now, it’s just—isn’t it sort of weird? Not to know what Crawford’s fingers feel like against his own?
“Food’s getting cold, so I’ll keep it short,” Crawford is saying. Lachlan is thinking about the calluses he must have on the sides of his palms. It’s too late now, to reach out and touch his hand. Lachlan was too slow.
Maybe next time. Maybe over Christmas.
“Well I'm mighty glad the traffic wasn’t worse,” Crawford says. “And that we all got here in the end, however we managed to do it. I’m grateful for the food on this here table and the company around it, and I’m thankful no one remembered to invite Coach Randolph cause my legs still haven’t forgiven him for the bag skates at the end of Tuesday’s practice and I reckon I’m about to eat a shit-ton of cheese and dairy I don’t want no Metro affiliated trainer to see.”
He grins crookedly at the table when they laugh. Lachlan laughs too, a second off-beat from the rest of them. His chest feels all kinds of weird listening to Crawford talk and watching the side of his face as he does.
Maybe that’s why you’re supposed to close your eyes when other people say grace. Maybe you’re not supposed to see what other people look like when they pray like this. Maybe it’s too dangerous.
“I hope the lockout ends soon,” Crawford says, and Adder mutters something like don’t fucking jinx it, Rookie next to Lachlan. “And I hope we have a season on par with last season, and I hope I don’t accidentally curse in front of a baby again tonight—sorry, Jackie, though, if I do.”

Jade, one of the babies in question, is watching Crawford with rapt attention and wide eyes. Her fingers are mysteriously already purple and sticky, like she dipped her hand in the cranberry sauce when no one was watching. Which, like—she probably did.
Crawford makes a face back at her that's ugly enough she starts giggling about it. “And most importantly,” he says. “I hope everyone saves room for dessert, because my god, you don’t wanna know what devils I had to bargain with to make that there peach cobbler in the kitchen.”
He sits back in his seat then, shoulder brushing against Lachlan’s as he shifts, and Lachlan’s stomach feels weird. Jumping up and over itself, starved and hungry. Crawford shifts again, leans over into Lachlan’s space as conversation erupts around the table—everyone clamoring to add to the list of things they’re thankful for even though Crawford’s already done the best goddamn job anyone could do. 
The edges of his curls brush against Lachlan’s temple. “Amen,” he mutters into his ear, not like it’s a joke or nothing, just like it’s private. Just for Lachlan and him.
When he pulls away, he’s grinning, gap between his teeth on display and eyes squinty at the edges with the force of it. 
It’s, like. Crazy. Lachlan thinks it’s a little crazy, knows it is, but he looks at Crawford looking back at him and he realizes, sudden like a puck drop and then the snap back: he’s my favorite person in the world, maybe. 
Crazy. They’ve never even shaken hands. They’ve only known each other a few months. Lachlan has a ton of friends he keeps up with, in Dallas and in New York and in Montreal, guys on the Magnitude he likes hanging out with and shooting the shit with and grabbing dinner with, but none of them are Hank Crawford, and he thinks maybe it’s like—the amount of time doesn’t matter, when it comes to people like Hank Crawford. 
You get a friend where you spend a few hours with them and it feels like days have gone by, then maybe nothing else matters at all. Maybe he’s only known the guy since July, but that’s human months he’s counting in. Maybe he needs to figure out a whole new way to measure time when it comes to Crawford, cause it sorta feels like he’s known him all his life.
He just barely remembers to smile back in time, and when Adder offers him a pour of wine, he pushes his glass closer to him. A minute later, the whole table’s distracted watching Hayden try to mutilate the turkey, and Lachlan’s heart rate falls back to normal.
Crawford years, he thinks as he pretends he likes the taste of red wine when Adder prods at his shoulder and asks. Like dog years, except no one’s aging faster or dying first; if he’s lucky, he’ll get to have this guy as his best friend for the rest of his life. They’ll light up the fucking Bell Centre together. They’ll have fifty more Thanksgivings, just like this one. 
Christmases too. Summer barbecues. Cup parades and then the feasts that follow. He’ll take him out on the lake next July, if Crawford wants to go. He’ll watch him turn golden. 

“He’s doing good,” Hayden tells Drapeau. He has to raise his voice a little to be heard over the sounds of twenty people eating and joking and laughing it up. “I talked to him yesterday, the season’s heating up over there. Zürich’s in good standings going into the holidays apparently.”
“Have you seen any footage of him playing?” Westley asks, sounding curious as he spoons out another helping of cheese and squash onto his plate and then onto his girlfriend’s. She wrinkles her nose at it, but gamely accepts the offering. “Like, with Rozanov? I did, they’re crazy good out there.”
“Of course they are,” Tremblay says. “They’re Shane Hollander and Ilya Rozanov, man, they’re good separate. They’re, like, beast mode playing on the same line.”
“Sleeping with the enemy,” Stedlund scoffs, and there’s a round of noisy agreements. “Goin’ to bed with Rozanov of all—”

“I never said that,” Hayden snaps, voice and shoulders stiff. His hand’s tight around his fork. Lachlan looks down at his plate, then sideways at Crawford, who’s volunteered to help Ruby cut up and eat and/or throw her chicken nuggets around her high table tray. 
“Yeah, careful, Corey, you’re making Cap sound like a fag,” Drapeau says and then he laughs, and it’s like. It’s whatever. Lachlan thinks he should probably laugh too, because Adder is next to him and he’s laughing. But Crawford isn’t, but that’s just because Crawford’s got all his attention focused on the baby in the high chair, trying to get her interested in putting some of the cranberry sauce in her mouth instead of smearing it around her little tray, and it’s like. He remembers, for a split second like a lightning strike, being drunk end of October and talking to Crawford about his gender studies college stuff, about how the rules you know don't necessarily make you a good man, even when that's how they're billed, and how Lachlan had asked, hadn't known really, still doesn't, like. How is he supposed to know what makes a man good if no one's telling him what to do, how to act?
He thinks about that, just for a second. Just because he's looking at Crawford, who's got his eyes on the baby and his shoulders held tensed up something awful, and then he's looking at Hayden, and Hayden isn't laughing. Nothing about Hayden's face says he's thinking about even smiling a little. 
So Lachlan doesn't laugh. Hayden has the A, so that means--not laughing's gotta be the move. The new rule on how to be a good man.
“Language,” Jackie says sharply. “Not at my table, Patrice Drapeau.”
Hayden’s jaw is still all tight and some of the guys are still laughing and it’s like. Not at this table, sure, but there’s a whole wide world out there and maybe Jackie just knows when and how to pick her battles and maybe she knows she don’t got a chance against locker room talk, but it doesn’t feel like a lot, doesn’t feel anywhere close to enough, but maybe she doesn’t want to change nothing, she just doesn’t want to hear it.
But what’s there to change? It’s just a joke. Hollander’s not even around to hear it in the first place. It’s just a shitty joke. Lachlan’s stomach feels tight and weird, sure, like he’s eaten too much and like he’s going to be sick because of it, but he’s eaten more in this one meal than he usually eats in, like, a day. And that’s just how Thanksgiving works. Your stomach always hurts a little bit; people always tell shitty jokes that make you feel like you’ve lost an edge on the ice, missed a step going down the stairs, tripped and slammed right into the boards.
It’s like. Well. Happy holidays, you know? 

“So tell me about this peach cobbler,” one of the WAGs says. Lachlan should probably know her name, but if he’s been told it, it’s long gone by now. Sophia, maybe. She looks like a Sophia. “You made it yourself?”
“I did indeed,” Crawford says, and he gives her a little smile, all bright and proud like he’s dragged home his first kill. “Peaches are a lot easier to find down in Georgia, even though their season really ended a few months ago. It’s as classic to us as a pecan pie for Thanksgiving.”
“Aw, so it’s a family recipe?” the woman coos, and Lachlan likes the way Crawford’s skin gets all blushy red just at his temples. 
“No,” he says, all shy and demure. “I just got it off the internet.”
Lachlan was already looking at Crawford, of course, but he’d have snapped his head around to stare at him even if he hadn’t been, because that’s just a damn falsehood. Lachlan was there, on the couch next to Crawford, when he Facetimed with Merritt a week ago to get the recipe. He’d told her hi from right by Crawford’s head.
He’d thought it was real sweet, the call. That Crawford called at all. It’d reminded him a little bit of the story Crawford told him once about his brother writing in all of Merritt’s school books so they could pretend their lives were still as entwined as they’d always been, even when everyone involved probably knew better. It’d made him think of that, notes in a book, the way Crawford had just about begged Merritt to find their family’s cobbler recipe in their kitchen’s cluttered recipe book collection.
He’d asked her to read it to him, line by line, so he could copy it down, and when he had, he’d done it on a fancy index card as if he was going to keep it safe after the holidays.
At the table, Crawford’s leg presses up against Lachlan’s in either a warning or an acknowledgement. I know you know, maybe he’s saying. It’s—Lachlan doesn’t know what to do with that, with how it feels to watch stories get built, up close and personal. Suddenly, there are things that Crawford knows, and things that Lachlan and Crawford know, and things that Crawford doesn’t let anyone else know.
And it just feels like—well, maybe. Competition’s stiff, Lachlan knows that. But, like. Maybe Lachlan’s one of Crawford’s favorite people too. To be allowed to know the shit he don’t want to tell anyone else. To have been allowed to wave to Merritt May on that call, sit next to Crawford as he carefully wrote down his family’s peach cobbler recipe. 
“It’s nothing complicated, ma’am,” Crawford says when she asks another question about it. “Just peaches and sugar on the fruit, then more sugar and milk and almond flour and a bit of baking powder—or soda, I can’t mind which for the life of me, I’ll tell you what—in the batter. Real simple, real forgiving.”
Lachlan opens his mouth to ask Crawford why they had to buy two new baking trays if the recipe was so forgiving, but then he closes it without saying anything at all. It’s a little stupid, considering how much time he spent watching Crawford in the kitchen over the last week, but he hadn’t even realized the guy’d got special flour for the batter. Lachlan’s already helped himself to a spoonful of the stuff, cause even professional athletes can go off their diets on holidays, but he hears that bit, about the almond flour, and he takes another spoonful the next time he gets to the kitchen. 
It tastes real sweet. Lachlan’d give it first star of the game if he could.

It’s real late by the time Crawford’s carefully steering his car out into the road. Must be pushing at the edges of midnight. The streets are mostly deserted, nothing like the stop-start-go-quick-no-never-you-mind-stop-again traffic they’d faced getting here.
Lachlan’s not drunk or even anywhere close to it, cause he thought it’d be a bad look, getting drunk in front of all them players and wives and girlfriends he wants to impress, not to mention the Pikes, who he’ll always feel a little soft on after being invited into their home to celebrate a holiday just because of him. Jackie had told him that by accident, when they were washing dishes in the kitchen after dinner, a pick-up game of something going on out in the backyard. 
She’d said, basically, Lachlan’s paraphrasing here, like. Of course they didn’t care a whit about American Thanksgiving. But it’d hurt her heart real bad, thinking about them up here without their families on a holiday meant to be spent around a table.
“Dude,” he says to Crawford, leaning his head against the car window and watching the street lights flash by. “She read articles.”
Crawford huffs, half-laugh, half-scoff. “Don’t tell me you’ve gone and got a crush on Jackie Pike now, man,” he says in this tone that Lachlan can’t remember hearing from him before. Stiff, but like he’s laughing because he’s telling a joke, so he’s gotta be laughing. 
It sounds the way it looks when a guy gets injured on the ice real bad and has to skate off into the tunnel to get to medical, when he’s holding his arm all tensed up and careful but he’s trying to smile at the crowd to show them he’s fine. 
It’s like that, but, like. In a voice.
“Dude, what,” Lachlan says, because of course he’s not got an interest in Hayden Pike’s wife. She’s a lovely lady, obviously, but she’s married, and marriages are, like. Sacred shit. 
“Dude, what?” Crawford says back, and it’s weird enough that Lachlan picks his head up from the window to look across the car at him. He’s got his sleeves rolled up over his elbows, been like that since he was playing around in the yard. His fingers are tapping some kind of rhythm against the steering wheel. Lachlan doesn’t know what to do with, like. Any of it.
“Course I don’t got a crush on Jackie Pike, dude. She’s married and shit.”
Crawford nods, and Lachlan’s not, like, the car police or whatever, but he thinks he’s staring pretty fucking hard out the front windshield for no good reason. Road’s deserted.
“Weirdo,” he adds and then leans back up against the window. There’s an empty baking dish in the back seat and four tupper-ware containers filled to the brim with food Lachlan’s going to feel bad about eating in a few days when he finds himself slower than he should be on the ice. 
He hasn’t looked at his phone all day. 
This probably makes him a terrible son.
Before, in the Pikes’ house, it’d been hard to remember that and even harder to care when he had. Most of the time, he’d been too busy defending cranberry sauce to a skeptical Gagnon or telling Adder about the Texas summer heat or chatting with Camille and Cassidy about their favorite country music artist. 
It’s sort of trickling back in now though, on the drive home. He should have texted, at least. He definitely should have called. It’d probably be easier to make himself look at his phone if he’d already called home or at least not waited until it was too late. 
But now, though. Now it’s too late and the streets are empty and Crawford’s gone all tense and silent and thoughtful in the seat next to him and the buzz from the wine is completely gone and there’s nothing left in its place. 
He doesn’t mean to sigh but it comes out of his body anyway, this big weighty sound as his eyelids droop lower. It’s the damn classical music playing in the background. They’ve got, like, the hits from the 1870s rolling, or whatever, and it’s just making Lachlan feel tired listening to it. He could fall asleep right now, just like this. 
“Cloudy night tonight,” the radio host says as the music fades out. “Bad news for any full moon enjoyers looking out their windows, but I’m hoping the breeze will carry them right along and we’ll be able to see it for a few seconds later on. Up next, we’re continuing our journey through the latter half of the Romantic era. I’m your host, Melissa Koschener, and this is 100.7 Mezzo Forte FM, your home for all the Classics.”
“Dude,” Lachlan mutters, without bothering to even open his eyes. The car’s accelerated now; they’re on the highway, he knows without looking. “I still can’t believe you listen to—”
“But there’s that girl, from the rink,” Crawford says like he’s continuing a conversation out loud that he’s been having in his head for the past few minutes. “You’re interested in her.”
Lachlan’s gotta look at him after that, cause, like. “What? What girl?”

Crawford shrugs. It’s this weird, disjointed kind of thing, a jerk of his shoulder up and then down too far. “You told your mama,” is all he says. “I didn’t mean to eavesdrop, I just—did. Accidentally. But. You said you’d met a hockey player at y’all’s practice rink.”
Lachlan blinks then he can feel himself get all red. It’s a little fucking embarrassing, if he’s being honest. “What,” he says, crossing his arms over his chest while trying to look all cool about it. “You ain’t ever told your momma a lie before?”

“Yeah,” Crawford says after a beat, the longest moment of silence in Lachlan’s fucking life, probably. He glances at Lachlan, away from the windshield, then back again then back to him. “I didn’t know you did though.”
“Yeah, well,” Lachlan says. “I just thought, like—if I couldn’t get home for Thanksgiving, I could at least give her a girl, you know? That that’d make her real happy.”
“But…there isn’t,” Crawford says, like it’s a question. “There isn’t a girl.”
“There will be,” Lachlan tells him, which is really just what he’s been telling himself, over and over again. There will be a girl, later on. In a few months or in a few years. When hockey’s all sorted out and nailed down, there’ll be a girl. “I’m just—borrowing a bit of the truth, from the future.”

Crawford huffs out a laugh but then thinks on that for a second; while he’s working through whatever thought maze he’s grown and gotten lost in in his head, Lachlan makes himself look out the window so he can only see the slightest reflection of Crawford’s face in the glass. He still feels a little red and sore about it. It ain’t really any of Crawford’s business, if there’s a girl or not, you know, but then—like, Lachlan would probably be kinda upset if Crawford started seeing some girl without telling Lachlan first. 
Not, like, in a needs permission kind of way or anything weird like that, but just—like a heads up sort of thing. A For Your Information public announcement. Real classy stuff. 
So, like, Lachlan sort of gets it. He’d hate to be minding his business only to overhear Crawford singing some random girl’s praises without even, like, telling Lachlan first. They’re supposed to be bros is all.
“My grandmama always told me not to borrow nothing from the future,” Crawford finally says as he slows down to take the next exit. They’re almost home. “Said it was the devil always acting as the lender and he took interest in spades.” He pauses, rolls to a stop in front of a red light. The color bleeds into the car, over the dash and across his fingers on the wheel. “Mostly she was talking about grief though, I reckon,” he says, and Lachlan makes himself shrug, small and quick.
“Well that’s different then, ain’t it,” he says. “I’m just talking about love.”
Crawford nods like he’s digesting the words. The light turns green as in go and then the car’s off again. If Lachlan don’t check his phone, it almost feels like the distance between him and home is shrinking every mile that spins out beneath the wheels.
Maybe that’s true, no matter what anyone else has got to say about it. 









  
    Chapter End Notes

    director's commentary/notes from director:

1) noooo crawford stop slipping and hurting yourself on the knife noo youre too sexy for that heavy-handed of a metaphor nooo stop thinking about how lachlan's future love is your future grief, that is the devil lending you stuff you got no right to take yet (his entire pov of this chapter would be like panic mode/struggle to repress/look we're doing fine/oh no wait a second we're not doing fine/maybe i could just ask him about it not like i CARE/i hope he's doing ok i hope he has the best day even if he can't spend it with his family where i'm sure he wants to be the most/i am Playing With The Baby I Am Not Paying Attention To The Conversation About Shane Hollander And Ilya Rozanov In Switzerland I Am Such A Good Hound-Fox Wow/no we're so chill i don't care at all/wait no fuck it im just gonna ask i'm just asking, i'm gonna ask in a really normal way just a btw i heard you say this to your mama can you elaborate please i don't care at all though btw)
2) Christian Man Wonders If It Counts As A Sin To Hold Hands With Another Guy During Prayer If He Just Really Wants To Pray Correctly And He Actually Really Just Wants To Make Sure He's Praying Correctly That's Really Important To Him He Should Definitely Hold That Guy's Hand Right. To Pray Correctly. To Feel Closer To God. Local Christian Man Is Sure He Would Feel Closer To God If He Held Another Guy's Hand. While Praying
3) you may have noticed that all the houses i can conceptualize have an open floor plan that combines kitchen and living room. idk what the defense here is for this except i hate writing two things more than anything else: clothing descriptions and house layout descriptions. so everyone's running around their open-floor kitchen-dining room-living room wearing their vaguely nice dress pants and their oxford shirts. or ☝️their 'hockey gear'
4) the point, right, the point--and for sure not explicit in every scene but i think in most of them in this chapter and the last chapter and (not to borrow from the future here) the next chapter--is that they're so good together and it's so easy when it's just them in their little bubble, running on a trail or chilling on the couch or making dinner and chirping each other, without their families or their religious beliefs/guilt or the structural hockey culture of it all. but they also wouldn't be them without all that stuff because crawford's not crawford without his family and his hometown, and lachlan's not lachlan if he isn't deeply religious
so loving and becoming and building a future together is going to also involve learning when to help the other fight their demons (i.e., lachlan vs crawford's hometown survivor's guilt) and when to accept and love their partner's complexities without immediately labeling them as purely just a conflict/roadblock to them being in love (i.e., on lachlan's religious beliefs: here, crawford basically finds a way to deliver a non-religious but ultimately sort of religious prayer before eating thanksgiving dinner because he knows it's important to lachlan to pray/give thanks before he eats and he didn't trust hayden pike with the job lol)
5) i think the thing i like about the thanksgiving around the table scene is that both lachlan and crawford are lying their asses off about what their typical thanksgiving looks like (or at least, leaving out huge chunks of it); crawford paints a pretty traditional mainstream picture of a thanksgiving (dinner, football, charity), like you'd find in a textbook on the subject, and lachlan agrees that's what he does too, while thinking about how his is very different. meanwhile in the open house fic, crawford mentions that his dad usually starts drinking at eleven on thanksgiving and yells at the news and calls politicians fags. but they both sort of subscribe to the idea that thanksgivings could be like that, that's their american dream, and then they're mostly given that by the pikes (they say a little prayer, they eat the food, they do the dishes while a game of football is played in the yard)
6) the next chapter is going to be in crawford's point of view, and it is absolutely going to include his first stab at addressing/confronting some of the things he's been trying really hard not to think about and actively avoid while accidentally stumbling into them every other second....and it'll be the December/Christmas chapter....i cant wait!!! can we say shameful, panic inducing wet dream in one's childhood bedroom!! no one is doing it like hank crawford!!
(the next chapter will also probably take ~two weeks to write because sososo much needs to be covered, crawford is going on a little christmas emotional odyssey he is not going to have a fun let it snow christmas he is going to have a 'merry christmas please don't call' christmas which is going to be fun to write in a july heat wave)


  


      

  












      Chapter 10: crawford
  



    Chapter Notes

      to be clear none of what's in this chapter was on my damn post it note wall and almost all of it could probably have just been a text to my sister

this chapter is a little experimental in timeline usage (if there's one thing you should know about me i love to play around with storytelling formats/perspectives/timelines) & it shouldn't be hard to follow i think but it might get a little annoying. we bounce back and forth between the present which is when crawford's home in darien & the past which is post-thanksgiving, in the weeks in between the two holidays, but all of it is written in present tense because i wanted it to read like crawford's still thinking of the memories so much and so intensely it's like they're still happening to him

(my original thought draft had a third bounce back to crawford growing up as a kid around darien with his siblings and his friends, also in present tense but a little more ghostly about it you know, but i nixed that out cause this shit was getting way too long and i had to prove to myself i could, actually, kill some of my darlings)

slight slight slight content warning for animal death (a deer) in this chapter - not graphic or nothing, just there and narratively load-bearing mayhaps

appleofmyiris made this absolutely gorgeous digital art drawing from last chapter, borrowing grief from the future. it's just stunning i love the colors (especially crawford's gatorade blue eyes!!! i've looked at this so often and so much it's crazyyyy like that's the cross necklace and the peaches and the bluebonnet flower!! it's just perfect, go take a look!

songs!! songs for this chapter oh man there are many. many. i have been listening to all the best angsty christmas hits for the last two weeks (wild seeing as it's hot and smokey where i currently live lol) but there's the obvious, 'tis the damn season' by taylor swift, 'merry christmas please don't call' by bleachers, & 'so much wine' by phoebe bridgers and 'christmas in prison' by john prine

AND spotify actually got it right for once and recc'ed me 'for keeps' by lucy dacus who keeps writing songs that i've somehow already made about crawlan without listening to them first! what an anthem for this fic & these two guys!! going up there with 'direct address' for me lol


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  Tucker greets him with a slug on the shoulder hard enough to hurt and then a hug, right there in baggage claim. It’s over so quick that Crawford’s arm hasn’t stopped smarting by the time they separate, but it’s hard to remember how to be angry when Tug’s grinning at him like that. 
“Welcome back to the homeland,” Tucker tells him and Crawford gets them the fuck out of the airport before he can start doing something real embarrassing like sing America the Beautiful. 
“Can’t believe you packed everything into a carry-on,” Tug is already saying pointedly by the time he gets them off the airport campus. “I had my money on a big fuck-you checked bag of gifts. You do know it’s Christmas, right? They got that up there in Canada, yeah?”



“Yeah, asshole, Canadians know about Christmas too,” Crawford says, and he leans across the bench seat just to shove at him. They’re stopped at a red light, but it wouldn’t really have mattered all that much if they weren’t, cause Tug grew up learning how to drive ignoring Crawford trying to bother him in the passenger seat, and vice versa.
“Merritt send you her Christmas list?” Tucker asks, glancing at him and then back to the road as he eases the car into motion again.
“All three pages of it,” Crawford confirms. It’d been single-spaced. She’d told him she wanted a cat. As if Crawford knew where to get her one of those. Outside of kidnapping Periwinkle Savchuk and smuggling her across the border, he’s still not really sure what Mare’s been expecting him to do other than save it for next year and figure it out then.
He tilts his head back against the seat, tries to work out the knot in his neck. He’d slept weird on the plane. He’s been sleeping weird, lately. “Not that I could do much with it, mind you,” he adds, mostly just to say something. “I don’t got an income. Don’t even get any sort of signing bonus til I get my hands on a damn contract.”
Tucker’s attention’s on the road again. It’s near six in the evening, so he’s taking the backroads home instead of the main interstate, trying to avoid all the holiday rush hour traffic out of Savannah even if it means adding another twenty, thirty minutes to the drive. 
“Dude,” Tucker says, and he’s grinning suddenly, mouth pulled crooked with the force of it. “Tell me you didn’t just get her some Metros-branded shit. She’d kill you, man, and you’d deserve it.”
Crawford didn’t, to be clear.
But he definitely, like. Thought about it.
“Course not,” he says instead of admitting that though. He puts on his most offended voice. “In a few months, you’re gonna all have to buy that shit for yourselves. Support my team, you know? That shit’s mandatory.”



“I dunno, Yank,” Tucker shrugs, glances at him and then back to the road. He smirks out at the double yellow line. “Been liking the look of Boston this year. Toronto, too. Got a good young core.”
“I’ll burn your house to the fucking ground, Tucker Finn Morris,” Crawford tells him all pleasant like. “Bones and all, don’t think I won’t.”



Tug laughs, reaching out across the car’s bench seat to get his palm around the back of his neck so he can shake him, just a little. Crawford shoves him off, turns to look out the window instead, spinning his phone between his fingers as he watches the familiar scenery of the Georgia low-country flash by. 
He recognizes these trees. He thinks, if he’s being real honest with himself, a part of him’s been missing these trees and this road and the hum of this music on this radio since the moment he left. And yet—
But it didn’t—
It’d felt—
Getting off the plane, walking down the steps to the baggage claim and seeing Tucker standing there with his hands stuffed in his pockets, wearing the same ratty camouflage hoodie he’s had for years, backwards Bass Pro cap on his head and tufts of curls sticking out over his weird ears—it’d felt—
Like a homecoming, sure, when you break the word back up into two halves. It’d felt like coming home, like arriving on the porch of a house with a door he’s never had to knock on, not once in his life.
He’d known the mural on the wall of the Savannah airport’s baggage claim as much as he’d known the carpet on the floor of the gate, as much as he’d known Tug’s smile and the way it creased the edges of his mismatched eyes. 
But still, it’d felt—like there was something missing. Something wrong. Even when Tucker had pulled him into a hug; even when they’d gotten into Tug’s truck, the same car he’s been driving since he was too young to legally touch the pedals and the same one Crawford’s been sitting in for all his best-remembered summers.
It’d felt weird, like when a puzzle piece’s colors match up perfectly with the pieces around it, but the edges are all off. Like something just didn’t fit no more, and no swearing to high heavens that it did could change anything about the nature of it. 
He spins his phone round and round in his fingers and wonders if Lachlan’s packed yet for Dallas.  He’s supposed to leave in two days, so probably not. Probably if Crawford knows anything about him at all, he’s lying on the couch in the living room right now, watching an old sitcom he doesn’t even like all that much. The sitter’s gonna nab the cat tomorrow, good luck and good riddance, so Lachlan’s probably coaxed her up onto his lap for some quality time before she’s gone. Though to be fair, it probably didn’t take all that much coaxing.
Probably, Lachlan’s going to forget to pack the right number of socks, and none of them are going to match, and he’s going to start doing a load of laundry and forget to finish it and leave the wet clothes in the washer for the five days he’ll be back home and Crawford will never hear the end of it when they both get back to Montreal, and that’ll be just about okay.
He thinks—really, that’d be mighty fine, in its own way, if Lachlan never stops turning to him first and bitching at him about every little problem he accidentally creates for himself. If he gets to hear it, if he’s—allowed.
It’s sort of, like. Crawford doesn’t want to think about it. It’s too—much, too big, too rotten. Not meant for here. Not meant for this place, this truck, these trees.
Crawford scrubs at his eyes with the heel of his palm. He hasn’t been sleeping all that good, lately. It’s been a weird month, all of December hanging like a lead weight around his neck, counting down the days til he could catch a flight back home, thinking for sure that’d fix him right up, only to get here and still feel weird. Wrong-footed.
He wonders who will pick Lachlan up from the airport in Dallas. If Lachlan will recognize the roads they drive on to get home. If it’ll feel right, and easy, and simple to be there again.  He thinks—probably it won’t be. He wonders if Lachlan will call him and tell him about it. 
He hopes—
“So,” Tug says and he turns down the radio. It doesn’t make that much difference; his hearing’s always been shit. Thomas Rhett’s gone from screaming about dying a happy man to just singing about it now, soft as a lullaby. “Just wanna check on your feelings visa-fees surprises. Still hate ‘em?”
Crawford watches his reflection blink in the car window. “Who’d you get pregnant?”
“Now why—”



“Cause if it’s Rebecca Clark, I think I’m gonna let Ms. Ella kill you this time for real, Tug, Jesus Christ.”
“The fucking disrespect I swear—I ain’t gone near that girl since we went into high school, Hank Crawford, and you know that—she ain’t even in the goddamn state anymore, when you gonna stop aiming your gun at sleeping dogs, douchebag?”
Crawford ducks his head when he laughs. His shoulders shake with it. It feels damn good to laugh. It’s been a weird month. It doesn’t feel the way it should, sitting here, watching the marshlands fly by in the creeping dark, but at least it still feels good to laugh at Tug’s offended expression, the scrunch of his nose and the way his eyebrows go all tight even as he can’t bite back his own smile.
It helps, actually, looking at the light in Tucker’s eyes and the way he tilts his head to face him a little, like it’s automatic to share his grin with Crawford, like it’s just how his body moves. It helps, what it makes him remember. It helps, to remember. It’s like. Okay.
Okay. 
Right.
Crawford’s been here before. 
The thought hurts a little, like pressing down hard on a bruise even though he would have sworn up and down this particular sore spot’s been healed up for ages now, not even the tiniest scar left behind, but it’s like. Okay. Okay. Right. Okay. Breathe, okay. 
Looking at Tucker and remembering it, digging up the corpse of it, feels a little sacriligious. What’s dead should stay dead and all that, but when has anything born and bred in the South been taught how to let things go?
Crawford’s been here before. He thought for sure he’d grown out of it, but maybe this is the kind of person he is. Weak in the soul, twice over; weak in the goddamn knees, in-fucking-variably, for boys with smiles like—
He’d thought for sure he’d grown out of it. He’d been so sure. He’d thought—he’d been—
What the fuck kind of good is prayer, then, if the things you beg God to take away just keep re-appearing in your hands every few years like a bad penny? What kind of dealer gave him these cards? The joker keeps finding its way into his hand. Crawford is right back where he started. He is hundreds of miles away, most of the time. A dozen state lines, a whole country away, and still, somehow. He is right back where he fucking started. 
The only thing that’s fucking changed is the eyes, and even then—only the one needed to change color at all.
“Now remember, I ain’t the one who told you,” Tucker is saying, glancing at him and then at the road. It’s fucking performative, is what it is. Tucker could drive these curves blindfolded and with both hands behind his back. No one in the whole world knows them better. They’d discovered them together, mapped ‘em out, burnt through gas money and summer afternoons faster than they could get their hands on them, spinning their wheels and going nowhere but in wider and wider circles round Darien.
It sounds serious, the way he says it, and so Crawford’s trying to pay attention, except he’s been real bad at paying attention to everything he’s supposed to lately. His mind keeps getting stuck in the rough, drifting over the white lines on the road, running over the bumps on the shoulder.
He’s thinking about this morning. How in another country, in another home with different trees and different flavors of laughter, he’d done something real stupid. He’d hugged Lachlan, right there by the door to the apartment. No witnesses at all. No rink and no airport, just them in the little entryway of Lachlan’s parents’ apartment, Periwinkle watching with disinterest from the couch. 
It’d been, like. An actual hug too, the kind that pulled them tight together, that probably would have had their lungs all lined up one-to-one if Lachlan was taller or if he was shorter.
He’d still been halfway asleep, Lachlan had. It’d still been early in the morning. Crawford’s flight had included a seven hour layover in fucking St. Louis of all places, and so he’d left real early for a long day of holiday travel, and Lachlan’s eyes had been mostly closed when he said goodbye, thumping his head up against his shoulder like he was considering falling asleep on Crawford, right there, standing up, arms wrapped around him.
It’d been—so fucking stupid. But it hadn’t felt like that, in the moment. The stupidest things never do, in Crawford’s experience. It’d just felt right. Wholly and completely right, hands wrapped around Lachlan’s back, early morning light pouring through the living room windows and making the whole room heat up like it was preparing for summer, despite the ice on the ground outside.
The wrong came later, came after, and it’s been dog-gone persistent in following him around since then. It’d been a stupid thing to let himself have, the hug. A worse thing to take. 
Ain’t nothing worse out there, probably, than a boy who—than a fox that—
“You ain’t the only Crawford been picked up at the airport recently,” Tucker tells him, thumbing at the side of his nose in a pointed way. The boy’s not got a subtle bone in his body; he can’t hide his grin. Crawford doesn’t think he’s ever really tried, not once in his life. Hiding doesn’t come natural to people like Tucker.
It takes Crawford a second to hear the words and then another, longer, second to process them. His mouth goes all dry suddenly.
“You two-timing me, Tug?” he asks, joking, because it’s easier to make the joke than it is to say, do you mean my brother, Tucker? Is my big brother home, too?
Tucker’s smile gets bigger, sharper, even as he shrugs. “What can I say? Who can resist a man in uniform?” 
Crawford shifts in his seat; he drops his phone into his lap, mostly on accident. “Campbell?” he checks, because—you have to check, sometimes. Sometimes you have to bite the bullet and cut through the bullshit and lay it all out on the line and say your brother’s name despite all the ways that can strip a person bare. 
“Yeah, Yank,” Tug tells him, and he reaches over and grasps at the back of his neck again, kinder this time, like he wants the touch to linger. He’s an only child, Tucker, but he forgets that sometimes, Crawford thinks, after so long spent growing up next to Crawford, who could never forget what it feels like to have a brother and a sister, even if he really wanted to. “Campbell got a few weeks’ leave. Him and his girl’re splittin’ it between here and Virginia. Surprise.”
“Why?” Crawford asks, when what he really wants to do is thank Tucker for having him memorized so well he told him while they’re still thirty minutes outside of Darien. That’s enough time for him to get his head on straight again, to get used to the information. He hasn’t seen his brother in—ages, maybe. Couple of years.
He thinks—about Lachlan’s breath, the soft exhale of it and the smell of his minty 2-in-1 shampoo and conditioner and the way Crawford had been afraid to move too quickly in case he startled him, in case he broke the soft fragility of the moment and could never get it back again even though it was a horrible thing to steal in the first place, to take it when it meant so much more to him than it ever could to—
He thinks—it’d be really nice. To have a big brother right now. 
Tucker rubs at his nose. “Mare and I think he’s got Allie-Anne in the family way,” he says, lowering his voice like one of the older ladies from church is gonna materialize in the backseat and have a heart attack about it.
“But they’re not married,” Crawford says blankly, and then Tucker almost runs them off the road laughing at him.
“Man,” he says a little while later, rubbing beneath his blue eye like he’s wiping away tears Crawford knows for a fact didn’t fucking fall. “It’s like I’m talking to your mother. Sorry, Ms. Annie, you’re right, I forgot. They’re not married, I shoulda known better than to suggest somethin’ like that—”



“Shut the fuck up,” Crawford says.
“Of course Campbell and his girl are waiting til they get hitched to have sex.”
“Fuck off—”
“They’re living it up in Europe, chaste-like, for sure. Sin-fucking-free.”
“I wasn’t saying noth—”



“Now that you’ve reminded me of the proper way of doing things, Yankee, I’m putting my money on immaculate conception, actually.”
“Jesus Christ—”



“Exactly, man, that’s what I’m saying. Tis the damn season, ain’t it?”


Lachlan wants a Christmas tree, and it’s, like, maybe the stupidest thing Crawford’s ever heard because neither of them is even going to be in the apartment for the actual holiday, and they have a cat with evil in its beady little eye anyway. Any tree they put up in the living room’s gonna become a hazard within the hour.
But Lachlan wants a tree, and he wants it to be a freshly cut one, and he wants to string up lights around the living room and around his room’s small balcony guard rail. He wants to watch a bunch of Christmas movies he knows all the words to and he wants to buy the ugliest Christmas sweater he can find in the department store—but it has to be earnestly ugly, right, okay, H, it can’t know it’s ugly, it’s gotta be made with fucking earnestisity. Earnestity. It’s gotta mean it, okay? Tis the season for all that shit, alright?
The worst part, probably, isn’t even, like. How much Lachlan wants. It’s sort of, probably, like. How much Crawford wants to give it to him.
He’s not an idiot, is the thing. He figures this is something he’s going to get to have only the once, a Christmas like this. First Christmas in Montreal, last Christmas where everything is the way it is now.
Come next year, Lachlan’s going to have found himself a real, actual girlfriend who’s going to be able to do all this shit for him and enjoy every second of it, and Crawford probably will have a girl too, or at least a distraction, and like—maybe they’ll live together, but maybe they won’t, and even if they do, it won’t be the same. 
It’s probably for the better, Crawford has to remind himself, over and over again. That it won’t be the same next year. 
He’s gotten too–-he let himself—he lost track of—
He’s not an idiot or nothing, but that doesn’t mean he can’t be stupid every now and again. That don’t mean some people don’t make him stupid. 
“Hey,” Crawford murmurs, quiet, into Lachlan’s room. It’s sorta pointless, cause it’s kinda early in the morning and Lachlan’s got the day free from everything but an afternoon optional skate after last night’s game, so he’s pretty much dead to the world. 
He doesn’t so much as stir when Crawford gets close to the bed. He’s on his side, arms wrapped around one of the spare pillows that he’s got his face smashed into, leg hiked up around the edge of it and blankets kicked down around his feet despite how damn cold it is. Of course Lachlan runs hot, though. He grew up in an ice rink. Some things like that just seep into your bones. Just makes sense. 
“Hey,” Crawford says again, nudging at Lachlan’s shoulder. He keeps his voice quiet, which maybe isn’t the best move if he wants Lachlan to wake up, but he doesn’t want to scream at the guy or nothing. He looks all soft and young like this, eyes closed and mouth open a little bit, drool a dark spot on the gray of his pillow case. It’s a shame to wake him up at all.
Crawford doesn’t let himself look for long. He’s developing a problem he doesn’t want to think about. Not today, not right now. They’re three weeks out from Christmas, a week and a half til Crawford’s flight back to Georgia. Distance like that will absolve a whole host of sins. 
Crawford’s sort of counting on it.
Lachlan’s eyes open slow like molasses when Crawford nudges him again. “H?” he asks, groggy, rubbing his face into his pillow before blinking blearily up at him. “‘T’s early.”
“It ain’t,” Crawford tells him, because it’s around nine in the morning on a Wednesday, which means most people in the city are probably up and about already, moving around in the currents of their lives and definitely, probably, at least talking in full sentences by now if nothing else.
He doesn’t mean to sound so fond, but he can’t really hold it against himself all that much. There’s something about Lachlan like this that makes Crawford want to handle him gently, which is crazy to think about because the guy’s a menace awake, someone Crawford spends a good chunk of time wishing he could strangle. 
But like this, mostly still asleep, Lachlan Pucey looks so sweet and soft that Crawford’s got no idea how he’s going to survive it, when next year comes around and he doesn’t have this no more—and, maybe even worse, when someone else gets to.
“Coffee?” Lachlan asks, greedy and spoiled and sweet with it. Of fucking course that’s the first thing he wants to know about, whether or not Crawford’s made him coffee as, like, reparations for the sin of waking him up.
Of fucking course Crawford has, too.
“You can drink it in the car, Bagsy,” he tells him, and it’s like, thank Christ, right, that there’s a name Crawford can reach for to call him when Lachlan feels too close, too transparent. He hasn’t really ever called him Pucey, not even in his own head, not since those first few days of knowing him. Thank God he can call him Bagsy, at least, when Lachlan isn’t near enough to hide everything behind and Lox is like—a declaration of surrender, probably. A white flag.
If Crawford is being real honest with himself—which is hard to avoid doing when the room’s this quiet and it sorta feels like time’s moving slow and thick through his fingers—Lox has always been a declaration of sorts, some kind or another. He knew it the first time he said it, too, back when he was saying a bunch of bullshit just to see what would make the guy laugh. But he knew, though, sorta, in the back of his head and real quiet like, that he was only saying it cause he was looking for something he could call this guy no one else ever did. 
Can’t get more of a declaration than that, probably. 
“We gotta get going, bud,” he says, clearing his throat as if that’ll fix whatever his voice is doing before he can be caught doing it. “Gotta beat traffic.”
“‘Kay,” Lachlan says. His eyes are mostly closed again. He’s agreeable in the morning, but he’s lazy as hell, too. Down for doing anything if Crawford’s willing to drag him half-way across the finish line first. “What are we doing? You drivin’?”
“Course I’m driving,” Crawford says. He’d make a big show of rolling his eyes if he knew he’d be looking at him to see it, but he can’t count on it when Lachlan’s like this.
But, like. Of course Crawford’s driving. If Crawford had it his way, he’d be driving everywhere he ever had to go with Lachlan, just because Lachlan’s a shit driver, a total and absolute danger to society everytime he’s allowed behind the wheel. Even when he’s fully awake and functional, Lachlan tends to ride too close to the middle of the road, drift sideways when he’s turning to look over his shoulder, treat stop signs like they got a question mark at the end of ‘em—and Crawford did research here. He’d appreciate getting to their destination alive and in one piece.
“Found a farm south of the city,” Crawford tells him. He blinks down at Lachlan and realizes, like an out-of-body experience, he’s still got his hand resting right there on Lachlan’s shoulder. He moves it quick and like it’s easy, even though it isn’t. Even though if it was easy to do, he’d have done it already.
Lachlan yawns. “What,” he says, lips dragging against the damp spot in his pillow with every word. “You turnin’ me out to pasture already, H?” 
“Shouldn’t have whiffed that pass from Kitchy in last night’s second,” Crawford tells him. It’s sort of, like, disgusting. Probably. What his voice sounds like to his own ears.
He’s joking, obviously, because Lachlan’s joking. But then Lachlan says, real and heavy with it, “I know, I should have done better,” and suddenly nothing’s funny anymore if it ever was in the first place. 
Lachlan still does all his nightly praying right before he goes to sleep, tucked up in bed,  Crawford’s assuming, but he’s started at least taking his phone calls with his earthly father mostly out of his room. It drives Crawford crazy, sometimes. Listening to him listening to his daddy. He’s always so quiet, by the end, and they’re never long calls, but it takes ages and ages afterwards to get him back to normal, and it’s just—Crawford hates—
It’s just, like. Such a shame, sometimes, Crawford thinks, that Rhett Pucey had to go and wreck his shoulder back when Crawford was seven years old and too young to appreciate the event properly and to have gotten on the ice and done it himself. 
Crawford hates Lachlan’s daddy, sometimes, after those phone calls. The ones that come after the shit games, sure, but the ones that come after the good ones too. Far as he can figure, there are no games good enough for Rhett Pucey to have no notes, and there’s no phone call Lachlan can take from his father that don’t make his eyes get a little dimmer every time he picks up. And since he always picks up and since he’s always talking about his daddy like he’s the greatest hockey player to ever do it, then Crawford’s just gotta hate Rhett Pucey enough for the both of them.
“C’mon, gittup,” he tells Lachlan instead of saying anything else, the stuff he wants to say, the stuff he can’t, like nobody here thinks that but you, and I’d never tell you that, I’ll never agree, and fuck Rhett Pucey, man, don’t listen to him, not about nothing. What does he know? The fuck does he know after so long outside the game?
“Why?” Lachlan bitches and moans, even as he pushes himself up in bed. The henley he wore to bed last night gapes at the throat, neckline tugged lop-sided and silver necklace chain on display. Crawford doesn’t look for longer than it takes to turn tail and run, cause he’s not an idiot even if he does enough stupid things that he can see where someone might get confused.
“You wanted a damn Christmas tree,” he tells the door jam in front of him, running his hand through his hair. “Let’s go cut one down.” 
It takes a couple of seconds for Lachlan to process the words, but it’s impossible to miss when he does because he suddenly moves so fast that the bed creaks. “Seriously?” he asks, voice so full of a grin that Crawford has to look at him.
The dimple’s out, obviously. His hair’s all mussed from the pillows and his eyes are so wide and round, you’d think Crawford’s given him Christmas morning, several weeks too early for it. 
“Yeah, man,” Crawford says. “Ain’t no point celebrating the season if we don’t got a tree.” 
“That’s what I’ve been saying, H,” Lachlan agrees excitedly, flinging the covers off of his legs and near falling out of his bed trying to get his limbs to cooperate on command. “Where is it? How far away? Do you think they’re also gonna sell all the little ornaments and stuff there or do they come separate, do you think?”



“Well, I’m pretty sure the colored LED lights don’t grow on the trees naturally if that’s what you’re asking, Bagsy,” Crawford rolls his eyes now that Lachlan’s awake enough to be looking at him and appreciating his suffering here. 
Lachlan’s balled-up shirt smacks into his chest; Crawford catches it on instinct. It’s body-warm. “I know that,” Lachlan snaps, and Crawford makes himself throw the shirt back at him, makes himself laugh, and then makes himself leave the room. Like it’s easy, but if it was easy then he wouldn’t have to make himself do much of anything. He’d just have done it, without thinking about it much at all.


Crawford’s mama takes one look at him and declares a one-woman war on Canada. Tucker, the coward that he is, backs out real quick, turning down her invitation to stick around for dinner and telling Crawford he’ll see him later. 
It’s actually sort of nice, if he thinks about it, to hear that catch you later from Tug and know that it’s true. They’ll see each other when they see each other, no need to make plans ahead of time. Darien’s small, and until Crawford’s back to the airport, there’s not much to do but hang with his family, go out on his own, and trip down the dirt roads til he finds Tucker again.
“And what they’re feeding you up there, I shiver to know, you’re skin and bone,” his mama is saying, banging around the kitchen and finishing up dinner when Crawford gets down from putting his things up in his old room. 
To be fair, it smells better in here than it probably ever has in their kitchen in Montreal, but for some reason, Crawford doesn’t want to admit to that. He’s been feeding himself just fine. He and Lachlan have been making do. Better than, on some nights. 
“And don’t they got no sun up there? You look like a vampire, baby, do they ever let you outta the damn rink?”
Crawford bites back at a smile, walking through the kitchen to get to the round dining table in the other room. Scout bumps her nose up against the back of his hand with every movement he makes; he can’t figure out if she’s excited that he’s here because she recognizes him or if she’s just excited someone else is here who can pet her.
“Who’s been feeding you?” he mutters to her as he drops down into one of the wooden chairs. “You got all lumpy, baby girl.”
She grins up at him and starts thumping her tail on the floor when he scratches behind her ear. The table’s cluttered up with papers and torn-open envelopes and Mare’s school notebooks that all seem to be filled in with glitter gel pen. 
His mama’s still going on about the state of him, which she says is horrific even though she’s a little kinder than that. For his part, Crawford knows he’s put on about eight pounds of muscle since he got to Montreal in October; whatever skin and bones looks like, it probably ain’t his picture by the dictionary definition, is all he’s saying. 
But he ain’t got a mother’s eye or whatever. He knows that. All he’s got is the eyes of a son, and he uses ‘em now to look at the table while his mama’s in the kitchen. It’s a little hard, at first, to even find the ceramic ear-of-corn shaped salt shaker in all the mess, but he does.
They’ve been using the same system for bills and mail since Crawford was real little. Bad News bills folded up and pinned under the corn-on-the-cob. The survivable shit, under the barn-shaped pepper shaker. Just the things that add a little spice to our life, his mama would say when she slipped an unexpected vet bill beneath the barn figurine. The things God sends our way to make sure we’re still paying attention.
What’s the salt mean then? Crawford had asked once when he was still small enough to ask careless questions like that when his brother wasn’t around to smack his fingers away from the power outlets. 
Salt in the fucking wound, his daddy had told him, a few drinks in, and his mama had been steaming, she’d been so mad at him for that.
He wasn’t wrong though, as far as Crawford’s been able to tell in the years since then. His mama probably would have found a prettier way to put it—something like living life with a little pinch of salt—but what was an overdue water bill or news from the bank or that whole thing when they’d remortgaged their house back when Crawford was fifteen, just so they could borrow more money to send him off to Massachusetts—what was all of that shit if not pain rubbed into existing pain? Salt in the fucking wound?
Scout paws at his leg, annoyed at the way he’s slowed down without her express permission, and Crawford renews his attention even while he flicks through the stuff on the table. Salt shaker’s got possession of a ripped open letter stamped with the bank’s logo, an electricity bill, a letter from FAFSA.
“And I don’t know where you get the idea that you can ask that boy to drive all the way up to Savannah just to pick you up from the airport when we’ve got perfectly good cars to do it,” his mama is saying from the kitchen as she opens a bunch of cabinets, bangs around like she’s digging through a cupboard full of drumkits. “Now I know you’re friends and he’d do right near anything for you and you’ve missed him something awful, but you gotta know we’re kin, Hank, Merritt would have loved to see you—”
“Mama, c’mon,” Crawford says, because she’s just being silly now and he can’t pretend otherwise. He drops the bill from his hand and stands up, giving Scoutie a little pat as he goes. He leans up against the doorway to the kitchen and looks at her.
She’s shorter than he remembers, he thinks. Her hair’s grayer too, frizzy around the edges the way it always gets when she’s been running around all day. She’s probably been nonstop running since Thanksgiving, if Crawford knows his mama the way he thinks he does. She’s probably been preparing for having her kids back home for the holidays since they left, and it’s probably stressing her the fuck out, too, now that it’s here and happening. One of the chairs around the dining table is a hard metal one from the garage because otherwise there wouldn’t be enough seats for Campbell’s girl, and Crawford knows his mama hates that. That it don’t match the way she thinks it should. 
Sometimes Crawford wishes his mama could love him in a way that didn’t seem to hurt her. Or—in a different way, is all. He just hates to see her all frazzled, but if he’s being real honest, he’s not sure he’d recognize her another way.
He’d at least appreciate it if she’d let him help, but he’s already been told off for asking once. 
“Don’t mama, c’mon me, young man,” she tells him, putting a drippings plate into the sink now that she’s taken the meat out of the oven and put it on a serving tray. “I’m just thinking about Tucker, someone around here’s gotta—"
And alright, that stings a little. Crawford can admit that. He can admit that it stings a little to hear that from his mama, as if she knows anything about him and Tucker at all. It definitely puts his back up, gets him on the defense; probably cause he doesn’t know if she does anymore. She could these days. Who the fuck knows? 
It’s always like—the first few days after coming home from being away for a while always feels like what Crawford imagines being spat out of a tornado feels like. You’re all dizzy and you can’t get your bearings and the world’s still spinning and you gotta do a walk-around of your house, see what’s changed, what’s been moved, how hard it’d be to move it back.
“See, but, ma,” Crawford says, getting comfortable against the doorway. “Little birdie told me you let Tug pick Campbell up at the airport a couple of days ago, so I gotta wonder: we treating Tug like the red carpet now, eh? Only getting him out for the real special occasions?” 
His mama drops one of the dishes in the sink when she turns around, mouth already pursed up in an angry scowl. “That boy,” she snaps, and Crawford isn’t sure if she’s talking about him or Campbell or Tug, but he laughs all the same. 
“Sorry, mama,” he says, even though he isn’t all that sorry, not at all. Above her head, hanging over the window that looks out into the backyard, is one of them words on wood signs she likes so much. This one’s Live, Laugh, Love, and it’s been just a little crooked for years, but no amount of getting the step-ladder out and straightening it has ever managed to make it stick.
“How damn hard is it to keep one little secret from you, Hank Colton?” his mama asks, throwing up her hands, but she’s got a smile hiding out in her eyes; Crawford knows because he knows where to look for it. He hides his the same place.
He makes a big deal about shrugging, like, well, who can say? and then he finally asks what he’s been dying to know since Tucker dropped him off at the front door and only his mama and the dog were there to greet him. “Where’d Mare and Camel get to then? And Allie-Anne.”
His mama puts her hands on her hips, shakes her head like she can’t believe the sight of him. “Campbell,” she enunciates carefully—always hated those names, said it felt like she was raising a damn zoo half the time anyway, no need to call each other Camel, Goose, and Mare— “is gettin’ Allie freshened up at Ms Judy’s before they come round here for dinner. Think they’re picking Merritt May up from swim practice before too. Lord knows the only way to get that girl going somewhere fast is to get her there yourself.”
“Right,” Crawford says. He gets off the doorway, stuffs his hands in his pockets so no one can see the way they’re vibrating a little bit, full of pent-up energy. Ms. Judy’s must mean Judy Daneford’s bed and breakfast, up north of town and only a ten minute drive away. It must kill his mama a little bit, that she can’t put Campbell and Allie-Anne up somewhere here, but the house is only so big and the basement den they’d converted into a bedroom for Campbell back before he went to basic has long since been reconverted back into storage. “Well, I mean—lemme clean off the table then, yeah? And set it nice. If you won’t let me help you with dinner.”
His mama gives him a look, all arched eyebrows and smile come outta its hiding place in earnest now. “Now who’s rolling out the red carpet?”
Crawford opens his mouth to defend himself or at least explain himself away, but he doesn’t get the chance; a second later, the front door of the house is being shoved open cause you gotta put your shoulder into it to get it past the frame these days, and noise spills into the entryway. 
The dog goes as crazy as a senior citizen dog can get at the sound of so many new and familiar voices in the house, and her paws scramble on the wooden floors as she rushes through the dining room then living room then to the front door. 
Crawford, whose heart’s beating maybe as crazy as your heartrate can get when you’re a professional athlete at twenty years old, takes a second to wipe his hands on his hoodie before he follows.
His brother’s kept his hair about the same since the last time he saw him a couple of years ago. It’s close to his scalp, short enough it’s hard to tell the color of it if Crawford didn’t already know. He looks the same, anyway, for the most part. Got the same nose, the Crawford nose, but got his eyes from their daddy’s side too. Gray-green, not the pale blue of Mare and Crawford’s. 
“Hey, little bro,” Campbell grins the moment he spots him and then he’s wrapping him up in a hug that Crawford can feel right down to his bones. Literally, too, it feels like Campbell’s pinching his skeleton together, that’s how tight he holds him for a second, for two.
He’s broader, filled out and grown up. Twenty-three now, which is weird cause Crawford didn’t see hide nor hair of him when he was twenty-two; the whole year’s a blank for him. Crazy to think about, actually, because Crawford’s gonna be twenty-two himself soon, you know? A year and a half to go, and how’s he gonna know what to do with it since he didn’t get to see nothing about what Campbell was doing?
“Hey,” Crawford says and then he pulls away, fixes his hair again after Campbell scrubs his hand over it. He gets a moment to breathe before Merritt’s there too, pushing her way in between them and throwing her arms around Crawford’s neck like she’s going for gold. She smells like chlorine still; her hair’s wet, dripping down her back. “Oof, alright, hey, Mare, hey, ow, watch the damn ribs—”
“Don’t be such a little bitch,” Merritt cries and tugs at him harder, like she missed him. It’s only been a couple of months, but Crawford’d probably rather, like, chop off his tongue than remind her of that right now. Anyway—
“Merritt May Crawford, you watch your mouth, young lady!” Their mama squawks from the door into the family room, but when Crawford turns to look at her, she’s got one of her hands pressed up against her chest and the other just cupping the edge of her mouth like she can’t really believe it.
There’s a little square of wood on the wall next to her head, leading up the stairs. Bless This Home, it says. Through the doorway into the sitting room, Crawford can just see the twinkling multi-colored lights wrapped around the Christmas tree. 
“Nice to see you,” Crawford tells Allie-Anne politely when Merritt’s let go of him to argue with their mama about how she’s eighteen now so she can say whatever she wants—not in my house you can’t, missy—and he wraps her up in a ginger hug. He’s real careful not to squeeze her too hard; not cause he doesn’t know her or anything, cause that don’t matter cause they’re family now, but just in case there really is a baby growing in her stomach or wherever.
Crawford doen’t know shit about babies, except you gotta be real careful with ‘em and with the people who are carrying them, all the way up until they’re kids and they get to running around on their own legs and climbing things they shouldn’t and falling down on the ice face-first. Then it dont matter too much, how careful you are with them. They’ll end up hurting anyway. 


“It ain’t really about the tree,” Lachlan tells him, all loose and languid after two spiked eggnogs that tasted a little disgusting, if Crawford’s being honest, just rum mixed with half-fat eggnog, in guilty deference to their diets.
“What,” Crawford says, turning his head on the couch to look away from the tree and at Lachlan, who’s got his head tilted back over the armrest of the sectional, staring up at the ceiling with his cup held loosely against his side and Periwinkle on his chest. She blinks at him, flicking her ear in casual disregard. 
“I mean,” Lachlan says, raising his hand up in the air and tilting it back and forth a little. “Tree’s nice and all—”
It damn well better be nice and all after Crawford nearly fucking broke his back chopping it down, getting it tied securely into the bed of the truck and then hauling it up the stairs to the apartment after they realized it was too big to fit into the elevator. The thing’s still a little bent-looking on the tree stand, wobbly even though they’d spent like twenty minutes trying to get it situated straight. Then they’d spent another hour untangling a pack of white lights to string around it and then bitching at each other about the best way to hang them up, so it’s a fucking miracle, really, that the tree’s still standing and they’re both still alive and kicking because a couple of times, if Crawford’s being honest here, it’d been a real fucking attractive prospect, getting his hands around Lachlan’s neck and— 
“But I guess it wasn’t ever really about the tree, you know?”
Crawford bites at the inside of his cheek and runs through seven unholy ways to pronounce the good Lord’s name before he says, careful, “Oh yeah?”
“Yeah,” Lachlan shrugs as much as he can without moving all that far. His eyes look glazed over, but that’s probably just from the living room’s low lighting. They’d turned everything off except the tree and the television, where Lachlan’s playing some eight hour yule log burning animation. When he props himself up a little more on the couch’s armrest to blink at Crawford, the Christmas tree lights gleam and twinkle and reflect out of the honey brown of his eyes. 
Beautiful, Crawford thinks, mostly by accident. Shit, he thinks a second later, and he takes a gulp of his gross eggnog as he looks away.
“Couldn’t you have realized that shit before we spent a day decking out the fucking halls, man?” he complains even though his heart’s not really in it, too preoccupied with occupying his throat to care so much about his words.
It’s probably one of the stupidest things he’s ever let himself do, if he’s being honest: walk around a fucking Christmas tree farm with Lachlan at his elbow, wearing some fucking designer cashmere scarf and a fifteen dollar beanie from Canadian Tire. 
Normally, it’d be fine, but it’s just—he’s been—
He keeps accidentally looking at Lachlan, from the corner of his eye mostly, and getting his breath tugged out from his lungs too sudden to be an exhale. 
He keeps looking at Lachlan and accidentally thinking these things. Awful things. Just—absolute life-ruining kind of things, the kinds of things you’d say once and then have to carry around the carcass and consequence of your whole damn life afterwards. 
It’s sort of getting out of hand. Crawford doesn’t know how he’s going to make it to Christmas if he keeps seeing Lachlan and thinking shit like beautiful in his head. Not exactly something you can explain away if it slips past your lips, you know? Not exactly something Crawford can live with having fessed up to. He’d have to move back to Denver. He’d have to move back to Darien. He’d have to hang up his skates and disappear from the hockey world entirely and watch from a distance as Lachlan meets a perfect little future wife and falls head over heels for her and sets about getting his hands and knees dirty with building a life for them together. 
But then—he’ll have to do that anyway, no matter what. No matter where he ends up. Only way to stop that kind of future is to learn how to look away from the guy completely, and that doesn’t seem very likely to happen, if Crawford’s being real honest about it here. 
So he can probably—live with the intrusive thoughts every now and then. The catch in his throat he gets sometimes when he does stupid shit like glance at Lachlan when they’re in the car or wake him up in the morning or take him to a Christmas tree farm just because he said he wanted to get a tree for the apartment to celebrate the season.
It’ll be better when he’s in Darien, away from—the problem. He’ll get a week and a half of distance, maybe ignore a few calls here and there and blame it on family shit, and then he’ll come back normal again. These sort of—tendencies—they’re like—an earthquake, maybe. The further away you are from the epicenter, the less you feel the shakes.
“I like our tree,” Lachlan protests. Periwinkle meows loudly when he shifts beneath her, and she turns her head to glare at Crawford like she’s somehow identified him as the problem here.
Or—not an earthquake. A tsunami maybe. That’s about right. Destructive and they come outta nowhere, these goddamn tendencies, like one day the ocean’s exactly where you left it and then the next it’s knocking on your doorstep, packing a punch. But it’s like—there’s gotta be a place high enough and far enough away where the water can’t get him if he goes there. Right?
He can still outrun this thing.
He’ll go home for a week and a little bit, then he’ll come back to Montreal and the season will start. Everyone knows the season’s going to start soon, that’s what all the hockey pundits and players are saying. They’re thinking a deal by New Year’s or else they’ll cancel the season completely, which no one wants. Bad enough when it happened in 2004; it’d be worse now, in 2015. So much money lost, so many disappointed fans who can talk so loudly about it on social media, make it a real big story, make it front-page news the MLH won’t want anyone to read.
So the season will start and that’ll be distance enough, is what Crawford’s thinking. Sure, they’ll be sharing a bench together, bus rides and plane rides and locker rooms, but they’ll be surrounded by twenty other hockey players, pretty much at all times, so—so. That’ll be it. And then Lachlan will find a girl and Crawford will probably meet one as well, and that’ll be—good. Distance don’t gotta be physical, probably, to get the job done. 
“Just been thinkin’,” Lachlan says, and his head sways a little bit, back and forth like it’s real heavy, hard to hold up. Part of Crawford wants to tell him that’s surprising as all get out, seeing as how he acts like his head’s empty half the time. The other part of Crawford, the idiot part, sorta wants to offer his shoulder up as a place to rest it, which, like.
Just another few weeks until Darien and distance, and it’ll be good. It’ll be real good, eating your vegetables and getting your flu shot kind of good. Lord, the fits Merritt used to throw when it was time for her to get her shots, but it was better than the alternative, everyone knows that.
“Well, don’t hurt yourself,” Crawford tells him, and he wonders if it’s real obvious, how dry his throat feels. Either the eggnog or the rum’s got his stomach up in arms, and it’s twisting around itself, threatening to make him puke every time he looks at Lachlan. His heart keeps running out in front of his brain, stupid fucking deer just begging to be hit by a speeding car.
Dimple’s out when Lachlan grins at him, which isn’t even something Crawford deserves all that much for a chirp that bad, but he’s weak enough to take it eagerly, both hands, full-fisted. “It’s the decorating bit,” Lachlan explains. “Like—that’s what I was wanting, doing all this stuff with, like. A—I dunno. My family…back in Texas, it was always…different, you know? And I wanted…I thought, maybe, it’d be nice if….”
Crawford blinks, tries to pick through the little he’s said and match it up with what he hasn’t said but probably could mean. “What do you mean, different?” he asks. “Like, better?”
Because, like, to be fair, the tree’s all wonky in its stand and they’d only bought one pack of lights when they definitely needed two, so the last foot of branches is bare, and they’d nearly come to blows about whether or not the tree topper should be an angel or a star but then they’d compromised and made a blobby-looking cat out of a couple of crushed-flat beer cans taped together instead.
So Crawford will understand where Lachlan’s coming from, is all he means, if he’d been picturing something a little more put-together. A little better.
“Nah,” Lachlan says though, pretty quick with it. “I mean, I guess, yeah. But like not really, like. We got someone out to the house every year to dress it up. Momma was big on supervising and planning it out with whoever, but we had, like three or four workers hanging all this shit and getting the tree in the best position and putting shit, like—man, one year, they hung this, like. Crystal chandelier thing over the foyer, right, but all the glass pieces were cut to look like mistletoe. It was real pretty, but I was, like, terrified to walk under it for the entire season, man.”
He laughs and Crawford laughs with him, even though it’s a little like he’s speaking a whole separate language, crystal chandelier and foyer. Doesn’t much matter though, even if he was. Crawford’s gotten pretty fluent in the way Lachlan laughs by now that he knows how to respond, too. 
“Always thought it’d be fun though,” Lachlan says like it’s a confession, like he’s embarrassed about it and wistful all in the same breath. “Like doing all the decorating stuff the way they do it in the movies, you know? With the ornaments in the tree and the—I dunno, the eggnog, I guess. The music and the—with the people you—whatever, just the way it is in the movies.”
“Yeah,” Crawford says. He looks at their tree again. All he can see is the shitty beer can star-cat-angel at the top and the way the thing’s leaning to the left and how a few of the branches on the right side got a bit bent and broken from their trip up the stairs. “I get it, I think.”
“Yeah,” Lachlan sounds pleased as punch when he collapses back down onto his back. Periwinkle gives him a nasty warning sound, but she’s a lazy devil by nature, so she doesn’t actually move all that much, and anyway, Lachlan starts petting her again a second later.
He also kicks at Crawford’s thigh a couple times too often to be anything but personal, so Crawford catches his ankle and forces him to be still while Crawford thinks through a few things.
But there’s not really all that much to think through, really, cause the truth of the matter is that this is gonna be the first and the last Christmas they get to have like this, that Crawford gets to have like this. Next year, probably, Lachlan’s gonna get the whole works. Everything he deserves and everything he’s been hankering to have. A private Christmas, just him and his girl decorating a perfectly selected fir tree with tastefully perfect silver baubles or what the fuck ever, and then he’s going to bring her back to Texas with him and do it all over again, but better this time, probably, because he won’t have to feel alone in it. She’ll be there, with him. Whoever it gets to be. 
So, like. If this is the only Christmas they’ll ever get to have like this, then, like. Crawford wants to give Lachlan whatever he wants. Whatever he’d like most. Just to say he did it, and that it was good. Not perfect or nothing, a little crooked, a little burnt around the edges. But good, still. Better. Movie-worthy.


Lachlan picks up within two rings, which would be sort of embarrassing for him, maybe, if he hadn’t already asked Crawford to call him, like, eight times in a row in sloppy SOS texts that Crawford’s kindly assuming must have been sent from underneath the table without looking at no keyboard.
“Oh, hey, Hayden,” Lachlan says loudly and pointedly, and Crawford rolls his eyes as he falls back into his bed, kicking his feet up onto the mattress.
“Do you want me to try and do a Canadian accent too?” Crawford asks. “Cause I gotta tell you, man, voices cost extra.”
It makes Lachlan make a muffled sort of snorting sound that turns into a cough; in the background, he can hear someone ask him if he’s alright. “Yeah, just one second, man,” he says into the phone, and then, to whoever he’s trying desperately to shake off, “I’m so sorry, ma’am, I gotta take this, it’s my alternate hockey captain, could be real important business here.”
“Lying’s a sin,” Crawford points out, squinting up at his ceiling. You can still see the outlines from the glow-in-the-dark stars someone had stuck up years ago. He thinks it was probably Campbell, but it could have been him, too, who put them up there. 
“You’re the fucking worst,” Lachlan hisses. If he listens real careful, he can just hear the sounds of movement on the other end of the line as Lachlan runs away from whatever social obligation he can’t be fucked with anymore. “Couldn’t play along, man?”



“Was I on speaker?” Crawford asks, and he scratches at his stomach through the fabric of his t-shirt. It’s pretty late. Not crazy late or nothing, but almost midnight, and Crawford’s feeling it. 
It’s exhausting, being back home. No place to really be or nothing that’s gotta get done, no job he needs to clock in and out for, but a whole lotta work to do anyway, somehow.
But Lachlan had texted; Lachlan had needed him, and Crawford’s pretty fucking weak right now to things like that. He thinks it’s probably like your immune system recovering after a bad case of the flu. You’re way more likely to catch something else then, relapse back into sickness of some kind or another.
“It’s the principle of the thing,” Lachlan tells him and then the background noise cuts out, like he’s slid shut a door, him and Crawford on one side and the rest of the world on the other.
He probably has, Crawford rolls his eyes at himself. It’s called going outside.
“Thanks for the assist,” Lachlan adds a second later. He sounds distracted. Crawford wonders if it’s cold in Dallas in December. For all the things he knows about Lachlan’s life and all the things he’s googled late at night, incognito browser on, phone screen dimmed, he hasn’t ever really looked up much of anything about Dallas, Texas. 
It seems a little bit of an oversight now.
“Where are you?” he asks, too abrupt, maybe. Too curious. Then, belated, “No problem, bud.”
“Fundraiser thing,” Lachlan says. It’s mostly a sigh. “Man, I dunno. I think Momma—she didn’t organize it, but, like, she wanted to? Someone else claimed it first and she’s been pissed for months. So we’re here to, like. Judge the competition.”



“The fundraising competition,” Crawford says, slow, testing and tasting the words.
“Yeah, keep up, man,” Lachlan tells him, but he’s laughing too, loose and bright for a second. “This woman rented out half the arboretum for this shindig, it’s pretty classy. Tough opening move.”



“What, they got the little finger food and everything?”



“Man, they got the waiters serving it on the little trays,” Lachlan snorts. He doesn’t sound all that distant anymore, and Crawford can almost picture it, Lachlan out the side door of some fancy glass greenhouse or whatever, among the roses—bluebonnets, maybe, Crawford knows what bluebonnets look like because he’d looked it up, first morning in November—wearing a tuxedo maybe, and the remnants of a scowl, phone pressed up against his ear and focused on whatever shit he’s saying.
“They at least got an open bar?” Crawford asks. “Or trays of champagne? Or—do y’all still do champagne fountains or was that nixed after the roaring twenties?”
“Haha,” Lachlan says. “Not an open bar, cause it’s a fundraising event, dumbass—but, yeah, I mean, I finagled my way into a coupla drinks at least. Don’t tell Coach. But needs fuckin’ must, you know? How else am I gonna get through Mrs. Runsdale showing me all these pictures of her eligible granddaughters? Fuckin’ sober, yeah right. Bethany was Miss Teen Texas, by the way, could put in a good word for you if you’re looking.”
“Nah,” Crawford says, and he ignores whatever his stomach thinks it’s doing. He had too much supper tonight, ate too fast. Feels a little sick, even though it’s been hours since then. “I’m good, dude. Don’t think I’m cut out for long distance. Too clingy."
Lachlan snorts, and he does sound a little bit drunk, now that Crawford knows what he’s looking for. Nothing crazy, nothing ill-advised, but just enough that it makes him feel sorta crazy to think of him out there in some garden all by himself, two days before Christmas.
Mostly though, Lachlan just sounds tired. Way too tired for it being only half-past ten where he is. Bone-tired.
“What’s the fundraising even for?” Crawford asks, making himself more comfortable against his pillow, trying to stop himself from yawning. His own day and all its thorns seem, like, thousands of miles away. It’s hard to remember them at all. 
“Horses,” Lachlan says, and Crawford can tell he’s waving his hand through the air, just by the way he breathes. “Kids, I dunno.”



“What, like the horses’ kids? How much money do ponies need? Just, like—can you ballpark it for me?”
Lachlan laughs, sharp and loud and uncontrollable, like a sneeze. “Wait, pause, do you think ponies are just baby horses?”
“No.” Yes. “Fuck you.” 
“No, seriously, c’mon,” Lachlan’s still laughing, and it’s his real hazy, unbearably breathy one, more wheeze than sound. “Say it again. As a Christmas present, for me.”



“I’ve already given you a Christmas present, greedy fucker,” Crawford points out, and he wipes a hand over his mouth just in case it’ll quiet down the smile he’s pretty sure is audible in his voice. “Remember?”



“I remember,” Lachlan promises, suddenly serious again, all business, all focus. Maybe some things he doesn’t want to laugh about; Crawford can respect that. Crawford can still see his face when he’d unwrapped the gift Crawford’d shoved into three pairs of socks, the way his fingers had traced over the jagged ridges, the way he’d said, Shit, H, for me? You made this for me? 
It’d been sort of devastating then, and even the memory of it’s still devastating now, what it makes him think about, what it makes him feel, so it’s like. Yeah, Crawford can respect that, that there are some things you just can’t never bring yourself to laugh at, even in passing.
He flexes his hand. Most of the cuts around his knuckles have healed over now, except for the deeper ones he hasn’t been able to stop himself from picking at. He takes advantage of Lachlan’s distraction eagerly, shamelessly. “How much longer you gotta be there?” he asks, cause it feels sort of stupid to ask him if he’s having a good time. 
Obviously, Lachlan’s having a shit time or he wouldn’t be sneaking drinks he shouldn’t legally be taking in front of people who might care. He wouldn’t be texting Crawford underneath tables and begging him to get him out, neither.
“Coupla hours, I think,” Lachlan says, and then he groans like it’s killing him. “Just wanna go home, dude.”
“Yeah,” Crawford says. He isn’t sure which home Lachlan’s talking about, his parents’ place in Dallas or the apartment up in Montreal. Wants desperately to ask for clarification, would never in a million years open his mouth to do it though. “You got this.”
It’s so fucking lame. He should probably, like. Hang up now, right? Before the waves get too high. He should probably make an excuse, fake a yawn. Go to bed and try to sleep better tonight than he has the past couple of weeks. Distance is supposed to help, right, with the—tendencies, but it can’t do shit if he’s clinging to his phone like it’s a fucking lifeline or some shit.
But Lachlan’s got, like, some kind of radar for when Crawford’s fixing to do something he doesn’t like, because he’s saying suddenly, all soft-voiced, “Would you—I dunno, man. What’d you do today?”
“What’d I do today,” Crawford repeats. 
“Yeah,” Lachlan doesn’t even have the nerve to sound impatient or nothing, just expectant. “Catch me up, what’s Darien been like? How’s the family?”
Crawford rubs at the corner of his eye. “What, you need a bedtime story, Bagsy? That’ll put you to sleep, I’m not doing nothing of interest out here.” 
“Why don’t you let me be the judge of that?”
Crawford rolls his eyes, but his protests were paper-thin to start with and they’re even weaker now, so he caves. Distance probably doesn’t mean all that much if he comes running to close it whenever he’s called home, but it’s late and he’s tired, and it’s Christmas, or close enough to Christmas that small sins like staying on the line a few extra minutes probably don’t matter all that much. Like, in the grand scheme of things.
“Well,” he says and he drags the word out, makes it long and low. “Spent about half the day dicking around Tug’s garage waiting for him to get off shift.”
It’d been maybe a couple of hours at most, really. His mama had driven Merritt and Allie-Anne up to Savannah for last-minute Christmas shopping, and Campbell had had plans with a few of his buddies and his daddy’d had work, so he’d gone over to the garage Tucker was still pulling doubles in sometimes, apprentice in name only these days cause Old Man McConnor can pay him less if he’s put down as learning in the books. 
“Then we went and helped out at the elementary school, with the set for their Nativity play,” he says. It’s sorta funny, he thinks, cause he wouldn’t tell no one about any of this shit except for Lachlan. Not a single one of the guys on the team up in Montreal, or even his buddies back in Denver. “They needed a few guys to do the heavy-lifting and hammering.” 
But with Lachlan, it’s just like—sure. Yeah, alright. You might as well know this too. You’ll keep it safe.
“Damn,” Lachlan says, appreciative. “I spent today getting all picked over and prodded at to go to this rich people’s dick-measuring contest, and you were building houses for kids? Lemme stop you right there, I think Mrs. Runsdale should hear this. Bethany’s available, you know?”
“Well, fake houses,” Crawford grins up into nothing. “And, like—pretty famously it weren’t a house, was it? Like, pretty sure it was a barn he was born in.”



“A manger,” Lachlan corrects, cause it ain’t often he knows something Crawford doesn’t, but he sure likes to set the record straight when he does. “Barns are for horses and hockey rinks, mangers are for little Lord Jesuses.”
“Amen,” Crawford says. “Anyway, pretty sure it wasn’t outta the goodness of Tucker’s heart that he volunteered to help out, not with how pretty and dolled up Ms. Paige was looking while she was supervising us. She’s the second grade teacher,” he adds for Lachlan’s benefit, when he remembers, sorta belatedly, that Lachlan’s never met anyone from Darien apart from Crawford himself and doesn’t know all the gossip and the people who star in it and the people who stir it. 
“Oh yeah?” Lachlan says. His voice’s gone all distant again, like he’s taking the phone away from his face for a second. “She must be a real looker, man, I ain’t ever heard you call anyone pretty.”
That’s cause I got good survival instincts, Crawford thinks and doesn’t say, because he hasn’t spent the last couple of weeks calling Lachlan Pucey things like beautiful in his head and swallowing them down in time only to fuck up now and actually say ‘em out loud.
“She’s Tug’s girl,” he says instead of all that. Then he adds, rolling his eyes, “I mean, probably. They’re all Tug’s girls.”
He used to care about that more, he thinks. He used to care about that a lot, for a few reasons, none of them good enough to be named.
“Huh,” Lachlan says. His voice’s all flat and blunt.  “Your buddy sounds like a real charmer.”
“A camo-clad Casanova,” Crawford agrees with a shake of his head even though Lachlan isn’t there to see it. “I mean, you’ll probably meet him soon. Eventually. Gonna get him tickets to a game when the season starts, you know? Some people you just gotta see to understand. But then you’ll get it.”
“Great,” Lachlan says. He doesn’t sound all that thrilled, but then it’s late and he’s probably tired the way he gets after drinking a little bit and then being made to do stuff that isn’t dance, holler, or go to bed. But he doesn’t hang up the phone, so Crawford doesn’t either.  “And after the set building?”
“I dunno, man,” Crawford says. He rubs a hand down his cheek, across his chin, down his neck to play with the little cross pendant at the end of his chain. “Just went through Darien, did a few errands. Nothing exciting.”
“Tell me anyway,” Lachlan says, and it’s part request and part demand, the spoiled brat. It makes Crawford roll his eyes, dig his heels in.
“Why do you wanna know so bad about Darien, Bagsy?” he asks, thumb running over and over the edge of the cross. “It ain’t much more than a one-pony kinda town.”
The joke makes Lachlan wheeze the way Crawford thought it would, which makes him grin up at the ceiling, picturing the way the dimple’s probably out even if no one’s around to appreciate it but the roses and the bluebonnets.
“Is it a crime now, to wanna know shit about the place that made you, H?” Lachlan retorts and he’s trying to sound all offended, but mostly he just sounds tipsy, still laughing a little, these hitching sighs of breath over the phone Crawford knows already will probably linger in his eardrums til morning at the earliest.
“I thought God made me, Bagsy,” Crawford points out, a little sly with it, tongue in cheek and smirking up at nothing. Payback for the manger comment, even though there really ain’t no contest between them, who’s the better Christian, given Crawford’s—tendencies. 
Lachlan hums and then says, sweet, tongue loose from whatever expensive champagne he’d sweet-talked his way into, “He did, man, I know it. He outdid Himself, makin’ you, H.”
Which is, like. Crawford’s fingers tighten reflexively around the cross pendant, then he’s dropping it like it’s gonna burn him if he holds it even a second longer. 
“And anyway,” Lachlan’s saying, bright and like he’s not just caused an earthquake through the phone line that’s gonna bring a tsunami all the way to Crawford’s doorstep, “You’re always talking about Darien. Course I wanna visit. Then I’ll know what’s what, you know? For myself.”
Crawford thinks, like, that just might be one of his worst nightmares, put so simply it’s like poison mixed into cough syrup going down the throat. 
“You could get a job working for the tourist board in Georgia, if the hockey thing don’t pan out, man,” Lachlan is grinning, Crawford can hear it. Crawford can tell. “I’ve never wanted to try a drugstore’s milkshake more, honest.”
“Alright, alright,” Crawford cuts in before he can keep going. He’s not sure what else he can stand hearing the guy say. Better just to talk instead. Better to just tell him about his day, all the boring play-by-plays he can think of.
If Bagsy wants to know, then—like, sure. He can have ‘em all. Especially if it means he’ll just be quiet and listen, instead of saying these—things. 
Even though, it’s like—really, there ain’t much else Crawford can tell him about Darien, about his day. 
The town square’s all done up with Christmas lights and wreaths, obviously, and they’d driven through it to get from the school to the drugstore so Crawford could say hi to Ms. Ella and Tucker could sit in the truck with his hat pulled down low like he weren’t there at all. Ms. Ella’s family’s owned the drugstore for at least a couple of generations now, back before it was the only drugstore around, back when everything was—you know, segregated. She watched them grow up, had a hand in it a little. She loves Crawford; she loves Tucker, too, she just likes giving him a hard time cause she thinks no one’s ever made that boy squirm enough. Her words, not Crawford’s, obviously. And there was that whole thing, ages ago, with this school dance and Rebecca and Tug—Rebecca’s Ms. Ella’s daughter, right—and love’s complicated sometimes, ain’t it? Or we make it complicated, at least, and then that’s just the way of things. 
And then, after they’d gone and said hi, no milkshakes this time cause it was sorta cold out, they’d gone and picked up this wreath his mama had bought from one of the church ladies, a real pretty thing with a sinful number of red bows holding the branches together. It’d made Crawford sneeze like all get-out the entire time he held it in his lap on the drive back into town. Yeah, he wasn’t the one driving. Tucker’s pretty sensitive about who gets to drive his truck, and the list’s real damn short, comprises just himself and maybe Jesus if Jesus got real demanding about it. Even then, Tucker’d probably rather crash than let Him take the wheel.
Then Crawford remembered he needed to pick up some stuff for dinner if he was wanting to make that thing they’d made a couple weeks back, remember, it was like the stuffing from Thanksgiving but with turkey sausage and potatoes instead of bread, and thick-cut pieces of leeks—yeah, he thought his mama would really like it, remember, he told Lachlan that, wanted to try cooking it again, but then Tucker laughed himself fucking sick when they got into the Pig—it’s a store, I dunno, they don’t got ‘em in Texas? What do you mean they don’t got ‘em in Texas? How can you have a city in the South without a goddamn Piggly Wiggly? Anyway, it’s a store, right, and man, Tug fucking almost—pissed his fucking pants, laughing when I told him I was looking for leeks. Then he went and got Andrea from the check-out lane so she could also laugh herself to tears about it, even though leeks aren’t nothing gourmet, and I told them that, they were just long onions, basically, and Andrea went over to the produce section and picked up a bundle of spring onions and a bag of brown ones and told me they got onions in green or in round, and I could get both if I wanted but I couldn’t get no long Canadian ones around these parts unless I wanted to try driving up to Savannah to see what they was importing these days.
Fuckers, right?
But, yeah. Nothing exciting, not really. Errands and then Tucker drove me home and let me out without staying for longer than it took to say hello to my mama and Allie-Anne and Mare and the dog—yeah, Scout, yeah, still alive and kicking and farting up the usual storm—and then I was told under no circumstances was I gonna be allowed in the damn kitchen, so I forked over the recipe to the women and got the hell out of dodge to sit in the living room with my dad and my brother, not doing nothing but shooting the shit. 
Yeah, it’s—it’s been good, seeing Campbell again. Having him back for a few days. It’s been real good. Real—good.
It’s like—siblings, man. Brothers. You know, you gotta know with Rowan. It’s like—man, I love him and I missed him something awful, but like. Once you put a whole ocean between you and someone else, it’s like—hard to drain it again, you know? I don’t even know, like…what being twenty-two was like for him and how am I supposed to find out? Ask? I’ve never had to before. The fuck kind of question is that, you know? How do you ask? He’s my brother.
I dunno. It’s stupid. It’s good. I sorta want to kill him. He keeps telling this one story, man, I musta been—eleven, twelve? Every goddamn year, he tells this stupid story from when we were kids. Embarrassing as hell, makes me want to strangle him, if I’m being honest, Lox, it’s like—me and Mare, we were riding our bikes on one of the backroads up north near the woods and we got real close to this deer, right, it’d been—hit by a car, my guess. I dunno. It was lying in the ditch, making these noises and its back leg was all twisted to fuck. Grotesque shit, man. So we went home, right, and Mare’s crying cause she tried to pet the thing and it flipped out and hurt itself more, and I told dad and Camel about it obviously, cause they’re thinking we got into a fight or someone tried something, that’s how much Mare’s crying, and then we’re thinking, like—they’re gonna do something, right, about it. They’re gonna know what to do, we don't, we're just kids and all, but they're gonna know. And so we tell ‘em about the deer and then Daddy gets Merritt up into the house with Ma, and then him and Camel and me, we get into the truck and I show ‘em where to go, where it was, and we park the car on the side of the road and we get out and I don’t even, like, clock it, that Camel’s got a gun til he’s already pulled the trigger, it made me—I dunno, man. First time I ever been sick on the side of the road, that’s for sure. All Daddy said was like, well, gotta tell Annie she can keep the chicken in the freezer, we’re eating venison for dinner. 
“Damn, man,” Lachlan interrupts, or maybe he just says. Either way, it startles Crawford a little bit cause he sort of forgot he was talking to someone who could talk back. “But dude, H, you told me you’ve been hunting since you were real little, right? What’d you think was gonna happen?”
“I dunno,” Crawford says. “Like—it was just this deer, right, it was already…”
He’d seen its eyes, maybe, is the thing. That’s how close it’d let them get, him and Mare, and then him and Campbell and his daddy. Close enough to see the blind, instinctive fear and agony all looped up and brimming over in its eyes. 
“Like a vet, maybe, I thought maybe they’d take it to a vet or someone,” he admits, even though he’s never really admitted that before. Not to no one. Though—he hasn’t ever really told this story before either, to be fair. It’s Campbell who likes telling it, Campbell who thinks it’s funny, the way Crawford’d gone vegetarian for a few weeks in protest before his mama got tired of trying to make two separate meals and he got real dizzy on the ice once during practice and went back to burgers from McDonald’s in the parking lot of the rink the next day. 
“Not if it was hit by a car,” Lachlan points out, all kind and sorta soft, like he’s talking to a ten years younger version of Crawford. “Probably the kindest thing to do, just putting it outta its misery.”
“Yeah,” Crawford says, cause he knows that. He knows there wasn’t much else to do, situation like that, except put it out of its misery. Except sometimes it don’t sit right with him, the principle of the thing. It’s like, alright, well, who decides when the misery’s too much to bear? Who decides what mercy looks like? It’s the guy with the gun, ain’t it. Ain’t it always the guy with the gun and never the wounded animal?
But Lachlan’s right and Crawford knows it. He’s gone hunting more times than he can count since then. Bagged a few bucks, got the pictures floating around his mama’s fridge somewhere, in his daddy’s locker at work probably. It’s just a story that gets dragged up again every year like clockwork cause the truth is, a few years after that, Campbell was off to Fort Benning and Crawford was up in Massachusetts and they weren’t in each other’s stories like they used to be and so all that’s left over is just reminiscing, vultures on the side of the road, picking over already-picked clean bones. 
Still makes Crawford want to strangle Campbell, every time he starts in on the way Crawford was crying on the drive back home, but it’s whatever. It was an injured deer and then it wasn’t anything anymore except for dinner, and that was that. Act of mercy, Campbell had said as much that day, too, like he was explaining something real complicated to him in small words meant for kids. Just the way of things. It’s gotta be someone you love who teaches you the way of things, Crawford figures, otherwise you’d never forgive ‘em for it.
“What about you then, how’s Dallas been treating you? Your brother’s back home too, right?” he asks, shoving the conversation away from him. “You meet his girl?”



“Sloane, yeah,” Lachlan says, all reluctant and slow. “Yeah, he’s—it’s complicated, man. We, uh, got into it, back before my draft. Like—right before. And it ain’t ever really been—after that, it’s not been much the same, but it’s not like it was all that easy before, anyway. And then my team won the Cup, but it didn’t really—count, as mine, yeah? Cause of the whole call-up thing. But he—I guess maybe there are things, right, that both of us can’t get over. What’d you say, about oceans? It’s like that, I think. With us, too, except no one had to go to Germany to get gone, I guess.”
Crawford opens and closes his mouth, cause he doesn’t really know what to say back, can’t imagine it the way Lachlan’s saying it even though he’s said something similar before. Can’t imagine Campbell not being pleased as all get out, if Crawford lifted the Cup. Can’t imagine him not being in attendance during the final game, and then can't imagine him not even fucking calling if he had to miss it. 
“Sucks,” he says, even though it doesn’t feel like enough. Couldn’t ever be anywhere close to it probably.
Lachlan huffs out a laugh that Crawford probably doesn’t deserve. “Sucks,” he echoes, and he sounds tired again for a second that spins out longer and longer as he thinks about something he doesn’t let Crawford in on.
“Anyway, I should—” Crawford gets halfway through saying, already got a yawn that isn’t even that fake anymore sitting on his tongue, before Lachlan’s talking again, faster now, like he’s got a second wind or, a little more likely at least, taken a pull from some flask he’s snuck into his rich-person gala and tucked away in his suit jacket. 
“It’ll be different though, like, when we’re in the league, nice and proper, and when we start winning. Man, we’re gonna do so fucking good and it’ll be—I’ll get to do whatever the fuck I want, after. When we, like. We’re gonna win the fucking league over, and I’ll get to do whatever.”
Instinctively, immediately, a part of Crawford wants to interject a little, trained hockey player reflex rising up in him and wanting to yell at Lachlan to get those words out of his mouth. Ain’t nothing worse an athlete can do than bet on wins he hasn’t experienced yet. Nothing God likes more than laughing at your plans, Crawford’s mama says that all the time. He figures if God's a sports fan, then he's got the same kind of laugh, finds the same things funny.
But he doesn’t say nothing, when it comes down to it, even if listening to Lachlan hem and haw makes his skin crawl a little bit in reflex. He just keeps listening, cause it’s Lachlan speaking. 
“My dad, my brother—it’s all they fucking do, you know? Whatever they want, all the fucking time cause they got the money and the history to back it up. Rowan’s made a name for himself, so he can do—whatever he wants, and it’s fine with Momma, fine with Daddy, but me, I’m—
“But when we make it, man—it’ll be our fucking turn. We crush it, we win, no one can say fucking nothing, not about nothing.”



“Yeah.” Crawford says, and his throat’s all dry, which is probably kind of stupid. “You gonna get another ugly tattoo, Lox? That your big plan?”
“You said you liked my tattoo,” Lachlan says, all wounded, probably big-eyed and wet-mouthed and beautiful. 
Beautiful, shit. 
“I do, I do,” he says, weak at the knees and at the soul and all their connecting points. “But that don’t mean I’m not gonna be real judgmental if you get a Cup tattoo, Lachy.”
That makes him huff, sharp and displeased, untuned string of a guitar kind of noise. “Don’t call me that,” he says, serious enough that it’s immediately something Crawford wants to write down and remember and maybe, like, tattoo onto the backs of his eyelids so he never forgets again.
“Yeah, okay,” he says instead. “But seriously, Bagsy.”
“Seriously,” Lachlan says. “Seriously, man. I promise. We’re gonna win and then they’ll—I’ll feel—it’ll be—whatever you want, man, after. We’ll make it happen, I swear. You’ll see.”
Crawford blinks up at the ceiling. He can’t remember who put ‘em up there, the glow-in-the-dark stars. Can’t for the life of him remember who took ‘em down, either. Probably his mama, but could have been him, drunk outta his mind during a summer one year or another. Looking for something to do, something to get his hands on, something he could change just by touching it, ripping it out and away.
“Yeah, man,” he says, even though Lachlan wouldn’t be saying any of this shit, really, if he knew what Crawford’s been catching himself wanting as of late. He wouldn’t be calling him at all, probably. He’d be calling him a faggot, and he’d be right to.
“Yeah,” Lachlan repeats, all the satisfaction of a kid who thinks that winning will make everything better, automatically, like being the best is all it takes to be good and it’s like—sometimes, for the most part, sure. But it’s complicated, same way love is. It’ll get you so much shit, winning, but it won’t ever get you everything you want, probably. At least it won’t for Crawford. At least it won’t if you’re somebody who wants things no one should want. 
But Crawford can’t be the person to tell Lachlan the way of things. He doesn’t want to be. He thinks, really, the kinder thing, the more merciful thing in this here situation is just biting his tongue and pretending to believe. 
Tis the damn season, after all.












  
    Chapter End Notes

    director's commentary/fic notes
1) me:  directors are making their movies too long! two hours and thirty minutes is an insane movie length. bitch cut something my time is valuable!!!1!
also me: they'll care sooooo much about the glow-in-the-dark stars!! 200 words about the glow-in-the-dark stars!!! 500 words about the bad news bill sorting system!! christmas chapter part 2 coming soon!!!

2) the thing i really like about having everything in present tense and flipping back and forth between current time and the in-between thanksgivng and christmas time is that imo it really underlines the disorganization of crawford's own thoughts and worldview. it's hard to pin down what he knows, what he's realized, and when he realizes it in a way that i think is really true to his character. but the bad part about splitting this chapter up into two parts is that all the moments in the in-between time are supposed to read like him slowly circling the drain before he has this pivotal realization, but without the last few scenes from the in-between time, it feels incomplete (which, to be fair, i guess it is lol). then the present time is him grappling with this feelings realization and coping and figuring out what he wants to do, building himself back up out of the drain, which is shown a little bit here but will be shown more later. i just got really sucked into the foreshadowing of, like....both of their mindsets & perspectives when it later comes to actually kissing each other/getting together/talking about coming out.

3) one of my favorite things about writing crawford coming home is his reaction to home being different, because he starts off the fic as being like rahhh darien never changes, people in darien can't change for shit, this sucks, but like. he comes home and he's like. wait who moved the fruit bowl. what the fuck is it doing there. let's move it back let's not get too crazy up in here haha. nothing is allowed to change unless im here to see it or else how am I supposed to feel okay with leaving?? and I think both can exist inside a person at one time without them being inconsistent characterization. especially when it's about hometowns. and what isn't, you know?

4)  this is incredibly unimportant, but when tucker says 'i wanna check on your feelings visa fees surprises' he means 'vis-a-vis'. he heard it once years ago and he's been saying it wrong ever since. crawford also says it like this because tucker says it like this. lachlan also says it like this because crawford says it like this. lachlan would try to spit the word outta his mouth and wash his tongue with industrial grade soap if he knew he said it like this cause tucker morris says it like this btw

5) there are going to be a few scenes/dialogue bits from here on out that i thought of and wrote down back before even the first chapter when i was just thinking about them, and Deeply Religious Man (Pure Intentions) telling Deeply Religious (Yet Fearful of God Smiting Him) Man #2 that God outdid Himself creating him, was one of those things. the layers. like. what do you do with that. where do you go with it. where do you put it.

6) ugh ok ive been putting this off but i figure i gotta be clear after some of the stuff in this chapter and what I have planned for the next chapter: i will not be discussing american politics, especially american politics circa 2016, in an in-depth fashion in this fic, even though we are hitting the time period where the election was ramping up and, as someone who lived in a small southern town during those years, election stuff, especially maga stuff, was everywhere. i don't even want to talk about it, tbh, like i think it'd take 13k words of 'let's keep in mind's just to get started talking about small southern towns and trumpism and vitriol and backsliding into racism and feeling forgotten and patronized and like all of it, man idk. in my mind all the named characters in this fic would never in a million years vote for trump in the 2016 american election except for probably lachlan's parents and maybe crawford's brother. but that's never going to be an actual discussion in this fic because i just can't bring myself to write it, even if it's a disservice to the context of the story. campbell's in the military which is complex enough as it is, but that's cause army recruiting targets kids from middle/lower middle/lower income households and that comes with a whole bunch of strings and 'let's keep in mind's by itself.

getting this whole point out of the way now because there is some discussion of the supreme court case that legalized gay marriage at the federal level in june 2015 in the next chapter (because what is a holiday dinner for if not finding out a person you love hates the you they don't know about yet)


  


      

  












      Chapter 11: crawford
  



    Chapter Notes

      man where to fucking beginnnnnnnnn ok first of all this chapter is CRAZY long, almost 22k in the doc, which makes the christmas stuff in total sit at like 36k which is. way too long to celebrate christmas, especially in july/august lol however i stand by the choices i made here mostly cause it's not that serious but it IS that long and drawn-out and i will be discussing this a little bit more in the end notes. but i wanted to open with an acknowledgement that i do, actually, understand. that this is a fucking crazy amount of christmas

while i was working on this chapter two people posted absolutely amazing artwork for the story that i'm just blown away by: chelsea of the stellar colored pencil drawings did another one of lachlan and crawford at the magnitude's halloween/birthday party from chapter 7 (!!!!)  here when they're in their little costumes and drunk as a pair of skunks. im in awe of the colors and the warm glow!! also crawford's bicep....whore, just flashing them around like that!

and  MangoMoons  posted  these beautiful stunning headshot pieces  of both crawford and lachlan and i'm obsessed!!! they remind me of tarot cards for some reason, i love it. there's even some pimples on crawford's face, the attention to detail is crazy and i love all the choices the artist made for what goes in the background, it's just so cool that i've been nonstop staring at them for ages now.

all the artwork people have made for this fic...man it's just wild to think about. it genuinely makes me so emotional, the way art can inspire other artists and then other artists and then other artists, like this is a fanfic of a fanfic of a book that i only ever found because i watched the tv adaptation and now there's fanart for my two guys who are also your two guys every time you read a little more....insane!!!! it makes me insane!!!

to get into the meat of the actual chapter now though....i'm going to give some vague content warnings up front and then explain them further in the first endnote if you think you may need to make a judgement call on what you want to read here.

first of all, this chapter gets an M rating for sexual stuff (though it's a very light M rating!)

second of all, there is so much external and internalized homophobia in this chapter. the explicit homophobia comes from side characters who are trusted and/or beloved figures in the narrator's life. these views also explicitly reinforce the internalization of the narrator's internalized homophobia, and crucially they are not contradicted in the narration. hatred is in fact treated like a kindness and is swallowed as such. religion also makes probably its most explicit and uncomfortable cameo in this fic. if this stuff feels too heavy, you can skip from "i think i can handle a little traffic noise" to "Scout's nosing around" & then later, "crawford stuffs his baseball cap" to "'hey,' crawford nudges lachlan's shoulder" but you'll be missing a lot of stuff that will almost definitely be referenced again later in other chapters

basically: crawford is going throoooouuughhhh it this chapter in a way that's angsty and discomforting to read, but it's all really important. there are going to be a lot of moments in the upcoming chapters where you will be like 'oh man why is crawford shooting himself in the foot here' and it's like. well, this. this is why. they gave him a gun and pointed out where to shoot


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  Lachlan’s fidgeting something terrible in the seat next to him, and it’s honestly about to get to the point of being actually dangerous for everyone in the car. Every time he moves too suddenly, Crawford’s attention automatically splits itself in two to focus on him and the road at the same time.
And, like, obviously he’s never going to say that, but he can at least say: “Jesus Christ, Bagsy, would you quit it?”

Lachlan scowls at him and retracts his hand from where it’s been messing with the radio settings for the last couple of minutes.
They listen to half a pop song before Lachlan’s hand lashes out again, hits the button to turn the thing off completely. “Like, and you’re sure he said it was alright?” he asks, jumping into it,  mid-conversation even though neither of them’s said much of anything since getting into the truck. His leg’s bouncing up and down, practically vibrating. “And Jackie? Jackie said it was alright?”

“Yeah,” Crawford doesn’t roll his eyes even though he thinks about it. He figures this is Lachlan being, like, actually nervous right now, and so he should treat the situation with the delicacy it deserves. “They said it was alright.”
“Really?”
“Yeah,” Crawford says. “Wanna call ‘em up and make sure the twins are okay with it, too, man? I dunno if they were consulted. Mighta been during their nap time when we talked about it.”
Lachlan scowls at him, reaching over to slug at his arm before he slumps back into his seat, fingers fiddling with the window controls.
“Dude,” Crawford says when he feels a gust of freezing cold air rattle through the car. It’s gone a second later, and Crawford waits til they’re at a stop light before he turns to look at Lachlan. “What is this about? Do you not wanna go, man?”

“No! No, I want to,” Lachlan says quickly. “I just—ain’t it, like—isn’t it supposed to be private?”

Lord, this boy. “They asked us over to help decorate their Christmas tree, Bagsy, not film a sex tape,” Crawford says, intentionally crass just in case it makes Lachlan so flustered he drops the conversation completely.
It doesn’t really work. All Lachlan does is flush as red as the traffic light outside and look out the window for a second before he rallies enough to swing back around and glare at Crawford.
“Are you sure—”
“Yeah, man, hell,” Crawford snaps, throwing up his hands for a moment before he gets ‘em back on the wheel. Would be a shame to get them both killed now, so close to Christmas. “Hayden asked, dude.” 
Which is a lie, or at least, a pretty spin on the situation in question. Hayden Pike hadn’t so much as asked Crawford and Lachlan over to decorate the Pike family Christmas tree as he had said something along the lines of uh, sure, yeah, let me check with Jacks, but I think we could do that, when Crawford’d cornered him on the ice after skate a couple of days ago and asked: how it was going, if the Pikes had put up their tree yet, if they needed any help with it, if they’d be so kind as to maybe let him and Lachlan help with it. Just with the heavy lifting. Just cause, you know, well, to be honest, man, what with the A’s game day schedule, Lachlan’s not gonna make it home in time for any of his family’s usual Christmas traditions and he’s real bummed about it, just heartbroken if Crawford’s being honest here. He’s putting on a brave face, obviously, but it’d mean a heck of a lot to him if he could, you know, be around a family right now during the holidays. Help out with shit like that. 
“Look, I dunno what to tell you, man,” Crawford says, rubbing at the back of his neck as he takes the exit onto the interstate. Lying’s a sin and all, but Crawford likes to think he’s a real good neogtiatior; when it comes time to shake hands with Saint Peter, he’ll have his story straight. He’ll say, look, I dunno what to tell you, man, ain’t you ever meet someone you want to make smile so bad you think you’d ignore every burning bush God could possibly speak from if it meant making them happy?
He makes himself shrug. “Maybe the Pikes don’t got a ladder and Hayden just needs some help getting the higher branches all wrapped up, you know? And you were invited along for moral support or something.”
“Fuck you,” Lachlan says. “You’re not that much taller than me, asshole.”
“Maybe the twins needed someone to help them out with their baby jigsaw puzzles,” Crawford suggests. “Or a goalie at their skill level.”
So he mostly deserves it, probably, when Lachlan reaches out across the center console and shoves hard at his shoulder. But he thinks, small and private and only for himself, that he also deserves it, a little, when he glances at Lachlan under the cover of looking behind his shoulder to change lanes, and sees him smiling a little, looking out the window.
He fucking put in the work for that smile; so he doesn’t even feel all that bad for letting himself bask in it all the way to the Pikes’ house. 
Weak, yeah, for sure. But not bad. 
This time, there’s no sign taped to the door telling them to come straight in, but they’re not left out in the icy cold of a Montreal in December for very long either. Hayden opens the door just a minute after they knock, one girl perched on his hip and the other clinging tightly to the back of his knee as she peers around him.
“Hey,” he says, looking between the two of them with a friendly smile. “Glad youse could make it, c’mon in.”
Crawford doesn’t need much more of an invitation than that; it’s fucking cold outside and the sky’s dark like it’s fixing to rain any minute. Lachlan takes a little longer, fidgeting there on the doorstep with his hand all tangled up in the strap of his backpack before he follows. 
“Thanks for having us,” he says, all pleased and quiet and happy enough that Crawford’s gotta stare down at his shoes as he toes them off just so he doesn’t do something real stupid like grin when no one’s told a joke. “We was gonna cook something to bring around, but we figured—you know, better not, like—what if the peach market in Canada ain’t recovered yet from Thanksgiving?”
“Alright, alright,” Crawford makes a big show of rolling his eyes and shaking his head, though he doesn’t reach out to punch at Lachlan’s shoulder like he usually would just cause the babies are watching and who knows when they start picking up bad habits. “Enough outta you about all that. You ate the fuck outta that cobbler, man, don’t even try to front.”
Hayden laughs, and that alone seems to make Lachlan’s shoulders loosen and drop a good two inches away from his ears. “Jackie’s been thrilled to have an excuse to break out the cookie cutters,” he tells them. “Think she’d have cried if you tried to contribute anyway.” 
“That’s great, man, you know me,” Crawford says, loud and obnoxious about it, kicking his shoes away from the door. “I hate contributing.”
Lachlan elbows him in the knee, something quick and dirty as he finishes untying his own shoes and slipping them off. He stands up and gives a dorky little wave to the twins, who are still looking mostly skeptical about their existence in their entryway. “We’ll do whatever you want,” he corrects, jamming his pointy fucking elbow into Crawford’s vulnerable and tender side like maybe Crawford missed it the first time. “And we’ll be real pleased to help.” 
It’s only the presence of the babies in their near vicinity that has Crawford biting his tongue before he can tell Lachlan that he meant what he said before; really, they’re not here to film a sex tape or nothing. 
"Jade, baby,” Hayden twists around to look at the girl behind his knee. “Where’s mama, do you want to show the boys where Mama is?”
Crawford can hear someone moving around in the kitchen, and both babies and father are accounted for, so it feels like a question with a pretty obvious answer, not that anyone’s asking him. Anyway, he figures asking stupid questions is good for baby development. Hell, he’s pretty sure he does the same thing half the time to Tucker still to this day. 
“Jacks was just getting a second batch of cookies out of the oven,” Hayden tells them as Jade lets go of his pants leg to waddle back down the hall. “We’ll get them out and cooling and then we’ll tackle the tree.”
“Man,” Lachlan says. He’s grinning brightly now, ear to ear, dimple out and eyes mostly tucked away in the crinkles of his face. “Awesome, it smells so good. I’m so excited, dude. I love Christmas, this is the best, thank you.”
He claps Hayden on the shoulder as he squeezes past him to follow Jade in the direction of the kitchen, sticking his hands out a little and walking behind her like he’s ready to catch her if she starts to tip over. If he had a tail, Crawford’s pretty sure it’d be wagging, and Crawford has to fiddle with his necklace and toe at the side of his shoes just so he doesn’t do something awful and rotten and see-through. 
“Wow, little man,” Lachlan’s saying in this sweet and low voice Crawford can barely make out over this crazy rush of blood to his head. “You’re pretty good at the straight lines there, buddy, you think you could pass a sobriety test first try? I thought so too, but they’re way harder than they look, like, hit me up in a few years, I’ll give you some tips if you….”
They turn the corner and whatever else he’s saying is drowned out by how loud Jade squeals, happy and bright, either because she’s seen her mama or she’s found a discarded towel on the floor or Lachlan’s done something devastating like pick her up or smile at her. Crawford could stand at the entryway and make guesses all day long; he thinks it’d probably be kinder, to himself, to do that than to find out. 
Hayden clears his throat and Crawford’s eyes snap back to his, survival instinct kicking in way too late to make a difference, bear trap already snapping closed around his leg. The guy’s got his eyebrows raised up, looking skeptical.
But not—not disgusted. Not angry. Not like he was looking, not like he saw nothing he wasn’t supposed to.
“Heartbroken, eh?” Hayden says, and for a second, Crawford just draws a blank, blinking back at him in some stellar impression of a dumb animal.
Then he remembers. Right. Yeah. Right, okay. Right, of course: all the lies he told Hayden to get them here. Lachlan’s heartbroken over being away from his family. Lachlan would really appreciate it if he could spend some holiday time with another family, even if it ain’t his own, even if he’d never say it out loud cause he’s shy like that. Hey, Hayden, don’t you got a family inside that house you already opened up for us the once? 
And of course the stupid fucking idiot’s not acting shy like that, but it’s not like Crawford told him to ham it up or play along or anything. And why would he? The whole point of this is to see Lachlan happy. Is to make Lachlan happy. It’s the only Christmas Crawford will get like this, probably. Next year it’ll be different in a thousand small ways that he’ll notice and then not being able to stop noticing, the way you can drop a cup and keep finding tiny shards of glass on the kitchen tile even after you’ve thought you picked up all the pieces. Maybe all the most obvious ones have already been accounted for, but it’s just a matter of time before you cut yourself on something so small you missed it on the first glance.
“It’s a really brave face,” Crawford says, holding his hands up. It’s the best defense he has. As much as they joked, ages and ages ago, about how if Shane Hollander was Hockey Jesus then Hayden Pike must be Hockey Saint Peter, Crawford can’t imagine reaching out and shaking his hand now. Can’t imagine telling Hayden, man, so sue me, I lied. His family’s fucked to hell and back in ways I don’t actually really understand enough to tell you even if I wanted to, which I never would anyway, but I know he told me the tree don’t mean shit, it’s the putting it up with other people he wants, so that’s where you come in and it better be perfect, man. Yeah, I lied, so what, man, ain’t you ever known someone you want to make smile so bad that there ain’t much you wouldn’t do and ignore and bargain away if you can make it happen? If you knew you’d only get the one chance to make it happen?
“Yeah, yeah,” Hayden Pike says, not sounding all that angry or put out or whatever. He rolls his eyes and reaches out to cuff Crawford around the head hard enough to dislodge his cap. “Go help my wife and your buddy, rookie. I gotta get this one changed into her Elsa dress or else she won’t sit for the Christmas photos.”
Ruby blinks up at Crawford solemnly from her daddy’s arms. “Letgo,” she informs him. It sounds vaguely like a threat. 
“Right you are, Your Highness,” Crawford tells her, and she gives him this gummy grin he hasn’t seen in ages, not since the last time his mama pulled out the photo albums of Merritt when she was a baby. 
It’s one of those family myths he’ll never outrun—apparently he wasn’t ever much for smiling as a baby. He’d been a happy kid, once he got around to talking and getting into trouble, but he’d been a quiet baby. Mare’d been born smiling, is what his mama always says; Crawford’d had to learn from someone else.
It’s hard to believe that now though, even if his mama would never lie about nothing like that. 
It just feels so damn unfathomable, really, that there was a point in his life where maybe Crawford didn’t know how to smile, cause when he steps into the Pikes’ kitchen and sees Lachlan trying to tie an apron around Jade’s middle with a matching one already slung around his neck, it’s like the most natural thing in the entire world, to look at him and grin. 
Somehow Lachlan’s already wound up with a streak of yellow icing right across his cheekbone. The most likely culprit has one hand stained bright yellow, probably from smacking it straight into the bowl of colored frosting Jackie’s laid out nice and neat on top of a disposable tablecloth. Lachlan has his head tipped back, wheezing with his eyes closed, and Jackie’s got her phone out to take a picture which is real good because Crawford doesn’t think he could bring himself to take one right now, but someone should remember this. There should be proof of it. For next Christmas, when Crawford’s digging little glass shards out of his palms.
Even looking at the side of Lachlan’s grinning face and thinking beautiful, automatic and unstoppable—a charley horse in the calf after a bag skate, just something you gotta grit your teeth and muscle through—isn’t enough to dull the feathery light joy bubbling up in Crawford’s chest. 
Behind him, there’s the quick patter of little feet taking very small steps before Ruby runs full-speed into the kitchen, a teal and white dress mostly all the way on. “Let it go!” she’s yelling or singing or some mix of the two that has Hayden looking slightly apologetic but mostly just soft around the edges, like he’s melting inwards just looking at his daughter.
“They’re still too young for the actual movie,” Hayden tells Crawford and Lachlan while Jade slams her hands onto the countertop in agreement. “But we’ve played them the soundtrack a few times. They love dancing to the songs.”
“So does Hayden,” Jackie says, and Hayden shrugs, like you got me there.
Lachlan laughs and shakes his head. “Can’t wait for team karaoke night,” he says. Then, cause he’s an animal or at least was raised in a barn of some kind, he leans forward and swipes his finger into one of the bowls of icing. It comes out covered in green, and he pops it into his mouth.
Crawford takes his time with looking away; that don’t make it easy.
“It go, it go, let it go,” Ruby sings, racing around Crawford’s feet like she’s already had more than her fair share of sugar for the day. It’s pretty much just instinct to scoop her up and deposit her in the matching highchair on the other side of the counter, but Lachlan grins at him like he’s just scored a sick wrister for doing it.
“Let it go,” Jade tells him, very seriously, before she sticks her hand back into the bowl of yellow icing and slaps it against the counter again.
Baby girl, Crawford thinks, as Lachlan makes an exaggerated dive to avoid the splatter zone that does nothing except make Jade’s eyes light up with a stronger conviction to make a bigger mess, I’m trying to in ways you won’t never know about if you’re damn lucky.


Immediately, Crawford knows it’s way too early to be awake, just like he knows there’s no chance in hell he’s going to be able to go back to sleep. For a moment, long and drawn out and fucking pointless, he keeps his eyes closed anyway, like he’s inventing a new kind of reaction to fight or flight and it’s just holding very, very still in the dark and hoping no one can see the way his chest keeps rising and falling.
It’s Christmas morning, and the house is silent around him except for the way it creaks and groans and settles against itself.
Maybe he can go for a run. Mid-winter, dark as shit outside still, cold enough to see his breath with every exhale, but it’s Darien. It’s not Montreal. His body would probably think it’s a tropical paradise, feeling Darien’s best attempts at winter chill on his skin. He could probably run in shorts and just a tee and feel fine the whole way through. 
It’s like sometime in the last few months, his body has made the sort of adjustment his brain just can’t wrap itself around, gotten used to things he can’t name, and his mind’s two laps behind, still trying to force itself into relaxing back into his childhood bed, as if he doesn’t think the pillows on his bed in Montreal are softer, thicker, better in every measureable way.
It’s Christmas morning. His body thinks it’s too hot outside and that the mattress is too lumpy in weird places. His brain thinks he should try running, that that would solve the problem of the excess energy fluttering through his veins like a nervous bird’s wings. 
His mind thinks he can just—if he could just—his mind wants there to be a place he can go, somewhere that he can get to, somewhere far enough away that he’ll forget everything he can’t think about, wait out the storm in a shelter built just for him, and then he can come back, you know, he can corrall his body back into control and point it home and then it can be Christmas morning and it won’t have to feel so complicated or rotten. It can just be Christmas.
 His body is an idiot. His mind is too.
He’s hard.
The early morning arousal is low-grade but constant, a buzz beneath his skin that has him turning his face into the pillow in his arms and rubbing his face along the smooth case of it.
Fuck, he mouths, lips scraping and catching against the fabric. He doesn’t roll his hips against the mattress, doesn’t rut down into it. Remnants of the dream are scattered around his mind, somehow both impossible to piece together into something coherent and still impossible to ignore. 
He doesn’t chase the feeling for seconds that feel like fucking ages, and then he does, because his body’s a fucking idiot and it’s been put in charge of the situation.
It just feels too fucking good, the pressure against his dick, lazily working himself against the sheets, hands curling and uncurling in the pillow by his head.
In the dream, he’d—
It’d been—
There’d been—
Hands petting through his hair and tangling in the curls at the back of his head, fingers brushing along the edge of his hairline. Teeth on his earlobe and then down, down, tracing the line of his collarbones, kissing up over his adam’s apple and then down his sternum, sweet with it, so sweet with it that Crawford hadn’t been able to take it, couldn’t stand it, not even in the dream, so he’d—it’d been—he’d gotten his hands around that narrow waist and lifted up, hadn’t he thought—in the dream, hadn’t he liked being just that little bit bigger? Taller? 
Hadn’t he liked the idea of putting him in his lap, but then turning him around and pressing him into the mattress, just blanketing him with his body, keeping one hand between his shoulder blades and shucking his pants off with the other one, hadn’t it felt so fucking good, in the dream, rutting his dripping cock between pale freckled thighs, dropping his head down til he could mouth agains the top knob of his spine, lips pressed over his skin and tongue tasting the sharp tang of metal from Lachlan’s—
No, no. 
Crawford pushes up and away from the mattress, flinging himself over onto his back and blinking up at the ceiling. Arousal, so sharp and bright that his vision blurs, prickles at the back of his neck, but he can’t. He can’t, it’s that fucking simple, it’s that fucking—hard, fuck.
Lachlan would probably laugh at that.
Crawford grabs onto that thought with both hands and tries to use it to pull himself back away from the edge of his need, but it’s like—
It’s just—Lachlan would have laughed at that, sure. Laughed at any dick joke Crawford could make, obviously, that’s a given, and if it were in the dream, if they were living in the world of Crawford’s dream, whatever it was, circumstances unremembered or maybe just too fantastical to even be conceived, then maybe Lachlan would laugh and Crawford would lean forward and let himself taste it, swallow the sound right out of his mouth. 
But—but no, but he can’t think about how—
He’d trace his teeth with his tongue and he’d keep a hand right on his jaw, keep him right where he wanted him, which would be—maybe on top of him, yeah. Yeah.
Crawford’s dick twitches within the confines of his sweats, and he’s turning back over into the mattress before he can stop himself. 
Yeah, he thinks, distant and rough around the edges, dragged along by the receding floodwaters of the dream. Pulled under by it, not even fucking—trying all that hard to resist against the tug of arousal in his gut and the itch in his fingertips, aching for a body they ain’t never really held.
But he’s looked at him enough, hasn’t he? To see him in his dreams too. To guess at the weight of him, the heft. How his body would feel under his hands, where it would give, where it would be hard and where it would be soft. Different from a girl’s all over, in too many ways to count. 
He shouldn’t—but it’s Christmas, ain’t it, and ain’t the holiday season meant for indulging? Who’s gonna know if he does? Who’s gonna know if he doesn’t? Other than him, and maybe God. But it’s God’s busy season at the moment, right, maybe he’s busy, maybe he’s—looking the other way, and so sure, yeah, maybe Crawford shouldn’t and maybe it’s wrong and—bad and degenerate, but—
But it feels so fucking good, to rock down into the mattress, and maybe if he doesn’t think about Lachlan then it’ll be fine, except—
Yeah, he can’t stop it. Can’t stop thinking about Lachlan. About—
Lachlan balanced on top of him, leaning down so they could kiss, hands braced on either side of Crawford, weight all on him and pressing him down, legs spread around his waist, not an inch of space between them. Crawford would have one hand on his jaw, right, and he’d put the other one—
He doesn’t know. In a world where he could just—touch all of him, where that was an option, something he was allowed to do, something he was allowed to take, how could he possibly choose where to put his hands? 
It would have to be Lachlan who told him, probably. Lachlan who gave him the all-clear, who set the pace and the agenda, who—who—
And Lachlan would be sweet—no, needy—no, desperate—no, laughing. He’d be laughing and Crawford would be allowed to taste it, but he wouldn’t stop after, not until Crawford got his hand around his cock and made him, right, then he’d—his mouth would be open, all slick and wet from Crawford’s spit and he’d fall into Crawford’s arms, right, because he wouldn’t be able to hold himself up, and they’d be touching, tip to toe, everywhere two people could touch each other.
And Crawford would push him down against the bed, or—the couch, no, not the couch, Crawford’s going to have to fucking sit on that couch later, in real life, he can’t—okay, not the couch, the bed, he’d push him down onto the bed because that’s what Lachlan would be telling him to do and so it’d be allowed, to—push his hips into him, to rut their cocks together, feel Lachlan’s dick up against his own, would it be longer or would it thicker, would it be cut, does he get wet with pre-come, would Crawford be allowed to lick at it, would he want to—yes, yes, yes, he’d want to and he’d be allowed and it’d be okay and it’d be okay and it’d be okay to hold him, face to face, hold his wrists and hold his jaw and put his fingers in his mouth, behind his teeth, kiss him and kiss him and it’d be okay, it’d be okay, it’d be okay, and he’d be beautiful, he’d be so fucking beautiful and Crawford would be allowed to look, to get him dirty with how much he couldn’t look away, it’d be—
Crawford tastes metal when he comes in his pants like a fucking teenager. For a second, in the aftermath, he’s worried that he’s bitten his tongue hard enough to draw blood he’ll have to explain to someone else. 
It’s only once he’s fully come down from the high, forced back into his body and his mind and the real world, where he knows he won’t be able to look himself or Lachlan or God in the eye for at least a week, that he realizes what the weight on his tongue is.
He’d bitten down on his necklace when he’d come, groaning and desperate for anything to hold back the sounds. The cross pendant rests heavy against his bottom lip before he spits it out and rolls over to stare at the ceiling.
For a second, Crawford thinks, honestly, he’d rather have bitten through his fucking tongue.


Lake-land  [delivered 8:04AM]
Merry christmas h :)


All the dishes are cleared off the table and stacked carefully next to the kitchen sink, and Crawford’s put himself in charge of making sure his mama doesn’t remember that there’s work to be done for the rest of the night. The red wine helps, and so does the chair he’s made her take that’s up against the wall of their dining room, out of sight of the kitchen doorway and the mess Christmas dinners always leave behind them.
It was damn good food though, always is. He’d wanted to take a picture of his plate to send to Lachlan, the garlic shrimp next to the mashed potatoes with the onion casserole and the green beans, but—he hasn’t texted Lachlan yet today.
He hasn’t really known how or what to say. He keeps meaning to reply to his text, type out merry christmas lachlan and send it because, duh, that’s the easiest fucking thing to tell someone, you don’t even got to mean it half the time, you just gotta let your fingers say it, but it’s like—
Like every time he goes to click on the message notification from Lachlan, his brain and his heart spasm and all he can think is so I jerked off to the thought of kissing the back of your neck this morning. No homo, man. Also, are you uncut or cut? Not that there’ll be a next time or anything, but for accuracy’s sake, you know. Just in case there is. 
So obviously he left his phone in his jacket pocket hanging by the door before dinner, just to make sure he can’t—he doesn’t know. Check it for the fiftieth time today. Type the wrong thing out. Sneak half a glass from the bottle of red, just enough to get his lips wet and his throat dry, and then ruin his own life. 
“It’s so close to the big city but it’s still got all the charm of a small town,” Allie-Anne is saying to Crawford’s mama. “I know it’ll be different to visit now that everyone’s gone in different directions after college, but…I’m excited anyway, I’ve missed it.”
She shrugs, this delicate little motion. Campbell’s got his arm wrapped around the back of her chair, leaning half out of his own just to be closer to her. From Crawford’s angle, he can just see the way his brother’s fingers are brushing against the edges of her hair, thumb on the back of her sweater. Not doing nothing but sitting there. 
He looks away, down at the placemat in front of him. Same set they’ve had since always, these bright red circles of cloth that are covered in so many stains from food and sauce over the years, there’s no good side to face up. 
He’d been allowed two fingers of Jack poured over a few ice cubes, nothing crazy, just the holidays, just the acknowledgement from his daddy that he’s a man now, whatever the law says about when boys who are mostly men are allowed to have a drink. 
It tasted awful from the first goddamn sip, but Crawford’s been working on it all dinner, letting the ice melt and dilute the burn of the liquor. 
“There’ll be family there at least,” his mama points out. “I reckon they’re mighty excited to see you too. And the little one.” She looks down pointedly at Allie-Anne’s stomach, the way she’s been doing the last two days, since Campbell sat them all down to give them the news. Merritt was smug for about an hour and then she got all interested about pregnancy timelines and what’s going on in Allie-Anne’s body and how big the baby is right this very second. Their mama’s been more reserved in her joy, watching the pair of them like a hawk in between fawning over the idea of being a grandmother. 
It ain’t the proper way of doing things, is what Crawford thinks her hold-up is, knocking up your girl without even marrying her first and then having the gall to live in a foreign country across an ocean. It just ain’t what should be done, so there’s a line in between their mama’s eyebrows that hasn’t relaxed yet. 
It’s out in full-force now, the little wrinkle.
“It’ll be good to see them,” Allie-Anne agrees. “I’ve missed ‘em all. That’s the trouble with big families, you know? More to miss when you leave.”
“Do you want a big family?” Merritt asks. She’s been playing with her napkin, twisting the paper towel up into one thin long line of white paper and then untwisting it carefully. “Cause you grew up with one?”
Allie-Anne laughs. She’s good at it, laughing, and Crawford can see exactly how much and why Campbell fell in love with her just from the way he turns his head to look at her side profile when she laughs. “I think maybe we’re taking it one day at a time here,” she says, and she puts her hand over her stomach, where the baby is. 
“Are y’all thinking about moving back this way before the baby’s born?” his mama asks, and his daddy, on the other side of the table, clears his throat and shifts in his chair.
“Now, Annie, that’s private business,” he says, and his mama straightens her shoulders and shoots him a look.
“I ain’t taking an ad out in the Herald, Rolland, I’m asking my son a question, ain’t nothing public about this,” she snaps back, and his daddy sits back in his seat with two eyebrows and a hand raised up in surrender.
Campbell coughs. “We don’t know yet, Mama,” he says. “I ain’t really in a position to be requesting transfers willy-nilly, you know? There’s a system to these things. It’s the army.”
“I know it,” their mama says. The wrinkle’s gotten deeper; the wine’s gotten lower. “I know it’s the army, Rolland Campbell.”
“We’re gonna look into it a little more,” Allie-Anne says, quick. “See if maybe we can’t get him a post back near DC, you know, near my folks. They’re calling a lotta men back in the next couple of years, we just gotta get his name on the right list.”
Their mama works her jaw for a second. It’s Christmas, and so she’s probably thinking about how much she don’t want to fight, but there’s only so deep you can bury something that’s still alive before it claws its way back to the surface, no matter the day or the ocassion.
“It ain’t right,” she says, shaking her head. “It just ain’t right—”

“If this is about the marriage, mama,” Campbell starts to say, cause he’s a right idiot sometimes, even if he’s twenty-three now and grown with a baby on the way. “It’s not—”
Their mama’s eyes go all hard and she puts her hand down too sudden on the table. “It ain’t about the marriage,” she snaps. “It’s about you taking Allie-Anne halfway across the world from her folks and getting her pregnant then leaving her by her lonesome whenever they need you on base, days at a time. You think that’s gonna be easy on her when the baby’s come?”
“Ms Annie,” Allie-Anne interrupts because she’s real brave where Campbell’s foolish, “it really is alright, we’ve got a good support system going in Stuttgart. The army’s been real good to us so far, and I’ve got the other girls there too. To lean on.”

“They ain’t family,” their mama insists, voice all high and thin and like it’s gonna break clean in two. 
Crawford shifts in his seat, looking sideways at Merritt, who’s looking between their mama and Campbell and their daddy with wide fucking eyes, mouth slightly open like she’s thinking about making an excuse to make a run for it. Maybe the dishes need doing. Maybe—
“I been thinking about applying to University of Virginia,” Merritt says, which feels sort of out of left field for a second, but that’s probably how she meant it. “That’s real close to where you’re from, ain’t it, Allie?”

Allie-Annie blinks, thrown for a second before she gives Merritt a smile. “Couple of hours,” she tells her. “If you wanna be real close to Alexandria, you should look into one of the schools in DC proper.”
“Don’t you dare,” their mama says, and Campbell’s quick to agree.
“Ain’t nothing for you in a city like that,” he says, all firm and confident even though Crawford’s pretty sure he’s spent maybe a week in total in Washington, DC, and half that time was probably spent in Alexandria with Allie-Anne instead of in the actual city.
Merritt swings her head around to look at him, eyebrows raised like their daddy. Crawford shrugs. “The Monuments play shit hockey,” he offers, and Merritt makes a noise of disgust, throwing her paper towel onto the table in front of her.
“All big cities like that ain’t worth their spit,” Campbell is saying, leaning forward a little bit, light in his eyes, talking quick. Knows the spotlight’s off him and his for a second, wants to keep it that way so he’s just talking shit. “You want a good college town. Small-like. People in small towns know to keep themselves to themselves.”
Crawford bites his tongue, cause he doesn’t want to laugh out loud, but, like. Ain’t no one in Darien knows where they end and their neighbor begins, save for when property lines and poaching are involved.
“I’m serious,” Campbell insists. “Safer too. Not to mention, everything in them cities is so loud all the goddamn time.”
“I think I can handle a little traffic noise,” Merritt says, stiff, shoulders up like she’s thinking about getting offended. “I lived with your snoring ass for twelve years, Camel, didn’t I?”

“Language, Merritt,” their daddy says, all tired-like. Going through the motions, getting the words out before their mama can beat him to it.
“That’s not what I meant,” Campbell snaps. His ears are red; since he cut his hair all short and shit, his embarrassment’s become real easy to see. It’s funny. “It’s more like everything’s always screaming at you all the time. Ain’t no one know how to keep anything private anymore.”
“Alright,” Crawford says, cause he really can’t sit quiet when the slander’s this bad. “It ain’t like everyone doesn’t know everything about everyone else in Darien, Campbell. C’mon now.”
“That’s cause no one can mind their damn business, but it’s different than having it shoved up in your face. City folk are always doing that shit,” Campbell leans back in his seat, arm going back around Allie-Anne’s chair. “Like, I don’t want to hear it, you know? Nah, Mare, find a nice college town, leave them cities for the loud mouths and the queers and their goddamn parades.”
And—
It’s just—
Something hooks around the soft part of Crawford’s gut. He misses the next step on the stairs. He free falls. He’s in free fall.
The ice has melted so much into the liquor that it looks like there’s two layers in the glass now. Condensation beads up along the water line. The dog rolls over onto her side with a groan. His mama’s nails clink against her wine glass as she sets it down.
Crawford’s heart’s beating so goddamn fast he thinks maybe it’ll jump out of his chest, like in one of them cartoons. Just clear right through the ribcage, land on the red place mat in front of him for the whole table to look at, for everyone to see.
“Campbell,” their mama admonishes. “That’s unsavory business, that is. Not around the table now, not on Christmas.”
“It’s true, Mama, that’s all I’m saying,” Campbell says, holding up the hand he doesn’t got around the back of Allie-Annie’s chair. “You gotta consider these things. Just as important as your education, you know? Where you get it done. Learning’s something that happens inside and outside the classroom.”

Campbell didn’t even fucking go to college, but Crawford’s throat is dry and he doesn’t think he knows what to say even if he could open his mouth and point this out. He should say something though. There’s gotta be a word combination out there, something that gets them back on track, that shifts the focus. There’s gotta be something to say. Let’s talk about baby names. Let’s talk about Germany. Let’s talk about that goddamn dead deer, Campbell. Do you remember the one? 
“He ain’t wrong, Annie,” their daddy says. “Thomas was saying the same thing on shift the other day, mind you I was telling you about it—”

“Maybe I don’t care,” Merritt bursts out. Her nose is all screwed up and her eyes are bright like she’s fixing to cry maybe. “I ain’t ever been to a parade before, maybe it’ll be nice, maybe I’ll learn something—maybe something real unsavory—”
“Merritt May,” their mama sounds scandalized. “Don’t you say that, you know it ain’t right neither.”
But Merritt likes scandalizing their mother when it’s an option, never knows when to hold her tongue. She sits up straight in her seat, mouth falling open.
“Merritt, shut up,” Crawford snaps, kicking out at her beneath the table. She turns big, offended eyes on him like she can’t believe it. Crawford clenches and unclenches his jaw. Everything he’s ever ate in his life sits heavy in his stomach, churns and churns like he’s gonna be sick any second. Every thought he’s ever had sits heavy on his mind, and he drops his eyes away from his sister’s face, afraid that it’s written all over him. Everything.
“We were in Berlin back in the summer,” Campbell is saying. He’s got his glass held up loosely in one hand, so Crawford picks his own up too. “Got in the way of one of them parades by accident. Maybe it’s different in Europe, but it was just—degenerate, I’m telling you. Nothing to be proud about that I saw, no matter what the news is calling them.”
Their daddy nods like he knows anything about Berlin or Europe or fucking—pride parades. “You remember all the coverage, back in June when the Court said they could get hitched,” he shakes his head. “Couldn’t turn on the damn news without seeing two queers kissing. It ain’t right, doing that out in public.”
“Exactly,” Campbell tips his glass at their daddy, shakes his head out the same way. “I don’t mind nothing, it ain’t hate, it ain’t homophobia or whatever, but can’t a guy not want to see that shit? Ain’t anything kept behind closed doors anymore?”

“That’s not fair,” Merritt argues, picking up her paper napkin again. She twists it around and around her fingers. “I caught y’all kissing out by the gym two days ago, Campbell, ain’t that the same thing—”

Campbell’s ears go red again, probably a little embarrassed at the reminder that his little sister caught him necking with his girlfriend. It’s not all that funny anymore, or maybe it is, but Crawford just can’t pay attention in the same way. He’s gotta keep all his focus on not vomiting at the dinner table or he just might lose it.
The Jack Daniels just makes the feeling in his gut worse, but he takes a sip anyway.
“It ain’t the same thing at all, Mare,” Campbell snaps. “We was seeing men on dog leashes in Berlin, you know, absolute degenerate shit—”

“Rolland Campbell Crawford, that’s enough outta you, I don’t want to hear it,” their mama interrupts. Her cheeks and ears are just as scarlet as her son’s. Campbell got the blush from their mama, same way Crawford and Merritt got her curls and they all wound up with their daddy’s nose. Crawford’s the only one of his family though, he thinks, to have these tendencies in his chest. Maybe he invented them. Maybe every other Crawford was born normal, and he just got the short end of the stick.
Some things we inherit, some things just skip us no matter how much we’d like to be cut from the same cloth.
“I’m just trying to explain, ma,” Campbell complains, spreading his hand wide. “I ain’t being homophobic or nothing, there’s just—it’s about right and wrong, is all! I don’t care a whit about what you get up to when the curtain’s closed. That’s for God to pass judgement on, not me. But you gotta keep it private, I don’t want to see it. And the problem with them folk is that they don’t know how to keep it private.”
Their mama’s mouth purses up into a frown but she sits back in her chair. Cause she agrees, Crawford thinks. She ain’t arguing anymore cause she agrees. 
It’s not a revelation of any sort.
Sorta feels like a punch to the gut all the same. Like how maybe a car crash feels, for the car. 
Crawford takes another sip of his drink, bigger this time, leaves the glass up against his lips longer than necessary so he can hide behind it for a second. Merritt’s looking at him again, he can feel her eyes on the side of his face, like she’s waiting for him to speak up and take her damn side. Crawford doesn’t look back. If she’s expecting him to be something he’s not, then she’s just flat out of luck.
He’s good at quiet. He’s real good at it, actually. 
“You can always tell, I’m tellin’ you,” Campbell tilts his head to look at their daddy, who nods in agreement. “You just meet a guy, and you can tell. Can’t even tell you the number of guys I’ve seen in the barracks that are probably there just to get a shot at peeping at the other privates in the showers, it’s—”

“That’s bullshit,” Merritt snaps, and she sounds real close to tears now, the way she did when she was younger and they’d push and prod at her until she broke into angry sobs. Her voice wobbles with all the righteous fury of an eighteen year old girl. “You’re being awful, Campbell, and unfair too, you can’t just—”
“You just don’t know yet, Mare,” Campbell shakes his head. “We don’t got that shit in Darien, so you ain’t ever seen it. C’mon, Goose. Back me up here. Ain’t you ever run into a guy in a locker room and you just know he don’t belong?”
Crawford doesn’t—
Crawford can’t—
It isn’t always about the right thing, the correct thing. When you’re making your choices and choosing your positions and your words and your life. Sometimes it’s just about measuring out how much skin you got in the game and how much risk you’re willing to take with it.
Maybe that’s what Merritt just doesn’t know yet. How to do those sorts of calculations. She ain’t—maybe that’s where they differ. How much skin they got in the game. What games they’re playing in the first place.
And Crawford isn’t—he can’t—he can’t. He just—he just can’t. 
It isn’t always about doing the right thing, sometimes it’s just about doing the survivable one. And survival ain’t always righteous. Sometimes it’s just pathetic, something you crawl towards on your belly while you try and keep all your softest spots hidden. 
Crawford shrugs. “Sure,” he tells his brother. He can feel every point of contact between his shirt and the muscles in his back. He can feel the tag scratching against his neck. He can feel the chain of his necklace on his skin.
Campbell gestures at him with the hand holding his glass, all see, exactly, thank you, and his daddy looks at him all considering, like he’s trying to run through a mental list of all the locker rooms Crawford’s ever been in and who was in there with him. Hockey’s not like the army barracks. There’s no anonymity. All the players Crawford’s been around got stat pages up on Puckpedia, draft score cards floating around the NCAA ether, names and faces and pictures his daddy’s looked at and memorized, maybe.
So he adds, quick, “But it’s hockey, man, those guys don’t last long.”
It ain’t even a lie. Guys like Campbell’s talking about, they quit long before they get into the draft. The locker room’s brutal if you don’t got a girlfriend. If you’re late for your growth spurt. If you got soft lips. It’s worse, if you’re—if anyone thinks, actually thinks, you could be—
It’s worse. It’s fucking—hell, really. Guys quit all the time or else they learn to hide or else they get real quiet and real small and they learn how to hold their breath, weigh how much they love playing against everything else, decide what they can live with and what they can live without and for how long.
Crawford sort of can’t wrap his head around what Campbell’s said, if he’s being honest. Everything’s sticky-honey slow, except his heartrate and the blood rushing through his veins. Men on dog leashes in Berlin? The words don’t even make sense, strung together in that order. Last night, when he was asleep, Crawford couldn’t even dream up a world or a scenario that would have led to being able to kiss Lachlan Pucey. His mind had had to jump over that part, leave it blank to get to the good stuff. 
And there’s people out there, living so goddamn free and loose and fast with it that they can—
“Yeah, you got a point,” Campbell laughs. He’s probably just so fucking relieved their mama ain’t asking him anymore uncomfortable questions about the baby, and fuck, but Crawford wishes he could hate him for it. “Can’t imagine a fag being good out on the ice. He’d just turn the puck over the second a guy’s got him pinned.”
“Ha,” Crawford says and he feels like all his insides have been cored out and replaced with coal or rot or miniature thunderstorms.
There’s the loud screeching of a chair against the floor and then Merritt’s tossing her napkin onto the table and standing up. “Scoutie wants to go for a walk,” she snaps, and the dog looks up lazily from where she’s been snoozing in the middle of the doorway into the kitchen. “I’m gonna take her.”
“It’s gone dark,” their mama protests, but Merritt’s not listening. She’s through the living room and already at the door, calling out for Scout to join her. The dog groans and complains as she rises up on her old bones, but she’s always willing to go for a walk, which mostly means sniffing at the base of every tree from here til their property line.
The front door slams shut a second later. Allie-Anne puts her hand up to her temple. Campbell’s fingers spasm along her back; Crawford can see it from where he’s sitting. If he were braver, maybe, he’d point out that they should keep that shit behind closed doors, you know, Crawford doesn’t want to see it. Not when it makes him feel sort of sick and also sort of empty. There ain’t no world where he’s ever gonna be able to touch—well, he won’t ever be able to do the same is all, just reach out and touch someone just cause he wants to, just cause they’re there and he’s there and he wants to feel their sweater beneath his fingers. There just ain’t no world.
“I’ll go—help,” he tells the table before Campbell or anyone else can say anything. He stands up and pushes his chair in, all careful and slow. His hands ain’t trembling and that’s almost a surprise, really, when he sees them gripping the back of the wood of his seat. He feels like he’s shaking all over. Kicked and whimpering and running away, tail between his legs.
“What’d I say?” Campbell asks, and Crawford doesn’t mean to look at them, but he does anyway. His daddy’s watching him with his eyebrows pushed down over his eyes and his mama looks worried, probably at the idea of her daughter out all alone in the woods on Christmas night. 
“Alright,” she says, and his daddy gives him a nod to get going, so he gets gone. The feeling of being too—big for his skin, too filled up with nothing and rattling around with a belly of bones lingers even when he’s shrugging on his jacket at the door.
He doesn’t rightly know what to call it, the look in his parents’ eyes. Maybe letting him go was an act of mercy or maybe it was just a stay of execution. Crawford doesn’t think it matters, really, in the end. 
He thinks: I’m going to be tried for this my whole life.
If he can’t—if the tendencies—if he still—it’ll be like this forever. There ain’t no other world.
Scout’s nosing around one of the bushes by the mailbox at the end of the drive when Crawford catches up to them. He doesn’t try to hide his approach, feet kicking at the gravel, and Merritt doesn’t try to pretend not to hear him. 
She turns around the second he stops, arms crossed tight over her chest. “You agree with that shit?” she barks, eyes all narrowed and bright even in the shit light of the street lamp at the edge of the road. 
Crawford opens and closes his mouth. Stuffs his hands in the pockets of his coat, feels the edges of his phone, thinks about Lachlan. Drops his arms instead. He can’t. He can’t.
“I think it’s goddamn complicated,” he snaps back, trying to rummage through the wreckage of his own insides and find a spark of anger that could match hers. It’s goddamn Christmas, for fuck’s sake, Mare. Don’t you know when to keep your mouth shut? Ain’t anyone ever tell you you don’t gotta say everything all the time? It’s Christmas. That means something to ma, even if it don’t to you.
“Ain’t nothing complicated about it,” Merritt volleys back, not backing down even an inch. “That shit’s just wrong, Hank, black and white wrong.”
Crawford fights against the urge to put his hand up and rub against his forehead. He can feel a headache starting, small and insistent between his eyes. “I know that,” he tells her. “I—”
“What’s the good in knowing something if you don’t say nothing when it’s your fucking turn?” Merritt asks, and Crawford wants to fucking laugh cause it’s like arguing with a brick wall, trying to convince a teenage girl of anything, especially that she’s wrong. Especially when she’s wrong, but she’s a little bit right, too. 
“It’s complicated cause it’s our fucking brother, alright, it’s family, it’s Christm—”
“So what,” Merritt says. She puts her hands on her hips, glares up at him. “He’s our brother so I can’t think he’s fucking wrong? I can’t be mad at him for being an asshole cause of blood? I gotta just sit through it? He gets to hate whoever he fucking wants and I can’t hate him for it back?”
“No—I mean, yeah–-you can, but—” Crawford shakes his head, turns around to stare out at the trees, jaw flexing as he chews through the words. “He’s—look, man,” he runs a hand through his hair, turns back to look at her. He doesn’t want to be having this conversation. He doesn’t want to be fighting with Merritt, too. 
Montreal feels so fucking far away. Lightyears and lightyears away. He hopes Lachlan remembered to unplug the tree before he left for the airport. It’ll be alright, if he didn’t, but he hopes he did, just in case. He hopes the cat sitter gave Periwinkle Savchuk a little extra wet food this morning, as a little holiday treat. Heaven knows Lachlan would have given her two or three of those little squeezy tube cat treats if they’d been together, in the apartment, this morning.
Thank God cats probably can’t understand what they’re missing compared to what they got. Hell, they don’t even know it’s Christmas.
Merritt’s got her chin sticking out, and her cheeks are all flushed. Her hair’s never looked more frizzy, curls held up by a ponytail holder rapidly losing the fight, but Crawford would have to be a goddamn idiot of the highest order to point that out. “He’s what?” she demands, like it’s a challenge. 
“He’s our brother,” Crawford says again, a little bit helpless. “So it’s complicated—”

“I don’t think it is, Hank,” Merritt says. She lowers her voice and her eyebrows. “I think you’re getting complicated mixed up with not easy. It ain’t complicated at all. It’s just goddamn hard.”
“The fuck do you know?” Crawford bites back. “About anything?”
It’s not a fair blow, he knows it as soon as he’s said it. Can’t take the words back though, so he digs his heels in and pushes his shoulders down.
“Wow, fuck you, Hank,” Merritt scoffs, but her voice wobbles. 
And that’s Crawford’s cue to step back, quit it, drop the pillow or the plastic bat or whatever he’s been hitting her with and apologize faster than she can go tell mom, but he doesn’t. This time he doesn’t. Maybe it’s cause his instincts are all out of whack right now, his body twisted up and in a survival mode that his brain can’t do anything about. Maybe it’s cause he’s finally found his anger, in the freezing cold winter air, and that shit’s hard to convince yourself to let go of, once you’ve got your hands around it. Maybe it’s just, like. Well. Fuck it, you know? Everything else already fucking sucks. Why not fucking see how small the pieces can get?
“What the fuck good do you think you were even doing, Mare?” Crawford asks, running his hand through his hair again. “You know ma’s been looking forward to the holidays for ages. Couldn’t you have just kept quiet?”
“What, like you did?”
“Yes! Yes, like I did, Merritt, Jesus Christ. Couldn’t you just have followed my fucking—”
“Maybe I don’t wanna be like you,” his baby sister snarls up at him. “Not if you’re like that.”
Crawford feels those words like a skate blade to the chest. He breathes out, more startled than anything, turning away to blink out at the woods around them with one hand on his hip and the other wrapped around the cross pendant on his chain.
It’s like—logically, he knows she’s saying one thing and his brother was saying the other, two camps opposing each other something fierce. But what does that matter, when the message’s the same either way, delivered one after the other. Not you, not like that.
“Wow, Mare,” he huffs out a breath and drops his hand away from his chain. When he turns to look at her, she’s gone pale in the face.
“I didn’t mean it like that,” she says and Crawford holds up his hand to stop her before she can say anything else. He doesn’t want to know what she didn’t mean it like and what she did. What she thinks she knows and what she doesn’t and what she’s got no idea about but guesses about all the same. He just doesn’t. He doesn’t think he can stand it.
“Look,” he says, slow and careful. Anger’s gone as soon as it arrived, which is goddamn typical. He’s never been a fighter. “Mare, look, you—you gotta—you’re gonna meet a lot of people, okay? And you’re gonna like ‘em and you’re gonna hate ‘em and God be good, you’re gonna love ‘em too. But—sometimes, you just…you can’t always change ‘em. Alright? Some people, you gotta love ‘em where they are, for what they are and…I dunno. Despite what they are, sometimes. And it’s gonna suck.” 
Merritt blinks at him. Her mouth’s pinched up in a scowl, but her shoulders are lower now. Not relaxed or nothing, but not tense neither. “If I think someone’s wrong about something and I love ‘em, I’m gonna tell ‘em,” Mare says. “Especially if they’re really wrong. Especially if I think they can do better.” 
 Crawford rubs his hand over his face. “Okay,” he says because it’s fucking difficult as shit, arguing with a teenage girl, especially when she’s a little right and you wish she was all the way right. Especially when you wish it doesn’t have to be so complicated, everything in the whole damn world. Especially when it stings a little, hearing her say they can do better when all you can think in response is I’m going to disappoint you.
“Goose,” Merritt’s hand clamps down onto his wrist, stopping him when he turns to head back down the driveway. He looks at her over his shoulder. She’s chewing on her lip, eyebrows creased down. She needs to pluck at them again, if she’s still wanting them to keep that shape, but then maybe she doesn’t. Maybe that’s something else she grew out of, like roller skating and still-life painting and looking up to her big brothers. “You can’t…are you….”
She trails off, words dissolving into thin air the way her breath does. Crawford has no fucking idea what she’s trying to say. There are a thousand ways she could be thinking about finishing that sentence and none of them feels worth sticking around for, not when his skin’s this thin and his chest’s this tight. 
“I ain’t mad at you,” he offers. It’s what he used to say, back when they were kids and they’d been fighting and it’d been the horrible kind. Usually, he was lying when he said it, because god, could Merritt make him mad like no other, but he’d say it anyway, cause he figured it was a lie that would eventually be the truth, he was just giving it to her a little early. 
This time though, it’s even actually the truth. He ain’t mad at her. He ain’t even mad at Campbell, not really. His head just hurts. His chest, too. It’s just these goddamn tendencies of his, rearing their heads again and making everything complicated, making his tongue all heavy and useless. If he was different, then—it’d be different. Better, obviously. He would have said something, back there, around the table. Figured out something to say to keep both Campbell and Merritt happy, keep his parents none the wiser. If he could have opened his mouth and said something, it’d have gone down differently. 
But no. He’d just—sat there, afraid to open his mouth, afraid that if he did, all that would come out would be flashing neon signs.
How can he be mad at anyone else? He’s the one who couldn’t hold up his end of the bargain, was AWOL when it counted. If he were different, he could just—if these goddamn fucking feelings could just—
Merritt runs her hand through her hair, dislodging the ponytail and making all her curls fall into her face. That’s their mama’s genes, the curly hair.
“I ain’t mad at you either,” she sighs out, this great big thing that makes her eyes go kinda wet, kinda distant. She shakes her head. “Being mad at you’s a luxury these days, Goose. It just ain’t something I can afford and not something you can get me neither.”
Crawford blinks. “The fuck’s that supposed to mean?”
Merritt shrugs, stuffing her hands in her pockets and kicking the edge of her shoe into the gravel of the driveway. “You’re here for what, man, a week?” she says. “I ain’t got the time to waste with being mad at you.” 
“I…” Crawford opens and closes his mouth. That ain’t fair. That ain’t fair in the slightest, but it’s true, a little bit. It’s a little bit true, and it does terrible, awful things to his insides to think about it. God, they used to get into screaming matches all the fucking time, slamming the doors all up and down the house, making Scoutie lose her mind barking at the noise, refusing to sit together at the dining table for dinner for a handful of nights before they thawed back into being friends. But that was years ago, when they saw each other every day. 
But— “Mare, that’s been true for ages,” he points out, because he went to Massachusetts when he was sixteen, went to Denver after.
“Yeah,” Merritt says, and she fumbles with something in the pocket of her canvas coat, pulls out a pack of cigarettes and a lighter. “But it’s, like. It’s for forever now, ain’t it.”
“Merritt May,” Crawford’s got a hundred things he wants to say, watching her light the cigarette and put it up to her mouth, but that’s—that’s probably the point, he reckons. That’s probably what she wants him to do, say something overbearing about how fucking bad smoking is for your lungs, and ain’t she a swimmer, too? Then she can snip at him about how he’s not their mama, he doesn’t know shit about whatever’s going on in her life, that it’s her body, that he did the same thing when he was young, that he probably did worse—nah. 
He’s not gonna fall into that trap.
So he makes a point of rolling his eyes when she exhales a puff of smoke, looking up to the sky and then back down at her. “I dunno what you expected,” he tells her, maybe a little mean around the edges. “I’m a hockey player, this is my job. I’ve been training for this all my goddamn life, Mare. Only surprise was where I was gonna get drafted, and we’ve known for two years that was with Montreal.”
“Yeah,” Merritt says, and then she doesn’t say anything else for a long moment. Scoutie’s sniffing at a tree across the road now, her coat flashing white in the street-light. “Guess that’s true,” she adds eventually, quiet with it. “Reckon it’ll just take me some time to get used to it, is all. Used to have a brother, now I just got a hockey player in the family.”
Crawford can feel his nostrils flare with the force of his breath. Whatever. It’s just—it’s whatever.
Not you, not like that.
What the fuck ever.
“Take your coat off if you’re gonna smoke,” he barks at her, turning around to start trekking back up to the house. “Ma’ll freak if she smells it on you. That shit’s rank.”
As far as parting blows go, hers was probably better. But he ain’t mad at her. He just can’t fix nothing about the situation. So there’s no point loitering around.


merry christmas, bagsy.
how was yours?

Lake-land [delivered 10:42pm]
We went to church twice man i hope God tracks frequent flyer miles
But then we had this huge ass meal it was awesome
If i ever see another honey glazed ham it’ll be too damn soon
Lake-land[delivered 10:44pm]
Sloane’s way too cool for rowan
She like made all this pottery for everyone i didn’t even know you could do that
Apparently she made the cups herself
crazy 
Thats not even her job she just likes doing it
CRAZY
How was yours? Busy with the fam?
Yeah 
it was good


Periwinkle finds a new favorite perch the moment Lachlan leaves a wrapped box under their tree. It takes Crawford a few hours to notice once they get home from Hayden’s, but then he’s pretty exhausted, not firing on all cylinders here. The twins had put him through the fucking ringer once they realized he could drag them around on a quilt faster than their dad, and, importantly, had not yet built up any sort of resistance to being asked to play Santa and the Reindeer again. And again. And again.
“Smile, Panky,” Lachlan tells him, and Crawford lifts his arm up from his face to peer over at Lachlan. He’s on the other end of the couch with his phone in hands, raised up to take a picture.
“Fuck off,” Crawford says, letting his arm fall back onto his face and re-adjusting the ice pack when it slips off his shoulder. 
“Oh, that’s going straight to the ‘gram,” Lachlan crows, and Crawford’s got no choice but to kick out at his legs. “Future of Montreal…beat…by…two year old twin terrors….Is this…a stamina problem…for the next…season?”
Crawford kicks him harder. “Careful now,” he tells him. “I got a picture of you looking real confused reading How The Grinch Stole Christmas to Ruby, and I ain’t posted it nowhere yet, but don’t test me.”
It’s a bluff, obviously. Not that he doesn’t got the picture. He does, had snapped it in this moment where Lachlan’s got his eyebrows furrowed staring down at the picture book while Ruby’s pointing at something on the page, looking for all the world like she’s trying to teach Lachlan how to read. 
But he wouldn’t share it with anyone. Not for any money in the world. The lighting’s too good in it. Lachlan looks too soft in his cream sweater. His hair’s a little too beautifully touseled. His freckles are a little too prominent just beneath his eyes. Crawford doesn’t know what someone else could read in a photo like that, but he ain’t taking any chances.And anyway, it’s his.
“That’s not fair,” Lachlan whines, instant the way Crawford knew he would. “Half them words been made up, I didn’t expect that.”
“You ain’t ever read The Grinch?” It’d been Merritt’s favorite as a kid. It’d scared Crawford half to death when he was real little, but then it’d been Merritt’s favorite and so he’d gotten over it. “Wait, you ain’t ever read Dr. Seuss? His whole thing’s making up words.”
Lachlan swats at his foot. “I know about it,” is all he says, which isn’t really any sort of answer to the question, but he figures if Lachlan hadn’t ever read it before today, then he has now.
“Huh,” is what Crawford says. He flops back down onto the cushion again. “Well, I guess that explains why you had to take a thirty-minute break after you finished it, man. Was your heart growing three sizes in the Pikes’ bathroom?”
“No,” Lachlan snaps. It’s so different from how he’s been sounding that Crawford peeks at him again around his arm. The guy’s all red and he’s not even looking at him anymore, which is fine, if a little rude cause they’re having a conversation here. Crawford follows his gaze to the base of the Christmas tree, where Periwinkle’s lounging on top of this big square box that definitely wasn’t there before they left for the Pikes’ this morning.
“Whoa,” Crawford says, sitting up fully. “What’s that?”

Lachlan doesn’t look at him, just fiddles with his necklace for a second, centering it the way he does when he’s thinking or bored or nervous or praying and then he admits, “It’s—uh. Your present. For Christmas. I got Jackie to help me wrap it.” 
Crawford blinks. “You got me a Christmas present?” he asks. “But we ain’t gonna be here on Christmas.”
It’s a really stupid thing to say, mostly cause he’s got his own present for Lachlan sitting in his room, despite the fact that they’re not going to be in Montreal for Christmas, but it’s the first thing he can think. 
It makes Lachlan look at him at least. Well, look at him and roll his eyes, but look at him all the same. “Dude,” Lachlan says. “What.”
“Can I open it now?” Crawford hears himself ask. He doesn’t mean to, not really, but the more he thinks about it, the more he wants to. Like, they’re here together now, and it’s late, but Crawford’s got an afternoon practice tomorrow, and Lachlan’s not leaving for the last of his away games until tomorrow night, so. Now’s as good a time as any.
“Greedy,” Lachlan says, but he’s smiling a little, lips quirked up just enough that the faintest hint of the dip in his cheek can be seen if you know what you’re looking for, and Crawford’s a goddamn expert on the topic. 
“I’m just a little afraid Periwinkle’s not gonna let me touch it if we wait too long,” Crawford points out, and he makes himself look away from Lachlan, back to their stupid crooked tree and their stupid possessive cat, licking at her paw while perched on top of Lachlan’s present to Crawford, like she owns the whole of it.
Lachlan nods slowly. “Yeah, that’s a good point,” he agrees. “I mean—sure. What the fuck. Merry Christmas, go open your present. Mind the claws though, man, the trainers won’t never let me hear the end of it if you got claw marks and ice packs all over you for practice.” 

“The trainers don’t care a whit about me,” Crawford rolls his eyes, but he stands up and drops the ice pack on the coffee table. He hesitates, halfway towards the tree. It’s sort of like, well. Now or fucking never. “I’ve got something for you too,” he admits, and he’s gotta look away when Lachlan lights the fuck up. It’s fucking—indecent. Incandescent. If there’s a difference between those two words, he can’t remember it right now. The dimple’s out in full force; Lachlan looks awed, a little. 
“You do?” Lachlan asks, and Crawford shrugs. It’s important that it’s not a big deal. It’s really only allowed because it ain’t a big deal. Just something small.
“Here,” he decides. “You get the damn cat off my present and I’ll go get yours.”
It’s stuffed in the edge of Crawford’s sock drawer. Not cause Crawford thought Lachlan would go looking for it or nothing, but just cause he didn’t know what to do with it after he was finished and he didn’t want to have to see it all the time neither.
“Fuck,” he says when he fishes it out of the drawer and stares at it. It’s uglier than he remembered. 
It’s also, crucially, not wrapped.
“Fuck,” he says again, and then he grabs a couple of loose socks from the drawer and stuffs it in one and then in the other and then in the last. Needs fucking must, you know?
When he gets back into the living room, Lachlan’s got the cat in his arms and Crawford’s present on the coffee table next to the melting ice pack. 
He tosses the bundle onto the couch next to Lachlan, who looks at it like it’s a hand grenade.
“You got me socks?” Lachlan checks, eyebrows all scrunched up. “Are they…like, clean, at least?” 
“The present’s inside it, dipshit,” Crawford says, rolling his eyes and settling onto the floor in front of the table. “I wrapped it.”
“This is how you wrap stuff,” Lachlan says, sounding all skeptical and like he’s gonna laugh. “Man, alright. If I knew the bar was gonna be this low I’d never have gotten Jackie involved.”
“Yeah, well,” Crawford pulls the box into his lap and runs his fingers over the neat edges of the shiny gold wrapping paper. “I didn’t know we got to phone a friend with this bullshit.”
Lachlan blinks at him and then he grins. “Wait, shit, sorry, are you pissed off cause my wrapping job’s better than yours?” 
“No,” Crawford says. He pauses, but, like, really: “and this is Jackie’s work anyway, ain’t it?”
“Yeah, yeah,” Lachlan laughs, the wheezy one, and then he sits up straighter, like a switch has been flipped. “Go on then,” he says. “Open it, yeah?”
Crawford’s always been pretty coachable, with the right direction and the right incentive, so he tears at the seams of the gold paper and uses the edge of his thumb nail to wrench open the box.
“It’s a coupla things,” Lachlan is saying, voice a little bit thin like he’s nervous about it. He fumbles over the last word, accidentally drags it out too long, says thangs instead of things, this undeniable Texas twang that would normally have Crawford guffawing except he’s too busy sifting through his Christmas present to really even register it.
There’s a golf ball on top. It’s this absolutely ugly shade of neon green, the kind of color you see on the guys that work on the roads in the middle of the night. It’s duct-taped to a manila envelope, the kind you only ever seen in like, spy movies or at banks, and Crawford lifts it carefully from the box to turn it around. 
“Yeah, Jackie thought I should, like, put it in something,” Lachlan shrugs. When Crawford looks up at him, he’s got one hand fiddling with the cat’s collar and the other slung over the back of the couch, tapping out some sort of rhythm. 
“Jesus, Lox,” he says when he unclips the envelope and shakes the loose paper out into his lap. It’s a golf club membership, valid for a whole year. Crawford recognizes the name of the club from hearing the vets talk about it off and on since moving up. It’s apparently got a good chicken club sandwich and a real tricky ninth hole. “This musta cost—”

“It’s fine, I wanted to get it for you,” Lachlan cuts him off. His leg’s bouncing up and down a little, and Periwinkle’s giving him an unimpressed look he doesn’t even notice. “I actually got one for me, too. Same time. So, like, we can go together sometime. If you wanted.”

“It’s the middle of winter,” Crawford points out, and Lachlan rolls his eyes, makes a point of hitting himself on the forehead with the heel of his palm.
“I was wondering why they were half off,” he says, and it makes Crawford laugh. 
“Thanks, Lox, that’s—yeah, man, I’d love to hit the links with you,” he tells him, and he gets to watch Lachlan smile, this big and goofy grin he doesn’t see all that often. It’s not even a lie. He hasn’t been golfing since he moved up here, since before that. There ain’t that many courses near Darien, even fewer he wants to spend the whole day at. He’s been itching to get his hands back around his clubs. It’ll be nice. They’ll make a day of it, sometime when it gets warm. A recovery day between games in the spring. Early summer, maybe.
“Awesome,” Lachlan says. “But just so you know, man, I’m real good. I’m gonna smoke your ass out there. Just so we’re on the same page.”
Crawford laughs again. “Uh huh,” he says, delicately folding the piece of paper and putting it back into the manila envelope. “We’ll see about that.”
The next thing he pulls out is a cat toy shaped like a mouse, still with the store plastic on it. STUFFED WITH CATNIP, the label reads. “Really?” he says.
“You can tell her it’s from you,” Lachlan says, and then he cackles like he thinks he’s the funniest goddamn person in the world. It sorta sucks that Crawford agrees with him. At the very least, it’s embarrassing as shit. 
“Fuck you,” he says, even as he carefully puts the plushie on the ground next to his knee. “Give it to her yourself. She won’t talk to me.”
Lachlan’s eyes crinkle up into nothing when he smiles like that. “You know, I really hope you guys work on your issues in the new year. It’s real hard living in such a broken household. Think of the children, man.” 
Crawford throws the mouse at Lachlan; he shifts to catch it, and Periwinkle’s ear flicks down in distaste before she turns her little head to hiss at him.
Clearly, Crawford isn’t the reason diplomatic relations have broken down around here.
The third thing in the box is a red hunting cap, ear flaps tied up to expose the fur underneath. “You’re not actually allowed to have that until you’ve read the book,” Lachlan informs him, holding out his hand and wriggling his fingers until Crawford tosses the hat to him, which isn’t really how Christmas presents work. “And I guessed on the size.”
“What book?” Crawford asks, then— “Jesus, man, how big do you think my head is?” when Lachlan jams the hat over his own hair and it slips down to nearly cover his eyes.
“I don’t think you want me to answer that,” Lachlan says. “There’s just one more in there. Careful with it though, I took it out of the box it came in. It’s sharp.”
It’s a—machine thing.
“It’s a mandoline,” Lachlan explains. “For slicing vegetables.”
“That’s an instrument,” Crawford says absently, lifting the plastic and metal board up so he can look at it in the light. “It’s like a violin thing I think. Or a guitar.”
“Nah, you’re thinking of a mandarin,” Lachlan says, which is definitely not true because a mandarin is another name for one of them little oranges, and Crawford’s pretty sure on that. “This is definitely a mandoline, I read the box and everything. Anyway, it don’t matter. The important thing is it’ll cut up all your vegetables for you so you can stop getting blood in our food.”
“That was once,” Crawford argues, rolling his eyes and fighting against the urge to toss up his hands. Lachlan Pucey really drives him fucking crazy sometimes. “You cut your finger once, chopping up something real slippery, and suddenly you hear about it for fucking ever—”
“You cut your hands all the damn time,” Lachlan says. “They’re, like, covered in band-aids, man, look at ‘em, you’re gonna cut your damn finger off one of these days and then where will we be? Ordering Chipotle for the rest of our lives?”
“You’d cut your damn hands too, except you’re always buying those pre-cut vegetables from the store,” Crawford says. “Which is cheating, mind you, I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again, Bagsy, it’s fucking disgracef—”
“You just don’t appreciate my kitchen hacks,” Lachlan sniffs. “I’m just a better chef than you.”
“You tried to open a can of tomato sauce with a steak knife just a couple of days ago!”
“It would have worked!”

“So would a damn can opener!”

Lachlan shakes his head, but he’s smiling. “Are you gonna say thank you, Panky? Where the fuck are your manners, man? Your friend’s just tried his best to save your future hockey career and all you’re doing is bitching at him about the stupid fucking can opener thing—”
“I thought you were gonna take out your goddamn eye by accident,” Crawford says. He runs his hand over the hard edge of plastic. It’s—sweet, actually. It’s really goddamn sweet, if he’s being honest. That Lachlan noticed all the fucking band-aids Crawford’s had to wrap around his fingers lately. That he cared enough to try and fix the problem.
Even if he was way off on what the problem actually was.

“Lox,” Crawford says, all slow and embarrassingly fond to his own ears. “How many damn onions do you think I’ve been cutting up lately?”
Lachlan frowns at him. “Well, I dunno,” he says, sort of defensively. “It’s a free country, man, I ain’t policing your vegetables.”

“In what world would I be making something you wouldn’t also be eating?” Crawford points out, rubbing a hand over his jaw and then setting the vegetable slicer down back into the box. 
“None of these words sound like thank you,” Lachlan sniffs, and it makes Crawford want to laugh and do something real awful and terrible, like get his hands on him.
“Thank you,” he says, because his mama raised him right, or at least she tried to. “I, uh—ain’t been chopping all that much though. I swear.”
Lachlan wrinkles his nose. “Good thing I didn’t shell out for the fancy Japanese knifeset Tremblay's wife recommended me then,” he says, in this way he’s got where he’s still joking around, but he’s about two seconds away from taking this shit seriously. Merritt’s got the same tone on lock, so it’s probably a youngest sibling thing, like the way life guards at the beach raise the red flags to indicate the current’s getting dangerous.
“It’s real thoughtful, man,” Crawford tells him, as sincere as he knows how to be. “Thank you. I—” didn’t realize you were looking so closely. Didn’t realize you’d see. Didn’t realize you’d care. “Thanks, Lox. I love ‘em all.”
And it’s true. He does. Not even just because it’s Lachlan who’s given them to him either.
Not even because saying that makes Lachlan duck his head down and smile real soft and small at the cat in his lap, hand fiddling with the bundle of socks Crawford’s given him. “Course, man,” he says.
“It’s just a little—funny, is all,” Crawford adds, and Lachlan’s head snaps up to his, eyebrows furrowing and expression pinching together like he’s offended as all get out. Crawford grins back, even as he can feel his heart start fluttering like a goddamn tornado of butterfly wings in his chest. “Your turn,” he says, and Lachlan narrows his eyes but dutifully starts untangling the socks from each other.
“I’m gonna laugh at your Christmas gift, Panky,” Lachlan’s muttering, throwing each sock he unwraps in Crawford’s direction. “See how you like it, see if you think it’s funn—oh.”
It takes a lot of work to keep his face clear of any kind of reaction, to hold that smile on the edges of his mouth as he watches Lachlan’s fingers run over the jagged and bumpy lines of the wood. 
“I wasn’t cutting up vegetables,” he says when Lachlan doesn’t seem likely to say anything any time soon. “It just turns out you gotta be real careful when you’re learning how to whittle, else you’re gonna be carving up your hand and the wood at the same time.”
Please don’t laugh, he doesn’t say, because he can’t. Because it’s just a small thing, really. It don’t matter. It’s just a piece of wood. It’s only allowed, caring enough to make it, because it’s so small. It’s smaller than his palm. It looks tiny in between the flash of Lachlan’s fingers.
“You made this?” Lachlan asks, glancing up at Crawford and then back down to the little wooden trinket in his hands.
Crawford shrugs even though Lachlan ain’t even looking at him. “Sure did,” he says, like it doesn’t matter, like there isn’t a darker stain on the back heel of the thing where he’d nicked himself with the knife and got his blood on the wood. He’d tried to wash it off, but it stuck, so he’d gotten a special paint stain to soak the whole thing in overnight to try and make it less obvious.
“It’s a skate,” Crawford adds when Lachlan doesn’t say anything else. In his defense, he’s pretty confident that it does in fact look like a skate. It’d been a bitch and a half, carving out the space between the blade of the skate and the bottom of the shoe, and the laces are more of a suggestion of lacework than any actual wooden lines, but still. It’s a skate. “I was gonna do two, like, the whole set, you know, but it’s fucking—way harder than I thought it’d be. That’s, like, the third attempt, I kept fucking up the blade, and then I had to stop to do a wooden dog for Merritt, which—honestly, looks even fucking weirder, man, so consider this, like, an IOU, yeah? I’ll have the other one done by your birthday. If you want it.”
“I didn’t know you knew how to whittle,” Lachlan says, which, like. Demonstrably, Crawford doesn’t know how to do that shit. Lachlan’s holding his attempt at it in his hands right now, and it’s fucking ugly. “Where’d you even get the wood?”
“Well, it grows on trees, actually,” Crawford jokes, but Lachlan doesn’t even laugh, just blinks up at him expectantly. “I, uh. That running path, you took me on back in October, remember? The part of it that went through the woods. I went back a couple of times, got a few of the thicker kind of branches that were kinda looking dead.”
Lachlan nods. Then he wraps his fingers around the wooden skate and looks up at Crawford, face torn open and eyes wide. “Shit, H, you really made this? For me?” 

Crawford blinks back at him. Obviously he made it for Lachlan. Who else would he make something like that for, except for his sister, who wouldn’t ever appreciate a wood carving of a  hockey skate anyway. “Yeah,” he says, and he looks at the little trinket when he can’t bring himself to keep looking at Lachlan’s face.
It’s too much. It’s not enough. It’s different than—it’s just different. Lachlan wears his heart on his sleeve, which Crawford appreciates, but that’s just cause he doesn’t got anything he should hide. Not like Crawford does.
“I love it,” Lachlan decides. “It’s perfect.”
“It’s a little curved to the right,” Crawford says, rubbing the back of his neck.
“Perfect. I’m left-footed,” Lachlan says.
“And the staining’s uneven, I couldn’t—”
“H, if you don’t stop insulting my Christmas present, we’re gonna have a problem,” Lachlan tells him, cutting him off clean in the middle. “I love it. You gave it to me, so it’s mine to love now, you hear? Look,” he adds, bright-eyed and smiling and soft. He brings the litle wooden skate up to his nose and sniffs it. “It even smells like feet, how a skate should. The socks were the perfect wrapping choice, man.”
“Shut up,” Crawford says, but he’s real pleased. It’s sort of devastating, how pleased he is over something so small. Over something that’s gotta mean nothing at all.


Crawford stuffs his baseball cap into his back pocket when he gets to the top of the church’s steps. It’s a Tuesday, so the gravel parking lot’s deserted save for an old beat-up looking Ford that Crawford’s hoping belongs to the pastor. The doors aren’t open, naturally, but they aren’t locked neither.
Inside, there’s a carpeted entrance hall and then a double doorway to the actual church part, where all the congregation sits when they visit. Crawford’s never gone anywhere but forward from here, straight to the pews so he can waste an hour sitting in one of the middle rows with his family and listening as much as he can bring himself to, but today’s different. Today, he’s not here looking to talk to God. He’s looking for someone who can talk back, this time.
The pastor’s office is a little ways down the hallway, small and cramped. The door’s open when Crawford gets to it, and Pastor Williams looks up from all these papers in front of him when he knocks on the door.
“Hank Crawford, as I live and breathe,” Pastor Williams says, sounding pleasantly surprised as he rises from his desk to shake his hand. It’d honestly be a little offensive, how surprised he sounds to see him, if going to church weren’t the last thing Crawford likes doing most every day. Still. Needs must, sometimes. 
“How are you doing, Pastor?” Crawford asks, scuffing the heel of his boot against the carpeted floor and dropping the pastor’s hand so he can shove his back into his pockets. “I didn’t get a chance to say hi after the service on Thursday.”
Pastor Williams waves his hand through the air. “Christmas Eve services are always like that,” he says. “It feels like you plan for them half the year and then they’re over in the blink of an eye.”
Crawford hums and nods, even though he’d sort of felt like the service had dragged on for ages and ages. “The songs were nice,” he says. They’d been the only part he’d really listened to, if he’s being honest about it. Merritt’d been up in the choir, and she’s got a real pretty voice. It’d made his mama so proud, she’d nearly cried.
Pastor Williams looks pleased. “Ms. Evans handles all the choral arrangements, she’s such a star,” he says, and Crawford tries to look like he remembers who Ms. Evans is. That’s definitely something he should know, he thinks. That’s definitely something he used to know.
“Yeah,” he says. “They were really–uh, arranged. Real pretty.” He winces at his own words. Fuck, he’s better than this. He’s fucking good at it, usually. Talking to people. Relating to them. It’s just—he’s just nervous. It’s just this place, this church. There’s this insistent nudging in the back of his head, telling him that this is the last fucking place someone like him should be. Doesn’t he know that? The pastor’s just gonna look at him and be able to tell. His sin’s like a goddamn blood splatter, all over his white shirt. His brother’s right. You can just tell. You meet someone, and you can just tell. The pastor’s gonna know and then he’s gonna fucking—tell. Everyone. The whole town. God Himself.
“It sure was,” Pastor Williams agrees out of the kindness in his heart, probably. “Now, Hank, what can I do for you? I imagine you’ve only got a few days left before you fly back up to Montreal. I doubt you want to spend them with me.”
“Ha,” Crawford says. Maybe he shouldn’t be hiding his hands. He takes them out of his pockets, rubs them down his thighs. He probably shouldn’t have worn jeans. You should wear nicer clothes to a church, really put your best foot forward where God can see you. “I, uh—I had a few questions,” he scratches at the back of his neck. “About—the Bible and stuff.”
If Pastor Williams is surprised, then he doesn’t show it. “Well, you’ve definitely come to the right place,” he says, all kind. He wouldn’t be, probably. If he knew some of the things Crawford’s been thinking and letting himself think. All the small indulgences he’s let himself have. “Would you like to have this conversation in the nave? I find it helps me organize my thoughts and open my mind, sitting out there.”
Crawford doesn’t know what a nave is. “Sure,” he says, and lets the pastor guide him back out into the hallway and then into the big church room where the altar is. Huh, he thinks as he follows the pastor into one of the pews nearest to the front of the room. Guess they got names for everything these days.
“What would you like to talk about?” Pastor Williams asks, turning to face him once they’ve both sat down. He really does look kind. It’s the bushy gray eyebrows and the salt-and-pepper hair, maybe, or the way he’s got crow’s feet around his eyes and wrinkles at the corners of his mouth. Pastor Williams has been in charge of the church as long as Crawford can remember. He’s not local, doesn’t have the accent or nothing, but he’s lived here long enough that most folk don’t care so much where he’s come from or what his post was before this one. 
Crawford clears his throat. There’s a bible and a hymnal hanging off the back of the pew in front of them. Both look worn out. Everything about this place looks a little worn out, if Crawford’s being honest. Even the pastor. “I’ve, uh,” he says, and then he can’t say anything else. He swallows. He tries again. “I’ve been, uh. Having, like. Thoughts. Lately. Sinful sorta thoughts.”

Pastor Williams hums. He doesn’t start screaming or nothing, which is nice. Small blessings are still blessings and all. Crawford thinks his mama told him that once. “What kind of sin?”
“Uh,” Crawford says awkwardly. He wipes his hands on his thighs again, and he doesn’t think about Lachlan Pucey. “The—uh, usual ones.”
“Hm,” Pastor Williams says. He’s quiet for a second before he clears his throat and leans forward a little. “Hank, I can promise that I’m not going to pass judgement on you for the temptations you’ve felt in your life. We all experience moments of weakness; the important thing is how we handle them. If we turn towards God’s healing light or turn away from it when it counts.”
Crawford nods, feeling a little bit outside his body as he does it. He’s not thinking about Lachlan, except he is. Except he’s been thinking about Lachlan for ages now, and the distance hasn’t made the feelings go away, and he can’t stop thinking about what Campbell was saying, what Merritt said too, about being loud and being better. About not belonging and about being wrong.
He’s been thinking a lot, lately. About being wrong. About who decides what’s wrong and what’s better and what they’ll do about it if they love you.
He’d really fucking hoped the distance would do the trick, cure him and fix him up so he could fly back into Montreal and look at Lachlan and feel nothing but the way he feels when he looks at any of his other teammates. But it hasn’t done shit for him so far, the distance, and he’s running out of time, so. Time to involve the professionals, probably. 
Even if he feels scraped raw and punctured through, sitting here opposite Pastor Williams and his kind eyes. Like just stepping through the door was enough to peel off the top layers of his skin and now he’s just bleeding all over the place, getting all his nasty guts and sinful thoughts over the worn-out wooden pew.
He fumbles with the cross around his neck, centers it just to feel it beneath his fingers. He doesn’t think about Lachlan, except for how he does. “I, uh,” he says. “There’s this—girl.”
Lying to a pastor’s probably an even more terrible sin than lying in general. Crawford’s really just racking them up lately, but what the fuck is he supposed to say? He’s a fucking coward. He’s just—weak. He can’t—if he tells the pastor, then the pastor will know. And no one can know.
No one can know.
Pastor Williams’ eyebrows shoot up, and he smiles like Crawford’s just told him some kind of joke. “Ah,” he says. “Well, though the Southern Baptist Church does have a rather explicit set of beliefs in regards to pre-marital sex, Mr. Crawford, I can assure you that we do understand the chasm between what is generally practiced and what is preached for our congregat—”
“She’s married,” Crawford blurts out, and Pastor Williams’ mouth snaps closed aroud his words. “Um. To one of my friends.”
He doesn’t even know what he’s fucking saying, is the truth. Like, is that enough of a sin? Is that the same thing? How do they stack up against each other, lusting after a married woman and lusting after your best friend, who’s a guy? Is it the crassness of the sin that matters the most? Wanting to fuck a married woman, wanting to fuck a guy? 
But that’s not the problem, not really. It’d be a little easier, Crawford thinks, if he just wanted to—get Lachlan’s hands around his dick or something. Let out a little tension. Guys do that shit in some of the leagues, Crawford knows. It’s like—what else are you gonna do, middle of Ontario when there’s too much snow on the ground and you’ve got a win buzzing through your veins? That shit’s not talked about, not, like, accepted, but it’s at least—understood. Like—survival cannibalism or something. Needs must. 
But that’s not what Crawford’s been dreaming about with Lachlan. That’s the issue. He wants soft things, with Lachlan. He wants to hold his waist, the way you would with a girl. That’s the sin, probably, or at least, the heaviest version of it. The inexcusable kind.
“Ah,” Pastor Williams says, and then he doesn’t say anything else for a long moment. “Well, I suppose that’s different, then.”
“Yeah,” Crawford says, throat all scratchy and dry. “So I just—what should I do? To, um. Make the feelings go away. I don’t—I don’t want to act on them or nothing, I swear, I know—I know they’re bad. But, like. Knowing they’re bad ain’t been enough yet to make myself stop feeling them, and so I don’t know if….”
He trails off. He’s not thinking about Lachlan, except he sort of is. He’s thinking about the girlfriend Lachlan made up when his mama asked him about his dating life. The way the lie’d sounded so fucking natural on his lips that Crawford had believed it too. This is the same thing, really, he thinks. Except one day in the future, Lachlan’s gonna get a girlfriend he can tell his mama about, and Crawford probably won’t ever fall in love with another guy’s wife.
Pastor Williams nods as he thinks, his lips curled down into a frown. “Thank you for your honesty, Hank,” he tells him. It’s salt in the fucking wound. “1 John 1:9 reminds us of the importance of confessing our sins, for it is only through honesty that God may forgive us and cleanse us of our unrighteousness.”
“Okay,” Crawford says, when Pastor Williams pauses. “Sure.”
“Have you…laid hands on this woman?” Pastor Williams asks. “In a sinful way?”
“No,” Crawford says, and then he hesitates. For some reason, some stupid reason, all he can think about suddenly is the way Lachlan’s ankle bones feel, shifting beneath his hand when they’re sitting together on the couch.
“Hank,” Pastor Williams says, like a question and a rebuke all in one.
“I haven’t,” Crawford says, stronger this time. “Really, sir. We—we haven’t done anything. I don’t want to do anything.” It tastes like a lie. But it isn’t. It—it isn’t, except for all the ways that it is, a little.
“Alright,” Pastor Williams agrees, even though he still sounds skeptical. Maybe Crawford’s just being paranoid. How can he not be though? How can he not feel as if everything he’s thinking is written all over his face? “So you are experiencing the sin of temptation,” he says, and Crawford nods, because that sounds about right. “This is something we all must face at one point or another in our lives, Hank.”
“Great,” Crawford says. “I just—what do I…what do I do about it? I don’t—I don’t want it.”
That’s not—he isn’t sure if that’s true or not, but he thinks it probably is. It feels less true when he thinks about the way Lachlan looks when he’s just woken up, groggy-eyed and hair a mess. It feels more true when he thinks about, well. Everything else. The hockey. The family. What Lachlan’s face would look like if he ever found out. 
Pastor Williams blinks at him. “Pray,” he says, like that’s the obvious answer. “The Lord cares about you, Hank. He loves you. Seek solace in the Lord for he is forgiving and through His help, we may all be saved from the sins our temptations coax out of us.”
Crawford rolls the words around in his head then in his mouth. He doesn’t—it’s like. What does the good Christian do, if they don’t believe in God? Does God do them a solid anyway? Does He throw them a bone? Crawford’s tried praying before. He thinks his problem is that he doesn’t trust God to check His answering machine, which makes Him a pretty fucking shitty emergency contact. Like, the world’s burning right the fuck now. C’mon, man.
Obivously, he’s not going to tell his pastor that. Probably in the world of, like, sin and temptation and all that shit, his pastor’s as close as he’s going to get to a firefighter. “But, like…I guess I don’t understand.”
“What don’t you understand?” Pastor Williams says. He has kind eyes. His hands are folded so neatly in his lap. He’s probably never shot a gun or got in a barfight or broke a guy’s nose. 
“If God gave me this…tenden—temptation, then why would he just take it away? If I asked for help?”
Pastor Williams hums and nods slowly, like he’s considering the weight of the question. “Well,” he says, “I’d say…in school, teachers will teach you the material and then give you a test, right? To see what you’ve learned. But if you ask for help during the test, they’ll explain the question. And if you need extra tutoring, they’ll offer that as well. I think the same principle applies here. Think of praying as…raising your hand in class with a question.”
“But—” Crawford cuts himself off and shakes his head. But that means fuck all to him, right now.
“God is all powerful,” Pastor Williams says sagely. “And all knowing. He won’t let us be tempted beyond our ability to withstand it, even if it’s the Devil who seeks to trick us into believing we are weak in our thoughts and souls. You may surprise yourself. This—lust, for your young woman, you know it’s a terrible sin. That’s half the battle won already. I encourage you to seek refuge with your church in Montreal once you return to the city. You do have a church, yes?”

“Yes,” Crawford lies. “Sure, yeah. But—what can I do? While I’m praying, while I’m asking for…the Lord’s guidance?”
He’s an athlete, maybe, is the disconnect here. Everything he needs to do, he’s been taught to do with his hands. Even in college, he had to write the assignments he turned in. He had to take himself to the library, sit in one of the uncomfortable chairs next to this pipe that was so fucking hot it’d burn his skin if he touched it too long, and actually write. Thinking and wishing and hoping and—and praying—that’s just—that’s not how anything gets done. Visualizing the puck going into the net means shit if you can’t lace up your skates afterwards and catch it on the blade of your stick and send it down the ice.
Pastor Williams tilts his head back and forth. “I suppose, if it were me, I would limit contact with her as much as possible,” he says. “You said she is your friend’s wife? So you see her often?”
“I—yeah,” Crawford says. He doesn’t think about Lachlan, except he sort of does. It’s five steps from his bedroom door to Lachlan’s. You could say he sees her often. “Yeah, pretty regularly. I don’t think—like, I’m not sure how, like, possible it would be. To, uh. See her less.”
“Hm,” Pastor Williams says. He frowns a little, a furrow appearing in between his eyebrows. “Sin is like a stain, Hank. It spreads easily from person to person. It may in fact be imperative to limit your time with your friend’s wife, lest you accidentally drag her into the temptation as well.”
“I wouldn’t,” Crawford protests immediately, feeling sick to his stomach. “I mean—it isn’t…she wouldn’t. Uh, reciprocate. Ever.”
Lachlan wouldn’t. Not ever.
“You would risk it?” Pastor Williams asks. His voice is kind in a way Crawford suddenly isn’t sure he deserves. “My advice, Hank, is to distance yourself from this woman where you can. It would be the best for both of you, I believe. Even if you truly think that she does not feel the same temptations as yourself, our hearts are only fully known to God and His Son. We on Earth must merely guess at the emotions of others. The longer you spend in her presence, the higher the chance that your own sin rubs off onto her soul, and then the Devil has another pair of ears to whisper into; the risk of sin doubles.
“Distancing yourself from your temptation as you wait for God’s guidance may be the life raft you have been searching for, Hank. It may certainly help curb the lustful impulses of the flesh.”
“Right,” Crawford agrees faintly. He doesn’t know—that sounds awful. All of it. It stings, to hear. To swallow. Is he hurting Lachlan? Just—being near him, with these thoughts? Does that hurt him? Like, his soul? Crawford hadn’t thought about that. Thoughts are just thoughts. Even Pastor Williams implied that there’s a difference between thoughts and sins. One’s just temptation, the other’s action. Crawford isn’t going to act on nothing. 
But can just the thought of doing it—can that hurt Lachlan?
Pastor Williams keeps talking, saying something about Matthew, quoting something about the Lord’s forgiveness and how Crawford can atone for any wrong-doing. That the Church is there for him, that they love him. Crawford nods like he’s listening, but the truth is, he isn’t. 
He’s thinking about Lachlan. 
He’s thinking about what Lachlan would think about temptation and sin. 
Lachlan prays, is the thing.
Lachlan prays all the goddamn time. So he must be real concerned about the state of his soul, then. Right? He must really want to get into heaven.
And shit, man, Crawford wants to get into heaven too, obviously. Sounds a right sight nicer than the other place. And he—he believes in God, probably. The way you hedge your bets and tell the doctor your pain’s a seven even if you’re not sure because seven and above is when you get the good drugs. Like, if he believes in God’s ability to do anything, it’s to damn souls and save ‘em, and if he had the choice, he’d want to get saved. Obviously. Like, everyone would rather get a ticket to the streets lined with gold over the fiery pits of Hell.
But he thinks—it’s different, probably. The way he thinks about God and the way Lachlan does. Lachlan, like. Really believes. Cause he prays all the time. He’s always thanking God for stuff, Crawford knows that even if he does it really quietly, in his own head or at the end of the day in his own bed.
So he probably, like. Wouldn’t be thrilled with the idea that Crawford’s tendencies are staining his soul, too. Hell, Crawford isn’t thrilled with that either. It makes him feel gross all over, like an oil spill instead of a person. Like some kind of disease. Maybe that’s what he is. Maybe that’s where all these feelings came from, why he can’t see even the ghost of ‘em when he looks at his family. He didn’t inherit ‘em, he caught ‘em.
He must get through the rest of the talk okay, without having to think very much about what he says to Pastor Williams, cause the next time he blinks back into the conversation, they’re standing by the door of the church, and Crawford’s got this question on his tongue he’s not sure he wants to hear the answer to.
“Pastor Williams,” he says anyway, and he pretends his voice doesn’t crack. Pastor Williams pretends too, which is kind of him. “What if—” he swallows around nothing and peels his skin back so the man of God can see the fragile beating heart of him. “What if I try putting distance between me and—her and it don’t work? Does that mean it isn’t just lust? Does that mean it’s—you know. Love?” 
Pastor Williams shakes his head and reaches out to clasp his shoulder. “It ain’t love, son,” he says, all gentle and sympathetic. “Love between a man and a woman is a reflection of God’s own holy Love. It cannot be born from sin. What you’re feeling, if you act upon it, it would be a perversion of that love. Not the thing itself.”
“A perversion,” Crawford repeats. The word tastes like ash in his mouth. His stomach writhes and twists around itself.
“Yes,” Pastor Williams says. His eyes are so very kind. “Adultery, homosexuality, pedophilia, rape: these are all perversions of the soul. Choices men and women make that have no place within God’s light, that cannot have come from anything but the weakness of the earthly flesh.”
“Right,” Crawford says. Thinks he says. “Okay. Thank you, Pastor. For your time. I know it’s your busy season.”
That makes Pastor Williams laugh. Crawford watches his mouth move and his shoulders shake, but he can’t hear the sound of it over the ringing in his ears. “It’ll be your busy season soon enough,” Pastor Williams says, and Crawford blinks at him. “When the hockey begins,” the pastor adds. “My only hope is that you continue making time for God during your season, Mr. Crawford.”
“I will,” Crawford says. He thinks he’d say anything if it got him into his truck faster. He thinks he’d promise to go to church every fucking day of the week, if it meant Pastor Williams would drop his hand from his shoulder.
Perversion. A perversion of the soul. Adultery, homosexuality.
You can always tell.
It stains the soul.
It takes him two tries to get his truck to start.
He makes it about five minutes towards his house before he’s pulling off on a straight stretch of the highway, fumbling his seatbelt off, and throwing his car door open so he can vomit out his guts on the side of the road.


“Hey,” Crawford nudges Lachlan’s shoulder. “Dude, wake up.”
Lachlan groans in protest, turning over to face the wall. A second later, his breath evens back out into a snore. It’s goddamn typical, except right now Crawford’s on a deadline. He’s gotta get to the airport. He has a flight to fucking St. Louis to catch, then most of the day to piss away in Missouri. 
“Nah, Lachlan, you gotta wake up for a sec,” Crawford nudges him again, more forcefully this time. “My Uber’s like ten minutes away. I gotta head.”
“Cr’wf’rd?” Lachlan mumbles, rubbing his head along his pillow as he arches his neck back to blink up at him. “Coffee?”

“No, man, I didn’t make you fucking coffee,” he tells him, and he’s too fond and too close by half, squatting down next to the bed with his forearm braced on the mattress. “I’m trying to tell you if you hear anyone else in the apartment, you’re being robbed, alright?”
Lachlan seems to consider this, nose scrunching up for a long moment before he points out around a yawn, “Peri.”
If Lachlan means that Periwinkle’s going to be doing double-duty as a guard dog and a house cat or if he just means she’s going to be making a ruckus in the main room, Crawford doesn’t know. He figures it doesn’t matter all that much anyway. She could very easily do both at the same time. 
“Sure, man,” he says and stands up with stretch. “Merry Christmas, Lox,” he adds, and he pats at Lachlan’s shoulder one more time before he gets out of the dimly lit bedroom. 
It’s probably for the best that he goes and that he goes quick. It shouldn’t be so tempting to linger in the apartment; he’s got a home to get back to, after all. Merritt’s been texting him off and on all night about shit she wants from Canada, and Crawford can read between the lines enough to know that she wouldn’t want shit if it weren’t him delivering it to her.
So he shouldn’t want to linger, and he shouldn’t hesitate in the living room, carry-on suitcase waiting impatiently for him by the door, and he definitely shouldn’t go to the kitchen and fill up the coffee pot with water and the filter with grounds. Just a half-pot, because Lachlan’s going to be the only one around to drink it.
He’s not making the fucking coffee or anything. That’d be crazy. He’s just getting the pot ready for him. He thinks Lachlan will appreciate that shit. And it’s for the best anyway, right, like if Lachlan tries to pack today without caffeine, who knows what he’ll forget? And Crawford doesn’t want to hear about all the bitching Lachlan will do if he doesn’t pack his nice khakis or forgets his mama’s present on the table.
“You’re making coffee?” Lachlan’s voice startles him so much he spills water all over the marble countertop. 
“Shit, man,” Crawford swears, even though he doesn’t really mean it. “Fucking—announce yourself, what the hell?”
“Sorry,” Lachlan says, even though he doesn’t sound very sorry at all. He sounds like he’s still mostly asleep. “I thought I heard someone maybe robbing me or something.” 
That makes him roll his eyes and put the pot back on the hot plate. A part of him wants to look over at Lachlan, because he’s gotta be—he’s gotta look—but another part, the smarter half, knows he probably should keep his eyes straight forward. 
It’s like, well, alright. He prepped the coffee for his goddamn awful roommate. He should go now. He shouldn’t linger; he shouldn’t want to.
“I hope you get better jokes for Christmas,” Crawford tells him, mopping up the water he spilled with a dishtowel and leaving it crumbled up on the counter. 
He counts to three and then lets himself look at Lachlan. He’s leaning against the back of the sofa, arms crossed over his chest as he blinks blearily across at him. His hair’s a mess; it’s getting long. Crawford would point it out, but he’d hate to see him cut it. It looks good, curling just slightly around his ears like that. 
“You think I’m hilarious,” Lachlan replies, rubbing the heel of his palm against his eye and yawning wide enough to show all his teeth. He’s been spending too much time around the cat. He yawns like one now.
Crawford clicks his tongue. “You’re sure something,” he says, which isn’t a cop-out so much as it’s a plea for fucking mercy, but he got himself into this damn situation, so he can get himself out, too. His Uber is seven minutes away.
Lachlan nods, pushing himself off the couch and padding after him til they reach the door. “Safe travels,” he says, and Crawford nods. He must have gone to bed last night with his hair wet, he thinks. There’s no other explanation for the way half of it looks like it’s sticking straight up and the other part is tangled around itself like the threads of a mop. 
“Merry—-” Crawford gets as far as saying before Lachlan’s closed the distance between them and wrapped his arms around his waist. “Oof,” he huffs, breath knocked from his lungs at the unexpected touch moreso than the force of it. There’s no force to it, really. It’s soft. Lachlan’s forehead’s resting up against the edge of Crawford’s collarbones. The only thing he can smell is him, the sandalwood-spice scent of his body wash. It’s a soft thing.
Crawford wastes a second just holding himself still; he doesn’t waste more than that though. He’s always been an opportunist. He’s always been the kind of guy to see a gap on the ice and make the play. 
He won’t feel like this after the holidays. He’s going to go to Darien and live in a world without Lachlan’s scent or laugh or honey-brown eyes or crooked nose or terrible jokes that always make Crawford grin. And that’ll cure him of the tendency. He’ll come back and it’ll be normal again, the way it’s supposed to be. He’ll be the way he’s supposed to be, and he won’t want to tighten his grip on Lachlan’s back, hold him so close both of them forget about letting go.
So he lets himself have this. Just the once. It’ll be different, when they get back from visiting their families. It’ll be different in the new year. It’ll be different next Christmas. But it’s this for now. He gets to have this, for now.
“Merry Christmas, H,” Lachlan mumbles eventually, words spoken straight into the fabric of Crawford’s shirt. “Text me when your plane lands, okay?”
“Sure,” Crawford whispers back. “I should…”
“Yeah,” Lachlan agrees. “You should probably go.”
“Go back to bed, man,” Crawford tells him when Lachlan pulls back. His eyes are half-closed again, hazy with exhaustion. He has a pillow crease fading along the length of his cheek. 
Beautiful, Crawford thinks.
Lachlan hums like he’s considering it. “Maybe,” he says, even though they both kow he’ll probably be asleep by the time Crawford’s buckled his seatbelt in the back of Gabriella’s silver Honda Accord. “Thanks for the coffee.”
“Any time,” Crawford says, and he hopes Lachlan’s just out of it enough to not realize exactly how much he means it and how much he’s allowing himself to say. It’s risky, it’s stupid; but it’s just the once, so it’s alright, and anyway. 
It’s Christmas.


Tucker clears his throat. The truck’s idling at the back of the cell phone parking lot, heaters wheezing in protest as they fight to beat back the chill of the pre-dawn. This is how they always do things, and it’s comforting to do it now. 
You get yelled at, if you stop your car and spend too long talking in the arrivals lane of the airport, so Tucker’s been doing this for years instead: he takes the wrong exit, one too soon, parks them out in the cellphone waiting area just outside the airport so they can say goodbye. 
It’s weird, the way it works. They never got more words for each other than when there’s hardly any time to say them. It’s comforting to be here now, slumped in the seat of Tug’s truck, forcing his eyes to stay up and listening to him bitch and moan about the things he always bitches and moans about. The traffic up to Savannah, the day of the week Crawford’s flight is, how early in the morning and or late in the night it is. 
Crawford appreciates it. He’s about to board this flight that’ll take him to Montreal via St fucking Louis, and then he’s going to—then he’ll have to decide. What kind of man he’s going to be and what he’s going to risk to become it. So he appreciates the normalcy and the routine and the way Tucker’s voice is all sleep-worn and gravelly at this hour.
“Don’t they got any flights in the afternoon?” Tucker’s saying. “Why’s it always early morning with you, man?”
“My flight is in the afternoon,” Crawford tells him innocently, even though he’s lying. “They tell you to get to the airport five hours before you board. Just trying to follow the rules here, man.”
Tucker’s head snaps around to look at him, all drawn eyebrows and wide eyes, offended down to his bones. Crawford lasts two seconds before he’s laughing, can’t hold it back any longer even if he tried.
“Fucker,” Tug declares. “Get out of my damn car and walk the rest of the way.” 

“Aw, hell,” Crawford snorts. “You shoulda seen your damn face. I’m just kidding, man, the flight’s in an hour,” and what he really means is I didn’t ruin you. I don’t know how I did it, I don’t know what the difference is, but look, you’re fine. You’re laughing. We can still laugh.
“Spoken like someone who doesn’t want his damn Christmas present,” Tucker says, reaching up and adjusting his cap. “Taking advantage of me like that when you know I don’t know shit about airplanes. For fucking shame, Yank.”
“Nah, I’m good,” Crawford replies. He reaches across the bench seat to tug at the brim of the ball cap pointedly. “I already gave you yours, you know you gotta cough up mine. Even fucking stevens.”
Tucker huffs and takes the thing off. It’s nothing special. Crawford had done a cursory search through the Metros branded wear store to see if they had anything with the logo that he thought Tug would like. Had even asked Hayden if he’d ever seen any camo-colored Metros gear, to which he’d received an unsympathetic and slightly disgusted no. Settled for a camo cap from a sporting goods store just outside of Montreal instead.
Tucker had said thank you and then he’d pointed out that he owned about a billion camo baseball caps. Crawford had replied that it was different, special camo. Canadian camo, based on the Canadian wilderness. They’d both known Crawford was talking out of his fucking ass, obviously, but Tucker hadn’t challenged him all that much on it, not after Crawford told him he was free to check out what the Canadian wooded wilderness looked like for himself, as long as he let him know a few weeks in advance that he was planning to come up. 
“I was always gonna—” Tucker cuts himself off, working his jaw and spinning the cap around his finger before he puts it back on, bill turned backwards. “I’ve had it for a while,” he admits, honest, cause what are cellphone parking lots for except honesty and waiting around for someone?
“Okay,” Crawford says. “Only….my flight really is gonna board in an hour, so….”
“Christmas went by fast this year, it ain’t my fault,” Tucker says, cause sometimes, he likes to wade into conversation instead of just holding his nose and jumping. 
Crawford can play along, he supposes. “Sure did,” he agrees, even though he’s lying through his fucking teeth. Christmas was goddamn near endless this year.
Or—alright, maybe it went by fast, the span of eight days he was home for the holidays falling like dominoes one after the other, but it went fast the way an amputation on the battlefield probably goes fast. The cut’s quick enough, relatively, just a sharp incision through skin then muscle then bone then muscle again. And then you’re just living with a missing limb, all your life, and that’s the slow part. The rest of it, what remains. 
That’s how Crawford’s been feeling the past couple of days. Like he’s had something cut out of him and he can’t even figure out who was holding the damn knife and if it was a cruelty or a kindness or something in between. 
He’d patched it up with Merritt, obviously, because that’s what they do. She’d hugged him long and hard, sorta violent with it, last night right before she’d gone to bed. He’d hugged her back, cause that’s what they do. They forgive each other, silent and eventual, cause otherwise they’d have to talk about it.
Crawford’s tired. Crawford’s been tired for ages and now it’s even worse. He hasn’t been dreaming all that much, but he’s sort of afraid he will every time he tries to go to sleep, and so he doesn’t for hours at a time. Instead, he’s started lying real quiet and still in his bed, looking up at the ceiling and thinking about praying.
Not, like—actually praying.
But thinking about it, which is probably a step. In some sort of direction. Mostly, lately, he just feels like he’s been running around in circles.
“It’s in the glovebox,” Tucker says, leaning back in his seat to watch Crawford fumble at the latch to the box and pull it open. The only thing new in there is a manila envelope, right on top of a user’s manual and an old parking ticket. 
“Where the fuck is everyone getting these things?” Crawford mutters, mostly to himself, as he picks up the envelope and tears it open from the top, tipping its contents out onto his lap. Huh. “Huh.”
Tucker crosses his arms. “Merry Christmas.”

“Thanks, Tug,” Crawford says, mostly automatic. He squints down at the paper bundle in his lap. “But, uh—I think you got me confused with the DMV lady or something. Why you giving me your social security number?”

“That’s not my social security number, idiot,” Tucker snaps, rolling his eyes and tugging the papers out of Crawford’s hands so he can flip to the last page. “It’s my application for a passport card. They’re supposed to send it to me by the end of January.” 
Crawford blinks. “Congratulations on the paperwork,” he says. His fingers trace over the ink of the application form, all this government jargon that makes his brain hurt just as much as it probably hurt Tug’s. “You can leave the country now, I guess.”
“Sorta,” Tucker says. He clears his throat, fixes his ball cap. “It ain’t a real passport, not like the little booklet. It’s, uh. It’s only valid for Mexico. And Canada. So.”
“Oh,” Crawford says. So. Okay. So. “You just tell me when,” he tells Tucker and he means it. He’s said a lot of shit, the last few days. The last month. But he means this shit. He means this shit something fierce, the way Tucker must mean it if he went through all the trouble of getting this paperwork submitted to the government just so he can go visit Crawford up in Canada.
Tucker doesn’t reply, but he looks pleased when he puts the car back into reverse and pulls out of the parking spot. 
“Hey, can I keep this?” Crawford asks, waving the papers around a little. Tucker glances at him and then away and then back again as he takes the exit to the arrivals gate.
“Nah, man, you crazy? That’s got my social security number on it,” he says, and then they both grin and it’s not exactly easy, but it isn’t unfamiliar either and it isn’t ruined. It’s what Crawford gets to have and gets to hold.
Tug parks lopsided at the curb and gets out of the car to help him with his suitcase under the watchful eye of the airport security. It’s not really a two-man job; Crawford’s a fucking athlete, and it’s a carry-on, but he thinks they’re both playing pretend a little bit right now, and he doesn’t want to give up the ghost of it.
It’s Tug who hugs him first, wraps his arms one around his shoulders and the other around his waist. Crawford returns it, full-force, for a second. For two. For three. 
And then Crawford makes himself take a step back, slapping Tug’s back the way he does to the guys in the locker room. If you’re gonna be a guy who likes holding other guys, if you can’t shake it, if you can’t change it, then you gotta fashion yourself into the kind of guy that pulls away first, too. That lets go, moves back.
No other way to survive the world, and there ain’t no other world but this one.
It’s hours later, after the plane’s landed in Missouri and he’s picking at a cold piece of pizza in a shitty food court, that his phone buzzes with a text. It takes him by surprise, just because it’s still early enough he’d been pretty sure he wouldn’t hear anything back for at least another few hours.
His heart starts beating rabbit-fast in his chest as he reads the message preview, but it’s—it’s alright. It’s going to be alright because Crawford’s done all his calculations and assessments, and he’s decided to play it safe. He has too much skin in the game this time around. There’s too much at stake, too much to risk.
Thomas Westley (#4, Metros) [delivered 9:19AM]
Sure, man, room’s yours if you want it.
I'll be nice and not even charge you rent til the lockout's over
But I'm not helping you move your stuff in on New Year's Eve
That's crazy









  
    Chapter End Notes

    director's notes but director keeps hitting end notes box character limit so her tone becomes gradually more brusque the longer the note gets
1)  re: beginning note. crawford's family says or agrees with homophobic sentiments that are touted as not homophobia and make crawford feel uncomfortable even as he is pressured into voicing his agreement about the statements. later, crawford visits his pastor to ask him for guidance trying to make his feelings for lachlan go away. crawford's thoughts are pretty heavy with internalized homophobia, and at the end the pastor does briefly equate homosexuality with rape, pedophilia, and adultery. this is not the kind of explicit locker room homophobia or mindless hatred kind of homophobia i see depicted a lot in media and fics. i was aiming for something a little more insidious (aka homophobia with a smile)

2) there was. soooo much research into the southern baptist church and specifically their stances on adultery and homosexuality. im sure my google algorithm is crazy confused right now. i'll probably wake up to an ad about morgan wallen concert tickets near me. and the worst part is i didn't even use half of it because i decided crawford WOULD accidentally start to spiral in the middle of the conversation he explicitly sought out and not actually hear half the shit the pastor said!!

3) if i cared more about chapter length i would have definitely cut out all of the lachlan&crawford memory scenes, and made it a straight forward timeline read. and i did think about doing that during the editing today because i thought it'd be a nice way to emphasize how a part of the reason crawford’s having such a shit time is because he’s not with lachlan (the lachlan scenes from the past act as like a break from the monotony of misery and difficult conversations crawford has in darien—aka, the dead wife glow) but that felt toooo miserable for both crawford and the reader to experience. and i do appreciate the way it can sort of be read as crawford thinking about these moments with lachlan, not just to dissect them but because he’s getting some level of comfort from them too.

also on length i would have cut the merritt&crawford scene down to almost nothing, but i think merritt's sentiment of 'if i loved them i would tell them they're wrong and try to get them to be better' is actually really important when it comes to the pastor's segment because i think fundamentally both merritt and pastor williams are coming from the same place (hate the sin, not the sinner), it's just that we as the readers know that pastor williiams is wrong and homosexuality is not a perversion of love. but if you're in the middle of it and you don't know that or you're being told by someone else that that's true and you already feel wrong and rotten, then it's much less cut and dry. so merritt's scene stayed lol

4) every month or so my fic tongues a-wagging gets a little bit of attention and i get a few comments saying that in the fic, the argument between shane and ilya is too unbalanced, ilya is in the wrong or shane is in the wrong and it's not an equal conflict because one did something way worse than the other and the apology scene doesn't make up for it. and i honestly am not bothered at all by these comments! i think they're fascinating and i thought about it a lot while writing some of these scenes and plotting out the rest of this fic. tbh, i didn't realize people expected an argument to be tit-for-tat, and i do feel like that's a bit boring.

arguments for me are less matching blows being traded and then equal apologies given, and more like. i love you. how much am i willing to forgive you for even if you didn't ask or even if you didn't make it up to me all the way. how far does my love stretch. can we make it through december, etc etc. so for the conflicts in this fic, i don't write them or read them to be primarily about who is right and who is wrong and who should be hated for being wrong. it's all about love and forgiveness babyyyy it's about if crawford and lachlan love the people hurting them. and the tragedy is that they do, and love is stubborn even when we wish it wasn't.

5) i promise i am not an alcoholic, these characters just drink a lot for various reasons i don't have the characters to get into right now. next end notes recap i guess!

6) tucker's segment is basically the end credits of a marvel movie where it says 'XXXX will return in _____'. everything that dies some day comes back baby!! also speaking of coming back guess who is also coming back next chapter. guess what finally fucking ends next chapter. guess who finally gets a signed fucking contract for an MLH team next chapter lmao


  


      

  












      Chapter 12: lachlan
  



    Chapter Notes

      look! shorter chapter! only (checks notes) 14k this time! most of that written today tbh but this particular part has been planned for ages so i'm so happy to share it with you now

thank you so much for all the amazing comments on last chapter, i'm so sorry i didn't have a chance to answer nearly as many as i usually try to get to (which in turn is not at all close to as many as i would like, which would of course be all) but i think i'll be able to talk more about this one this next week!!

there are no additional warnings for this chapter except to say after like 115k, the lockout is FINALLY over and yet i still don't write a hockey game lmaoooo (to be clear a hockey game happens, i just cut scene away from it because i wanted to get to the next scene super bad)

and omg today the anonymous artist (boo hiss i want to have a name to refer to you as in my head and beginning notes, the anonymous writer says) who drew lachlan and crawford from the first two chapters drew lachlan and crawford hugging from the last chapter (titled'is it gay to have dead wife flashbacks about your teammate' in the comment) and merritt smoking from the last chapter (referred to very accurately imo 'merritt you are so important to me' in the comment) and they're both just absolutely stunning, im going crazy over lachlan's booty shorts in the first one (no wonder crawford needed to consult a fucking man of god after living with that shit!!!) and the lighting and shading of merritt in the second one is beautiful and moody and the exact vibes i was going for!!! these are just amazing, i'm obsessed with merritt's expression and the soft warmth of the christmas background during the hug. exact! vibes!!!

AND today MangoMoons posted art of all three crawford siblings together and no joke or exaggeration, i actually lost like thirty minutes just staring at it because it's beautiful and it just perfectly captures all three of them just so fucking well the siblings of misery and woe im losing my mind!!! the border of the horse (mare), goose (crawford), and camel (campbell), running but also blurred slightly, just a little out of focus, disjointed?? remnants of a shared childhood they can only move further away from as they grow up?? the different eye colors but the same nose, the uniform, the same expression....i literally love this so much. it was one of the notes back in one of the first chapters of this fic, but re: siblings, one of the first things i pinned down for crawford was his siblings. what they called each other, how they knew each other. what their relationship was and how much did it hurt him on any given day and i just see so much of that in this artwork. immaculate. pls go give it love because i can't without logging out and i don't actually remember my ao3 password. rip.

final traditional order of business: i jokingly made a note saying that the song of this chapter would be, like. lady a's what if i never get over you but then that ended up, like. sticking lmao that IS the kind of vibe of shit BOTH crawford and lachlan would be listening to at different points in this chapter and also at the same time, sitting across from each other in the locker room.


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  The funny thing is that, like, at first Lachlan doesn’t understand what the hell Crawford’s saying. Like, he literally just doesn’t get it. The words aren’t in any order that makes sense, and Crawford’s mumbling something awful on the other side of the couch, speaking through a mouth full of steak, and not even looking in his direction.
They’re in the middle of an episode of The Walking Dead too, and there’s a horde of zombies on the screen, eating Rick Grimes’ horse, so usually, Lachlan would welcome the distraction, but it’s like. Well. For one, Lachlan’s been trying to get Crawford to watch this show with him for a fucking age, and they’ve only made it about two episodes into the whole thing because Crawford can only put up with Atlanta shit and shit Southern accents, Bagsy, I looked it up, the Rick Grimes actor guy ain’t even from Georgia, ain’t that a kick in the— for so long before they have to switch to something else, so he’s been trying to be real quiet and not rock the boat.
And for another, it’s just like— “What?”
“Westley, you know? Metros’ #1D?” Crawford puts his plate on the coffee table. He’s still got half his steak left, cut into tiny-ass pieces and shoved around to the very edges. It’d be offensive, but honestly Crawford did most of the cooking this time. He’d insisted on it, and Lachlan wasn’t going to argue against free steak—even though, technically it wasn’t free at all, considering he’d gone out to the store to pick up all the groceries when Crawford’d texted him the list of stuff he wanted from the airport. 
But it was free in the sense that, like, he didn’t really have to lift a finger to get it from red-raw meat to pink in most places, brown in others and charcolled along the top half of the one Crawford’d slid gamely onto his own plate.
So that probably explains the lack of appetite, Lachlan reckons. It doesn’t explain anything else though. It doesn’t explain why Crawford’s glancing over at him, expression all calm-water flat and saying Westley, you know? Metros’ #1D, like Lachlan’s gonna forget the name of one of the top ten defensemen in the entire league, who happens to be on the same damn team as him. 
Doesn’t explain what he said before that either. Oh, maybe, but—I’m probably not unpacking, I mean here, like maybe—it won’t take long or anything. Just been texting Westley about it and it makes sense, I think what with the end of the lockout—you saw that, right, it ain’t confirmed, but—well it makes sense is all I was thinking. Living with him. Don’t got much, I’m thinking—out of your hair, maybe by dinner if not earlier? You saw Hayden’s message, right? The league’s considering the latest, it’s gonna be good—think it’s gonna be good, nah. Won’t unpack, I’ll just do laundry there and shit. 
Ver-fucking-batim. Which doesn’t make any kind of sense, because Lachlan’s pretty sure he’d just asked Crawford about going on a run tomorrow morning, and none of those words are the same.
“I’m thinking it’ll be good to get it done,” Crawford says, fidgeting on the couch, one hand on his thigh and the other playing with the edge of the throw blanket Lachlan’s momma insisted tied the room together or something. 
“You know, before the lockout ends,” Crawford says. His shoulders are up near his ears and he’s sorta slumped down but it doesn’t look relaxed at all. Other than his hands and his mouth, he’s so still and stiff. It’s like he’s frozen over. 
“Cause you know the second the League’s back, we’re gonna be thrown into it,” Crawford says. “So. Yeah, man. Westley’s gonna—he rented out a room to Warren Roye last year, but it’s empty now cause Roye got traded, remember? To the Mounties, I think, but maybe it was to the Kelpies. Out west somewhere, at least.”
He pauses, like he thinks Lachlan’s going to have something to say about Warren Roye’s summer-trade, but Lachlan’s got, like. Nothing. 
He feels like he’s lagging behind a little. Playing catch-up, the way it’s like when he gets roped into a conversation one of his parents is having with someone else, and he knows it’s important he says the right kind of thing, but he doesn’t know his lines and there’s no time to press pause and cram study.
Westley has a spare room; Crawford isn’t going to unpack. He’s, like, saying something else now too, about rent and location, carpooling or something, but it’s kinda like listening to someone talk while you’re underwater, or when you’re in another room but you can still just barely hear the party going on behind you, or the way the sound of the crowd gets weird and filtered out sometimes when you’re skating towards the other team’s goalie with the puck on your stick, like your brain can only focus on so many senses at once that it gives a couple up just straight out of the gate.
The sensations Lachlan can focus on now are: the ceramic ridge of the plate under his fingers and the softness of the blanket over his legs that he’d brought out from his room because he liked it better than the one that lived on the couch. The way the television’s still playing The Walking Dead, Rick Grimes on a walkie-talkie, taking refuge in a tank, horseless and desperate and so out of his depth that Lachlan’s always thought it was a little funny, except no one’s laughing now. 
“Dude, c’mon, say something,” Crawford says, when he’s run out of steam, after a moment when Lachlan doesn’t go for it or whatever. Like, God forbid a guy take a second to get his thoughts in order.
He leans forward and puts his plate down on the table, flexing his fingers and turning to look at Crawford. He’s put his shoulders down. He looks more relaxed now, if you don’t know him, and Lachlan likes to think he does, but that don’t mean that the people we know can’t manage to surprise us something awful when they put their minds to it.
“I didn’t realize you were thinking about that,” Lachlan says, slow and careful and stilted and more formal than he really even means to be, the way he’d talk to a coach or a pastor or a parent and not at all the way he’s ever talked to Hank Crawford before. 
He doesn’t even mean to do it, it’s just, like. Okay. He didn’t realize Crawford was thinking about that. About how the lockout ending would mean moving, too.
Like, okay, of course he was—thinking about that. Lachlan was too, but Lachlan’s been like, dreading it. Lachlan sort of spent half his time in Texas thinking about researching, like, squatters’ rights in Canada when it got him absolutely fucking nowhere, trying to tell his momma he really liked where he was living and trying to tell his dad how he thought moving might throw him mentally off his game. His momma just ended up quoting him on the real-estate websites dn his daddy just gave him a lecture about the importance of player fortitude.
But Crawford was thinking about it, and he was thinking about, like, what comes after, which isn’t bad or—well, it’s fine, it’s–
But, okay, follow-up question. How long has Crawford been thinking about it?
When Lachlan was telling his momma he was excited to get home and meaning here just as much as he meant to Montreal, was Crawford thinking about—
Crawford shrugs, but the tension’s still there. Lachlan can see it in the way he’s holding his head, chin jutted too far forward. “I mean, I’ve always been thinking about it,” he says, which answers Lachlan’s question even though it hurts a little. “But we weren’t—I texted him before I left Darien,” which hurts more, somehow.
“Surprised you found the time,” Lachlan’s telling him before he can stuff it down. It’s bitchy and sharp and mean, the way he gets sometimes when he’s been startled.
Like, it’s not untrue, or anything. But it’s like.
Not something he thought he was going to just—say, either. Cause it was fine. Crawford went back to Darien for a little bit and then after a few days, regressed into not knowing how to check his goddamn phone or whatever. Lachlan understood, because families are a lot. Different ways, different folks, different requirements about what being home means when you don’t live there and you’re just visiting. The way Crawford’d told it in the beginning, he was up to his neck busy with the humongous task of hitting all of Darien, Georgia’s greatest highlights and saying hi and shaking hands and kissing babies. 
He talked about it like it was a ticker-tape parade he was thrown, coming back into town, but when he was talking, late night and holed up in his room with his face mostly in shadow, his tone was more like a landlord’s, walking around and making a list of all the damages he could see.
Lachlan was gonna figure out a way to ask about it, get him face to face and then get him talking honest-like about Darien and the holidays and the family and everything that happened and why Crawford came back from the airport looking a little like someone’d run over his dog, but, like. Crawford isn’t even going to unpack. So.
“Yeah, well,” Crawford’s voice is all sharp too. His fingers curl around the blanket and he’s not looking at Lachlan anymore. “Like, if I didn’t figure it out, I was gonna be homeless, so.”
“Like hell,” Lachlan snaps, because that shit’s just not true. Lachlan got Crawford to move in with him once already, way back when they hardly knew each other, what’s he gotta do for the stupid idiot to know he’s always got a place wherever Lachlan is? And then, God forbid, take some fucking comfort from it, hey?
“Well, the GM’s not openin’ his house for every fucking rookie in the league,” Crawford shoots back, and Lachlan shuts his mouth so suddenly that his teeth clack together from the force of it. It’s just a fact, but it stings like shit. The tone, the speaker.
“I didn’t want—” he starts to say, but he doesn’t get very far. That’s probably for the best, cause he doesn’t even know what he was going to say. There’s a whole lot of things he doesn’t want and didn’t want and got anyway. 
So it’s probably for the best that Crawford cuts him off, glancing at him and then away, crossing his arms and shrugging. “It ain’t a big deal,” he says, voice blank and gruff. Like he’s torn open his words and—and—just squeezed all this nothing into them. Put ‘em in water, man, they’d probably float. “Really, dude. Nothing to get bent outta shape about. I won’t even ask you to help with the heavy lifting.”
Lachlan swallows around nothing that somehow feels like a great big lump of something stuck in the middle of his throat. “But…” he says. But the lockout’s not even fucking over. But it may never be over, they don’t know. But doesn’t Crawford want to stay, here, up until the second they have to leave? But it doesn’t make sense, does it, moving out early just to get the moving done, when all Crawford’s got are three fucking suitcases worth of clothes and shit, that’s not moving that’s just a fucking—afternoon drive with a full truck. If Westley’s agreed to let him stay with him, then why does he gotta move out now? He’s found the room. Westley’s not gonna find another down-on-his-luck rookie to give it to between now and the time the lockout’s over, Westley’s not gonna need—rent money or anything, it’s not like Thomas fucking Westley, one of the best American-born defensemen in the history of the fucking league needs Crawford’s rent money to get by, so, like—
But he looks at Crawford, who’s already looking back at him with these stupid blank blue eyes, eyebrows all furrowed a little, like he’s confused, and Lachlan closes his mouth. Like, okay. Like. He’s already decided. It ain’t a big deal and it doesn’t matter. Crawford’s already decided it ain’t nothing to get bent out of shape about. He’s already decided for the both of them.
Lachlan’s not gonna fucking—beg or nothing. He’s a Pucey. He was raised better than that.
“Alright,” he says, and he makes himself relax too, mirror Crawford, picking up his plate and falling back into the couch. Rick Grimes isn’t in the tank anymore. The steak on his plate sorta tastes like ass now, so Lachlan cuts a really small piece and chews at it for ages until he thinks he can make himself swallow. He can feel Crawford looking at him, probably out of the corner of his eye or something real sly, but he’s not saying anything and he’s not gonna even fucking—unpack. So.
It ain’t a big deal, and Lachlan gets it. Westley’s got a spare room. Crawford thinks it’ll be good, to move out before the lockout ends. It was inevitable anyway. He was always gonna have to find a place to go that wasn’t here, wasn’t with Lachlan, who was always going to have to move in with the GM anyway. A deal is with the union right now—or is it with the league? Whatever. It doesn’t matter. Someone’s looking at something, and it’s important and it might just mean that the lockout is about to end, which is the best news Lachlan’s gotten today. The best thing he’s fucking heard.
Hockey could be coming back. Real, professional, MLH hockey.
He should be able to breathe easy again at just the thought of that, but he must have swallowed wrong around a piece of steak because he just can’t. 
Hockey’s going to come back though. That’ll be good. That’ll be real good.
The episode ends and the next one starts rolling automatically, but Lachlan’s up with the credits, taking his plate back into the kitchen and dumping it into the sink. Peri hops up onto the counter to sniff at the steak juices pearling around the plate; Lachlan lets her for longer than he usually would. 
Maybe when Savchuk comes back from Sweden, moves back in and Lachlan moves out, he’ll let Lachlan have visitation rights. Lachlan looked that up ages ago, back when he was real young and he thought maybe his parents would get divorced if he prayed hard enough about it. You usually need a court order to get parental visitation rights taken away, something that involves proving statutory grounds of abuse, which Rhett and his momma would never have gone for, too public, but Lachlan always figured Rhett wouldn’t ever try that hard to see him if it took a bunch of effort. Not if he was still playing good hockey, putting up solid numbers on the ice, doing right by his teammates and the family name.
But Lachlan would put in the effort to hang out with Periwinkle, even if they don’t live close together anymore once the lockout’s over, even if it’s a fucking inconvenience every time Lachlan’s gotta go from Westmount, where the GM’s family lives, to Laval. He’d do it, to hang out with Peri. If he’s allowed.
Crawford’s footsteps follow him into the kitchen, but Lachlan doesn’t look up from where he’s started scratching behind Peri’s good ear. Crawford puts his plate on the counter next to Lachlan’s elbow, and then he moves around to the far side of the kitchen island so he can start poking around at the pans he’d used for the steak and vegetables. Lachlan can hear the sound of the fridge opening and closing, Crawford shuffling through the cabinets to find the tupperware they’d kept from takeout orders. 
He probably won’t take that shit with him. He won’t need to. Westley’s got, like, a ten million dollar contract and at least five years on both of them. He probably has the real fancy tupperware containers, the ones that are made of glass and bamboo. No—he probably has chefs that cook all his food for him. He’s got a girl, Lachlan thinks, but he can’t remember. Did he meet her? Maybe she’ll cook for all three of them, her and Westley and Crawford, and it’ll be good. The food. Not bleeding for it or burning it or pretending to like it when it’s served to him, just because he saw how much effort went into the making it.
Lachlan can still hear The Walking Dead playing in the other room because of fucking course Crawford didn’t pause it when he got up. He doesn’t think about these things, not before he acts. He just does what he wants and it drives Lachlan crazy sometimes because who’s gonna be the one to start the episode over? Not Crawford. Crawford’s gonna think it ain’t a big deal, to miss a few minutes of set-up. Crawford thinks the show’s stupid anyway. He won’t watch it when he’s living with Westley, probably. They’ll watch something cool. Maybe they won’t watch anything at all, and that’ll be good, too. Crawford will have the time to read that stupid book of his. Lachlan will have to give it back, actually. It’s been in his room god knows how long. But he’s already read it. It’ll be good to get it gone, back to its rightful owner.
“How was Christmas?” Crawford asks a few minutes into the silence. He sounds kind of tentative, kind of hesitant and kind of reluctant, too, like he doesn’t really want to be asking, but he is anyway cause someone’s pounded manners into his skull against his will. 
Lachlan turns on the sink so he can rinse off his plate, even though it makes Periwinkle give him a dour look and settle down onto the barstool across from him.
He thinks about it, the question. God, he’d had so many things he’d wanted to tell Crawford just a day ago.
How was Christmas. Okay, well. It sucked. It was fine. It was what Lachlan expected, for the most part. A lot of glitz, a lot of glamor. He brought home his nicest clothes, the ones he never fucking wears, and they still didn’t work with his momma’s vision of what the family Christmas pictures should look like. Khakis were out again, apparently. Who the fuck knew. 
I hate my father, he thinks about saying. Did you see they did a vow renewal ceremony, day before Christmas? I told you about that. I told you I thought it was romantic, but I was lying because it just made me feel kind of sick. To watch it and to take pictures of it and retweet it when my momma posted them online. We care about family a whole lot down in Dallas, about supporting them, about loving them and telling everyone how much we love them. 
Every time I was in a room with my brother, I couldn’t think about anything except how it felt when he punched out my fucking teeth. Isn’t it fucked up that I know that? You told me you fight with your brother too, sometimes, and I just want to know, like. How do you forgive him for it afterwards? Or maybe you just ain’t ever fought the same way. Maybe when you and your brother fight, the gloves stay on. But Rowan, he’s a hockey player too. He knows where to land his punches, how to make ‘em count. I thought it didn’t matter, I thought I was over that shit, not like I haven’t been hurt worse, but the truth is it’s just been ages since I saw him. It was before my draft, the last time. And then it was this Christmas and it just fucking sucked, all of it. I ain’t over shit, it turns out.
His girl is nice though. Sloane. Momma thinks it won’t be long before she’s wearing a ring, told Rowan as much, like she was giving him a to-do list. Told him to invite her down to the beach house in California over the summer, do it there. Guess when you know, you know. And when you don’t know, maybe you’re just told. Guess I’m gonna have a sister soon. Do you have any tips on how to love a sister better than a brother? Momma’s pleased as punch about the whole thing. Sloane’s good people, is what she told me the night before I left. It made me feel real sick, right to the goddamn quick, cause what she was talking about was marriage and babies and shit. Press and public opinion and how Sloane came to the house already knowing her best angles and how to hide her bad side. My momma, she said good people and what she really meant, I’m pretty sure, is good stock, like horses, you know, it’s what people say when they’re sizing up horses they’re looking to buy and breed. But maybe you can take the girl off of the ranch but you can’t take the ranch outta the girl, you know, maybe that’s alright, that’s just what it’s like sometimes, that’s just what love’s like, and I think—you know, it’s rotten and it’s terrible. But I think, like. I think I don’t like my momma all that much either, and I don’t know what to do with that. Where it leaves me. I don’t think it leaves me with very much, if I don’t like my momma or my dad or my brother. I don’t know what I’ve got left, not when you’re—. 
He thinks about saying all that stuff now, telling Crawford the way he thought maybe he would if Crawford asked.
But it’s like—well. Crawford’s not even gonna unpack. Crawford’s not even gonna wait til the lockout’s over to go. He doesn’t see the point in waiting around. He thinks it’ll be good to get gone so he can get settled in somewhere else.
When Lachlan was seven and Rhett went out to California to play with the Dukes, he left at the end of July. Training camp didn’t even start til September, but he’d needed time to get settled and meet his teammates and get to know them off the ice. Nothing else mattered even half as much. There wasn’t no point in hanging around, not even for Lachlan’s birthday, beginning of August. Didn’t Lachlan understand? Couldn’t he be a big boy and understand the way of things? 
Lachlan turns off the sink and puts the plate in the dishwasher. It doesn’t matter. It was always gonna happen. No point making a big deal about it. Bit embarrassing, really. To care so much. To be the one to care more, so obviously that you gotta be told it’s not a big deal. It doesn’t matter all that much and Lachlan doesn’t think it does because there’s nothing more embarrassing than being the only one without a chair when the music stops. Than being the only one without a place to go. 
“It was fine,” he says. He shrugs. “Couple of days with the family, what’s not to like?”



“Yeah,” Crawford says a beat too late. “Was a good little break for sure.”
“It’ll be good though, to get the season started,” Lachlan says. He takes Crawford’s plate, rinses it and then puts it in the dishwasher too, right next to his own. On the rack above, there’s just his coffee mug from this morning. He’d been so fucking excited for Crawford to get back. Now he’s just—now it’s like Crawford’s cracked open his jaw and poured a whole bunch of nothing into the middle of him.
“Yeah,” Crawford agrees. “It’ll be good to get hockey back.”
“But—” Lachlan doesn’t mean to say anything. His mouth moves without his permission. It’s the words from before, the thing he’s been able to swallow down again and again, coming back, insistent and embarrassing and too goddamn desperate and honest and scared and wounded, Rick Grimes in that little tank of his, horse dead and zombie-food on the highway behind him.
But wasn’t this good too? For what it was. For what we made it, wasn’t this good too?
“Don’t jinx it, man,” he says at the last second and then he laughs this fake, media-ready sound he inherited from his momma, and Crawford laughs back like he doesn’t know him well enough to know it’s not real.


If Crawford moved in with a literal bang, suitcases falling from his hands to the apartment floor, then he moves out real quiet. He’s gone way before dinner, way before lunch even. Lachlan wakes up and Crawford’s stuff is gone, like he left in the middle of the fucking night.
He doesn’t even, like, leave a note. He doesn’t even come into Lachlan’s room to give him a head’s up. He just sort of, like. Disappears.
That makes sense, Lachlan thinks. Because all this shit isn’t a big deal. They’ll see each other in a few hours, literally tonight, at Boiziau’s house for the Metros’ New Year’s Eve party. Of course Crawford didn’t say goodbye or nothing, because it isn’t one. It isn’t a goodbye. It’s just what was always going to happen.
At least Periwinkle’s still here and willing to rub her little head up against his arm in search of attention when he sits down on the couch, early in the morning and all alone in the apartment. 
And, even better, she can’t tell a single soul about it, when she watches him throw out the coffee Crawford’d made and left sitting in the pot, just for Lachlan to try to make his own and burn it all to hell.
That’s the good thing about cats, Lachlan figures. They’re real good with the judgy looks, but they can’t speak a lick of English to expand on their feelings.
Seven hours later after doing fuck all on the last day of 2015, Lachlan texts Kitchy to see what the Magnitude boys are planning to get up to tonight. It’s probably not, like, the smartest thing he’s ever done, bailing on plans with his future MLH team to go to a kickback in Laval that’s definitely going to end with more than one person blackout and at least three vomiting in the bushes outside of a bar on Princess Street, but it’s like.
Well. 
It’s what he does, and he never said he was smart anyway. At least he texts Hayden his apologies, even though Hayden isn’t even hosting. He’s got the A and with Hollander still off in Switzerland somewhere probably having the time of his fucking life, Hayden’s the closest thing to a captain that Lachlan has. So he lets him know he’s bailing, even though he’s pretty sure no one on the Metros is going to care one way or another if he shows up or not.
Hayden texts back pretty quickly, all things considered. It’s all ‘no worries, have fun, stay safe, mind the cameras, the Internet is forever, happy New Year, see you and Crawdad in January.’
And Lachlan should probably tell his future and current A that well, actually, as far as Lachlan knows, Crawford’s going to be showing up to Boiziau’s place, probably carpooling with Thomas Westley and his girlfriend because they live together now. Westley had a spare room. Lachlan isn’t sure Hayden knows that. Lachlan hadn’t known that either, but that doesn’t mean it’s not important. Westley had a spare room, past tense. He doesn’t anymore. Crawford moved in. Past tense. He lives with Westley now, which makes him, like, Westley’s present-tense now. But it ain’t a big deal, because the cat’s still here and, really, Crawford’s still here, just a phone call away. Same city, same hockey team. 
It’ll be good, to live like this, once the sting fades. It’ll be real good.
That’s the word on the street anyway.


Hank-Kerchief [delivered 8:31PM]
do you need a ride to Boiziau’s? We can pick you up

You’re probably gonna take an uber tho
Hank-Kerchief [delivered 9:47PM]
?
Hank Crawford [delivered 11:59PM]
hppy 2016  lachlan
Hank Crawford [delivered 12:02AM]
Itll b goud. This yr!!!

ill be good 

i promse.


Lachlan’s not actually still hungover on the second day of the new year because he didn’t drink that much. 
Oh, on the first day, he definitely hardly leaves his bed, getting up only to piss and make sure Peri has fresh water and one of the little tube treats he probably shouldn’t give her so often. His head kills him so much he takes maybe double the amount of ibuprofen he should and eats a piece of toast at around six in the evening and that’s all. 
Maybe he drank too much, New Year’s Eve, but it was like—the only thing he could think to do that would make everything feel normal again. It was fun. He didn’t get blackout, he didn’t get alcohol poisoning. He just got home sometime around five in the morning, with a pair of those stupid glasses shaped to look like the year’s number hanging off his mostly buttoned shirt and both shoes gone and, like, seven texts from Crawford on his phone he didn’t want to answer. 
But he didn’t get so wasted that he’s still feeling it on the second day of the new year. That would have been crazy irresponsible, considering that practice with the Magnitude resumes today after the short holiday break, and their next game is tomorrow, the third. 
Lachlan’s just moving slowly, is all, lingering in every room of the apartment as he gets ready to drive to the practice rink. Periwinkle’s padding behind him and meowing every time he stops. She’s been clingier than usual lately, which Lachlan appreciates even if he doesn’t understand why. She’s probably wondering where Crawford’s gone. She’s probably upset a little that he’s left, even though they never really learned how to get along in the first place. Cats like habit and they don’t like change. Everyone knows that.
“I hope he told you bye,” Lachlan mutters as he bends to scoop Periwinkle up in his arms like a little baby. She melts into him and starts to purr, and Lachlan eases his gear bag off his shoulder so he can pace around the living room. Whatever. He’s got ten minutes before he really has to go or risk being late. He can spend it like this, petting the cat and staring out the windows at the gray cold street below. 
“I bet he didn’t though,” he tells Periwinkle, shifting her so she can hook her claws into his shirt and rest her head on his shoulder. “He probably didn’t even think about it.”
And—alright. That’s unfair, and Lachlan knows it’s unfair, too, but it feels real good to say it for a second before the good feeling fades and he’s left just feeling kind of rotten again. 
Crawford would be so much easier to be mad at if Lachlan didn’t know him as well as he does. If he didn’t know that he definitely said bye to the fucking cat who never even liked him in the first place. He probably tried to get her to play with him just one more time. He probably even fed her one of the tube treat things Lachlan keeps in the fridge just because he knows for sure the door’s too heavy for Periwinkle to paw open.
Hell, Crawford stopped and made Lachlan coffee before he went. He’s—he’s a good guy, and Lachlan knows that. It’d just be so much easier if he wasn’t, so Lachlan could be mad at him for leaving without getting why. 
But, like. He does get it.
Lachlan told Crawford way back in October that his parents had arranged for him to live with the GM after the lockout, that they planned to lease the Laval apartment to the Magnitude for other players to use during the AHL season and that this whole thing had to be temporary, a just for the lockout sort of situation.
And, like, obviously, Crawford doesn’t have the same connections in the league and with the team as Lachlan does through Rhett and through his own time with them during the playoffs. The Front Office probably would have set him up with something, found him a short-term hotel to stay at for a few weeks while they asked around for a volunteer from the organization Crawford could live with, but of course Crawford took things into his own hands. Of course he found a place.
Lachlan’s not upset about that.
He’s not upset about any of it. 
He’s just—he’s gonna have to take the Christmas decorations down by himself now. And he’s going to have to figure out where to put them and what to do with the tree and how to get it down to the street, and he can, of course he fucking can, but isn’t it more fun? Not to have to do it alone?
“I should text him,” Lachlan tells Periwinkle, whose purring doesn’t even falter at the idea of willingly getting in contact with Hank Crawford, which is how Lachlan knows for sure she doesn’t speak English. “Right, baby? I should probably text him. I haven’t since—you know. But I’m not mad.”
It’s stupid to be mad. It’s not like either of them could have–-maybe Crawford has a point, is all. Better to get settled into a new place, get used to how someone else lives and someone else’s routines and habits. Figure out where all the dishes go when they’re clean and how long it takes the water in the shower to get hot. To do all that before professional hockey starts. He has a point. That’s probably important. 
It’s not a big deal. Crawford’s probably right about that. Lachlan was just being—weird about it, but it’s not a big deal. It makes sense, and it’s all in the name of playing good hockey, really, and that’s the most important thing you can do. 
They’re not roommates anymore; they don’t live together anymore, but that’s fine because they’re still teammates. Crawford’s still team. 
Lachlan is going to have to take the Christmas decorations they put up together down all by himself, and he’s going to have to figure out what he’s going to eat for dinner and then make it every night, go to the store alone and bring all the groceries upstairs by himself and there’s going to be no reason to run by that stupid snobby minimalist coffeeshop anymore because he won’t have to buy a coffee for Crawford just to see him smile about it, and then in a couple of days or in a couple of weeks or in another month, maybe, the lockout will end and Lachlan will have to pivot again, lose something else, lose this apartment and everything in it he can’t fit into whatever room they give him in the GM’s house.
It’ll be fine. It’s just the way of things. Crawford had a point when he said that, when he said that it wasn’t a big deal. Lachlan was just—Lachlan was just getting the way he gets sometimes, when he can’t brace himself for a hit and so he ends up taking the full brunt of it on his face. Mean. He was just feeling mean and cut open and betrayed because he didn’t see it coming, Crawford leaving, but that’s not on him. That’s on Lachlan for forgetting. 
He got too wrapped up in the Christmas trees and the decorations and the way Crawford would drive him someplace if he asked him a few times first, and he got used to not being alone in the apartment and not having to do things by himself, and he got used to living with his best friend, and it was real good. It was sort of crazy, how good it was. 
“Okay,” Lachlan says, to Periwinkle and to himself. “I’m going to text him.”
Careful not to disturb her too much, he sits down on the couch and pulls his phone out of his pocket.
He blinks at the screen and then blinks again when the number of missed notifications still doesn’t make sense.
For a second, he wonders if maybe actually he did something real embarrassing or stupid over the New Year’s that’s somehow just hit Twitter or some hockey blog or whatever. His fingers itch and he moves his hand away from Periwinkle so he can center the crucifix hanging around his neck. 
Then a text from the team group chat pops up at the top of his screen. It’s something from Drapeau: can’t wait to fuck Toronto up jan 13
And then another, this time from Westley: they already posted the game schedule??
Then from his mother in the family groupchat: The Pantheon will play in Montreal end of February and the Metros will play in Sunrise in March.
His father: I’ll be at both, obviously, but your mother will come to the Florida game.
His mother: I’m sorry Lachy! Montreal is just so cold in the winter! No favoritism, I promise. 
Lachlan reads the message twice and then unlocks his phone and clicks on his messages. He ignores the family groupchat and he ignores the team groupchat. Crawford hasn’t texted him since New Year’s Eve, but it’s probably Lachlan’s turn anyway. 
It’s probably Lachlan’s turn anyway and the lockout’s over now. The lockout’s over. 
He calls Crawford and waits for the line to connect.


Anyone who knows anything about living through things that feel never-ending knows that the weirdest part is that, when they do end, which they almost always do, they end in a heartbeat. You spend most of your goddamn time, most of your life, just trudging through something and thinking this is all it is and this is all it’s ever gonna be, and you get really fucking used to it. Humans are crazy like that, we can get used to just about anything. 
And then it takes about a second to go from shouldering it to putting it down. That’s the truth. It takes about a second for most things to end. Sure, there’s the ending, when things are winding down, the last milliseconds on the clock counting down to zero, the last spins of a coin through the air before it hits the table, when it could be heads or tails and it’s not either yet. That’s the ending, the -ing, where it’s still happening. Then there’s the end, where it’s done and it’s finished. Period, forever. It’s heads. It’s known. It’s over. 
It’s like going to the theater, you know, like. The play takes forever because they’ve gotta fit the entire story into it. The play’s gotta be the whole story, it’s all they got, two hours for all of the conflict and the kissing and the final bows. It lasts forever. But the curtain? That shit falls in seconds. That’s just gravity. 
Anyone who knows anything about losing things knows it shakes out to being roughly the same. You have it for ages and then you don’t anymore, blink of an eye type shit. You can live with something for months and months and months, and maybe you forget it can be any other way, maybe you let yourself pretend there’ll be some miracle at the finish line, at the final buzzer, something that happens that means you don’t have to lose at all, like a final goal or a stay of execution. Maybe you forget there’ll be a buzzer at all because playing’s so fun you never want to be made to go inside again and you think just cause you want it, bad, means you get to have it. Humans are crazy like that, we let hope take the reins more often than we should and we never learn a damn thing. 
Truth is, it don’t matter, how long you hold onto something or how tight your grip is, if you forget about the timer or if you don’t. The losing can take ages or it can take seconds, but the truth is: you lose it, and that’s the end.
And it doesn’t have to be a big deal. It can be for the better. It can be good. You can decide, afterwards, that the end was good. That’s a PR thing. Every end can be good if you just change its name a little, give it a face-lift. 
Even losing something can be good, even for an athlete.
It’s all about the bounce back, baby. 
Don’t focus on what you had to put down. It’s all about what you pick up next. Any spin-doctor worth their shit will tell you that.


The third time Crawford blows off Lachlan’s offer to get lunch after practice because he’s already made plans with some other teammate, it’s like.
Like.
Okay. Lachlan’s a little mad. He wasn’t, before. Or he was, but then he wasn’t, and now he is again. 
It just feels a little personal, is all. Hearing Crawford laughing with the team in the locker room after practice, wrestling with them on the ice and chirping them while leaning up against the boards in between drills. It just feels different. 
It just feels a little like he’s lost something, that he did something wrong, the way that Crawford will turn and smile at him, laugh when he makes a funny joke when they’re hanging in a big group, but then not linger afterwards.
Like—he doesn’t know. He can’t put his finger on it, because it’s not even like Crawford’s being…mean, or anything. It’s not like he’s giving him the cold shoulder or turning away from him when he sidles up to him post-locker room shower. It’s not like he’s ignoring him or rolling his eyes at him and skating the other way.
It’s just, like. They’re never alone, and Crawford never—Lachlan doesn’t know. It’s just different.
He doesn’t get it. 
The fourth time Crawford can’t hang because he already promised Westley he’d walk his fucking dog with him after practice, even if it's Westley's fucking dog and Crawford doesn't even like dogs, it’s like. Alright. Fine, okay. 
Lachlan doesn’t ask again. He’s got more important things to focus on. The MLH is back, they’re ramping up to the first game of the shortened season. The lockout’s over. Every team's only got 48 games to play this year, instead of the usual 82. That's only 48 chances to prove he's worth something. Worth keeping around. Worth having on the roster.
He moves into the GM’s house a few days after Savvy gets back from Sweden, so Periwinkle isn’t alone in the apartment. He rents out a storage unit for all the shit he owns that doesn’t fit in his new bedroom. It’s pretty big, all things considered. Spacious. He could probably move things around, make the bookshelf he and Crawford’d built back in October fit into the corner by the door, but he doesn’t.
He puts it in storage instead, and then he calls his dad. He’s been doing that more and more lately, but it’s just because no one knows hockey like Rhett does, and no one knows Lachlan’s weak spots like him either. 
With the first game coming up, he needs all the help he can get to be better. Otherwise, what’s the fucking point, you know? Of everything.


Shane Hollander’s sitting in his locker and staring at his skates. They’re laced up and double knotted, but he’s sort of looking at them like he doesn’t know how they got that way, like he’s surprised he’s wearing them at all.
It’s not exactly the expression you want your captain to be wearing, five minutes before you skate out for warm-ups, but beggars can’t be fucking choosers. And anyway, Lachlan’s plate’s pretty full already with just trying to keep his own pulse under control. He can’t spare more than a few seconds to think about Shane Hollander and the way the guy looks a little like he’s going to be sick from nerves or whatever. Lachlan feels like he’s fucking cornered that market, actually, not that anyone’s asked. 
The Toronto Guardians are somewhere in the building, and in the next hour, Lachlan’s going to meet them out on the ice and they’re going to play a game of hockey. The first game of hockey the Metros have played since the lockout ended ten days ago.
And Lachlan’s fucking—shitting his pants. Which is crazy, because he’s been playing hockey games all his life, really. He was playing professionally for the Magnitude less than a month ago, and he wasn’t never actually all that nervous before the puck drop. 
But this is different. This is his first game. This is—the rest of everything. Everything he’s been working for. The playoff games he was on the ice for last year don’t count as much as this counts. This is the regular season now. This is his first season.
Lachlan takes a deep breath and lets it go, rolling his shoulders and dropping them. There’s no point in adjusting his cross, beneath the jersey and pads as it is, but he reaches up and touches it anyway, rubbing a thumb over the blue fabric of his sweater covering it.
For a second, he lets himself look across the locker room at where Crawford is. 
He’s already looking back, sat down in his stall and bending over the laces in his skates. Lachlan blinks at him, opens his mouth like he’s going to try and say something even as far away as they are from each other, but it’s mostly instinct. Entirely pointless.
He looks away first. He’s got enough on his plate right now. Can’t think about Shane Hollander and the way he looks pale and tired under the locker room lights, even though it’s been ages since he got back from Switzerland and any idiot knows jet lag only lasts a few days at most. 
Can’t think about Crawford either, about the way the hours stretch between their texts, the way he’s been so fucking focused on fucking—befriending all the D-corp and the goalies that he doesn’t have time for Lachlan. For lunch after practice, for dinner, for nothing. 
“You good, Rook?” Hayden asks, stopping in front of him and clapping him on the back. Lachlan looks up at him and gives him a smile. It feels tight around the edges.
“Yeah, I’m good,” he says, shaking his head and forcing his thoughts to focus on the guy in front of him. He can’t exactly admit to how fucking nervous he feels, but he wants to, a little bit. He thinks maybe Hayden would understand, but it’s a lot to risk if he doesn’t. He can’t be like this. He has to be—this is everything he’s ever wanted. He’s gotta prove that he deserves to have it. 
Crawford’s sitting up straight now, leaning into Adam Bruntley and nodding at whatever he’s telling him, looking serious. His hair’s slicked back, like he spent a few minutes messing with it in the mirror in his bathroom at Westley’s, even though he’s gonna be wearing a fucking helmet for the next two and a half, three hours. It looks stupid. Maybe that’s what Bruntley’s telling him. Lachlan wonders if Crawford ever learned how to speak French.
“Nervous?” Hayden asks him, leaning his arm up against the locker beside him and peering down at him with these big, kind eyes. It’s sorta the way he looked when they were over at his house, making a mess of his Christmas tree and getting colored icing all over his kitchen and his daughters’ faces. 
It makes him a little uncomfortable, if he’s being honest. He wants to tell Hayden to put that look away, that they’re about to play hockey, doesn’t he know that? Doesn’t he know he can’t look at him like—all fond and shit, not when they’re about to go play hockey, that’s not how it works. Lachlan needs the lecture right now. He needs someone to remind him about what’s at stake and all the reasons he can’t let himself fail, just in case he’s accidentally left one off the running list in his head. 
He wonders if there’s enough time to go call his dad. He thinks there might be, but he knows he’d never fucking hear the end of it if anyone found out. 
So he shrugs instead, when Hayden nudges his shoulder. “Not really,” he says, and it’s not a very good lie, but Hayden doesn’t call him out on it at least.
“That’s good, Bagsy,” he says instead. “You’ll be fine. You’ve been shining in practice, so just keep playing the way you have been this season and it’ll be great.”



“Sounds pretty easy,” Lachlan says, rubbing his hands up and down his thighs. “When you put it like that.”
“That’s all it is,” Hayden tells him, sounding real confident for a guy who’s purposefully leaving out how many people are watching tonight and how many of them are praying Lachlan really, actually breaks his leg out on the ice if it means the other team scores a goal afterwards. 
“You, uh…” Lachlan trails off, can’t think of how to say what he wants to say. All of it sounds so fucking stupid, even just in the privacy of his own mind that he can’t imagine how it’d sound given air and room to breathe. 
Hayden crosses his arms and leans heavy up against the wooden slat of the locker next to his. Not like he’s impatiently waiting or nothing, just like he’s getting comfortable. Like he’d wait longer, just to hear what Lachlan’s thinking. 
More than anything, that forces the damn words out. “You ever want something, like. So much, that you don’t think it’s even possible? To get it?”
Hayden blinks. “This about hockey, bud?” he asks, all hesitant now, which. 
Like, yeah. Of course it’s about hockey. “I just—” he cuts himself off, shakes his head. Shrugs. There ain’t no words, he thinks. To tell anyone about how much he hates his daddy and about what he’d give to have him look at him with the same kind of easy pride he saw in his face the day Rowan got drafted first overall. You can hate someone and love them at the same time. You can hate someone and love what they gave you, and he loves hockey so goddamn much that he hates his daddy and still wants to do right by him and the sport, the thing he was given when he was so young it grew up fusing into his bones. 
Lachlan wants and he wants and he wants. He’s spoiled, greedy. He wanted hockey back, and he got it and now he wants more. He wants to play well. He wants to be the best. He wants to skate and score and celly and score again. He wants his apartment back. He wants to skate and score and win and then hit the showers, hit the bar, go home with Crawford and collapse onto the couch and watch a stupid television show until they both fall asleep, phones on silent and a cat on Lachlan’s lap. 
“Yeah,” he says instead of all of that. Instead of any of it. “It’s about hockey.” He pauses, scratches at the back of his head and then drops his hand. “Like I want to do really fucking good, man. I want—like.” He shrugs. Saying something like I want to score a hat trick before the start of the third period feels a little like a little kid saying he wants to be an astronaut when he grows up. Just sort of stupid. Aim a little lower, man. Those stars are way too high. They're meant for other folk, not for you. 
Hayden makes this humming sound. “Well,” he says. “I can tell you what’s not going to happen,” he offers.
“Oh yeah?” Lachlan says, cause hockey players are, like, really superstitious. Lachlan can be pretty superstitious—though, really, it’s being cautious—and he knows you’re never supposed to say certainties where God can hear ‘em. Or in this case, where God’s little minion hockey gods can hear ‘em. 
“Sure,” Hayden replies. “For starters, you’re not gonna win the Cup tonight.”
“What?”



“It’s not even in the building,” he says, nodding. “Pretty sure it’s in Toronto til June. And you’re not gonna shake Crowell’s hand. He’s in New York for the Admirals’ first game tonight, so it’s just impossible.”
Lachlan blinks. “Right,” he says.
“You’re not winning any trophies tonight, come to think of it,” Hayden tells him. “We don’t have a trophy for best Rookie debut game, as far as I know, but maybe the Players’ Union stipulated that one’s gotta be added in the new CBA.”
“Fuck off,” Lachlan says, but he’s grinning. He can’t help but grin. It’s just so stupid. It’s so fucking stupid. It’s such— “This is a pretty bad inspirational speech, if you’re open to feedback.”
“Inspirational speeches are for captains and coaches, bud,” Hayden says. “I’m just trying to set expectations here.”
“Yeah, well, I think Cap’s about to vom,” Lachlan points out, gesturing over to where Hollander still hasn’t lifted his head or gotten his elbows off his knees even though it’s been, like five minutes. “So you might be our best bet, here.”
Hayden turns to look at Hollander and then he hustles over to his side without so much as a by your leave, but it’s not like Lachlan was expecting one or anything. He knows the kind of friendship Hayden and Shane Hollander have. For a little while, back in November, Lachlan was pretty sure maybe he and Crawford would be like that too in a couple of years. 
Now, he can’t look at the pair of them for long. Hayden’s sat himself down next to Hollander’s side, head bent forward so he can listen to whatever Hollander’s saying, elbows on his knees in a perfect mirror of Hollander’s own slumped posture. 
Lachlan doesn’t mean to, but he glances at Crawford—just in time to see Crawford look away from him, back to Bruntley and whatever the guy’s telling him, and for a second Lachlan’s so fucking pissed he can’t even remember to be nervous. 
It’s just—he sorta wants to stomp over there and get his fists wrapped up in Crawford’s sweater, push him up agains the hard edge between the two lockers and demand to know what his fucking problem is all of a sudden. But that won’t fix nothing, cause Lachlan’s mad at him now, so it doesn’t even fucking matter why Crawford’s all angry or whatever with Lachlan because Lachlan fucking hates—
No, he don’t. He can’t even think it, wimps out before he can finish the thought because it’s just not true. He couldn’t hate Crawford if he fucking tried, he just doesn’t have it in him. 
And that’s just real pathetic cause the guy doesn’t even want to find the time to eat fucking—like, Chipotle with him anymore. The guy just wants to be teammates, not friends, not roommates. Not best friends. And Lachlan can’t even hate him for it. He’s just upset, but not even like, castle fortress kind of upset, where dismantling the hurt would take months of effort. He’s like—house of cards upset. Easy as shit to topple over, Crawford’d just have to say, like, one damn thing, and Lachlan’ll fall.
He’s thinking about the merits of that and what that says about him as a person all through the walk from the locker room to the tunnel for warm-ups. It’s probably not the time, given the hockey game they’re minutes away from playing, but it’s a good distraction from the nerves. 
It’s such a good distraction, really, that he almost walks smack into Boiziau’s back when the guy comes to a sudden stop halfway through the tunnel. “The fuck, man,” he complains, rubbing at his nose. “What gives?”



“Up to the front, bro,” Boiziau says, slapping him on the back. “Rookie lap. You and Crawdad and Pitchfork, c’mon. Chop chop.”
Lachlan blinks at him, and the guy behind him—Adder—shoves at his shoulder, making him buck forward. “C’mon, Bagsy,” Adder says. “No helmet, drop the helmet, leave it, man. Gotta show all the girls the flow.”
“Fuck,” Lachlan says. He’d forgotten about the fucking Rookie lap. How the fuck did he forget about the fucking Rookie lap? He’s only been dreaming of doing it for fucking years.
In a daze, he lets himself be pushed up to the front of the tunnel, where Crawford and Emil Pritchard are already standing. He blinks at the both of them; Pritchard nods back, solemn-faced and clad in his goalie gear. It makes him look huge. Crawford’s head is ducked, hair already more of a mess than it was in the locker room cause he can’t keep his damn hands out of it, not even for one fucking second.
“You good to do it together?” Lachlan asks, and he doesn’t even mean it to come out sharp and accusing. He was just sort of thinking about what this moment’s gotta mean to Crawford. All the hard work and long roadtrips, leaving his family and outgrowing them and watching them growing without him. They’re not even in the stands, he’d heard Crawford laugh it off with Westley yesterday. His older brother's back in Germany and his sister has high school class and neither of his parents have passports anyhow. 
They're watching from their living room television, probably, but they aren’t watching from the arena seats. So if Crawford wants to take the moment alone, soak up every second of the close-up that the team’s broadcasters will give him, then Lachlan'll hang back. 
Pritchard too. Of course.
So he doesn’t even mean it, like, in a mean way or anything. He doesn’t say it pointed, doesn’t say it because of the weird middle ground, no man’s land they’ve been operating in for the last few weeks.
Crawford flinches anyway, just slightly, like the words hurt a little.
“Can’t imagine it another way,” he says though, and then it’s Lachlan’s turn to flinch because he doesn’t even sound like he’s lying, and Lachlan’s gotten pretty good at telling when Crawford’s lying and when he’s telling the truth. This sounds like the truth.
Which is like, same, obviously, but then why the fuck—
“Okay,” Pritchard says. “Goalie first.” 
He turns around and then he ambles out of the tunnel. The noise kicks up the moment the fans standing on either side of the entrance spots him. Lachlan can barely hear the announcers calling out Pritchard’s name over their screams.
“You?” Lachlan offers, gesturing towards the ice, and Crawford shrugs, smiles. It’s the kind of smile he has in his pocket but never wears, the kind that punches Lachlan in the gut. It just looks so natural across his face, like he was born wearing it and his face grew around it. He can just see his tongue, tapping along the back of his teeth, flashing a little in the gap between them.
It occurs to Lachlan, sudden, that Crawford’s about to make a crazy amount of money. More than he ever really dreamed of, or at least more than he probably ever thought he’d actually have. He hopes, vicious with it, Crawford doesn’t even think about fixing his teeth. There ain’t nothing to fix in the first place.
“Nah,” Crawford says, all fond. “You go on now, Lox. I can wait just a little longer.”
Lachlan furrows his eyebrows, feeling like being stubborn all of a sudden, if it’ll keep Crawford looking at him like that for a little longer. It’s the closest thing he’s felt to being back in their apartment since Christmas. It feels like standing on the goddamn doorstep. “But—”
“Rookies,” Hayden interrupts, elbowing his way to the front of the line and getting his hands on their shoulders. “Pitchy’s gonna get two laps if youse don’t just get out there already. I swear, Jade and Ruby can agree on shit faster than you two—”
Crawford laughs, head falling forward, and it makes Lachlan laugh a second later, the wheezy one.
He holds up his hands and steps up to the edge of the tunnel. A few fans have craned their bodies down over the railing to look at them, and they cheer. For him. For him. 
It’s crazy. It’s, like, literally so fucking unreal, but there it is. Right in front of him. Relatively untouched MLH ice, an arena full of people who may one day know his name. The Bell Centre at its fucking best, full of screams and brimming over with love, for the same things Lachlan loves. The ice and Montreal and the team and Lachlan’s teammates and the game, above all. The game the most. 
He turns on the threshold to look at Crawford. He must not have been expecting that, cause his face is different than it usually is for a second. Open and soft and looking at Lachlan with wide, blueblueblue eyes. When he realizes Lachlan’s looking at him again, he blinks back to normal so quick Lachlan’s not actually sure what he saw in the first place.
Still, the idea of it—even if it’s just something Lachlan’s made up for his own peace of mind—gives him the courage to double back and tap him twice on the chest with the hand not holding his stick, like he’s inspecting a hollow piece of wood. “Tag,” he says. He looks at Crawford’s jersey, his own hand against the blue of the sweater, then he looks up at Crawford and grins so hard he thinks he can feel the way his cheeks crease with it. “You’re it, H.”
Crawford moves forward a little, this automatic instinct probably after years spent on a playground, and Lachlan backs up and then hustles through the tunnel and onto the bench, then onto the ice itself, still laughing. 
It’s less than five seconds later when he feels one of the pucks scattered across the rink hit his skate. It’s less than ten seconds after that when he feels Crawford’s hand tangle against his sleeve and yank him backwards, enough force to throw him off for just long enough that Crawford’s able to steal the puck off his stick and fire it towards the unguarded net before Lachlan can get his bearings. 
Which means, of course, fucking war.
He heads into battle laughing.


They don’t win the Cup; they don’t even win the game against the Guardians. They get fucking smoked instead, go down 5-2. It should be embarrassing and mortifying and the stuff of absolute nightmares, and on some level it is.
But Lachlan gets a fucking assist on Adder’s goal.
A secondary assist, sure. But a fucking point. Lachlan’s first fucking point as an MLH player.
It’s not really much to celebrate, especially considering they got fucking curb-stomped by fucking Toronto, Hollander and Hayden’s line falling apart every time they were on ice, the top defensive pairing of Westley and Boiziau letting pucks and Guardians slip past them willy nilly.
But Lachlan got a fucking assist, and Crawford put up decent minutes and blocked this gnarly shot from Kent, so there’s something at least, to fucking celebrate.
“Here’s to not falling on the ice,” Lachlan announces and takes a sip of his drink. It’s his third of the night, which isn’t that many, but he’s already feeling a buzz in his veins from the leftover adrenaline and post-game dehydration. Half the team’s already gone home, but the other half’s still out and going strong. The mood’s split down the middle between drinking away our sorrows and celebrating some dumb shit, but Lachlan’s worked with less.
Lachlan doesn’t even fucking care, really. He got an assist, Crawford blocked a shot, forced the puck up into the corners of the defensive zone twice, clicked real fucking well with Bruntley. And—even though Lachlan would never fucking say this, right, can’t believe he’s even allowing himself to think it, it’s kind of satisfying in its own way that Westley had shit game. Lachlan feels guilty as shit for feeling like that, cause that’s not team and that’s not buddies, but he can’t stop feeling just a little bit happy to see Westley sitting next to Boiziau in the corner booth of the section of the bar they’ve commandeered,  talking in a hushed voice and picking at the label of his beer bottle.
Meanwhile, Crawford’s sat flushed against Lachlan, arm wrapped loose around the back of the booth behind him cause that’s the only way they can all fit on the bench. He’s happy too, if a little more quiet than he should be. The important thing is that he’s here. Next to Lachlan again. It’s fucking aces. It’s great. It’s like the days leading up to Christmas all over again, everything back to normal the way it should be.
It almost feels like Lachlan can finish his drink and elbow Crawford in the side and convince him to go back to theirs, turn in early just so they can sit and talk through some lame rerun on their couch.
But, of course, they can’t. It’s not even their couch anymore. They don’t live together. Lachlan probably shouldn’t be inviting Crawford over to the GM’s house this late in the night on a fucking Wednesday, and Crawford hasn’t mentioned his own place with Westley, not fucking once, and Lachlan really doesn’t want to rock the boat here, so he hasn’t asked about it either.
“Bagsy,” one of the younger core guys kicks at him across the table, making Lachlan snap to attention and look over at him. Briker grins back, chipped tooth and all. He tilts his head towards the bar. “There’s an absolute babe making eyes at us.”
Lachlan blinks. “Congratulations,” he says. Beside him, Crawford’s gone from soft and relaxed to tense like a hunting dog or a lightning rod. He turns back to him, cause he was in the middle of re-telling this sick play Crawford had made on the ice, just in case Crawford’d missed it somehow, even while he was doing it, but Briker kicks at him again.
“C’mon,” he says, and his grin isn’t—Lachlan doesn’t like it all that much, the way he’s looking at him. The way he turns to look at the bar and then back. “You trying to hit tonight, man? I’m saying, she’s a fucking ten out of ten.”
“Outta my league,” Lachlan says, even though he hasn’t really looked. He ain't real interested in looking. Not tonight. He’s got Crawford here, and hockey back. Those two things haven’t ever been true yet, not until tonight. He doesn’t wanna—
“Yeah,” Crawford says. He shifts, taking his arm away, putting it down between them and moving his bottle of beer from the other hand to this one. “She’s real pretty, man. Looks interested.”



“You like ‘em blonde, right?” Briker asks, and the other guys across the table laugh like it’s a joke. Lachlan doesn’t think it’s a very fucking funny joke.
“I—don’t know,” he says and Briker sits up like he’s scented fucking blood.
“You don’t know?” he repeats, lips curled into a smile that’s more shark than human. “You a virgin, Pukey? Or are you just a fa—”
“Maybe he just ain’t picky,” Crawford says before Lachlan can even defend himself or hear the insult all the way through. “You looking the way you do, man, I get it. You gotta pretend to be picky cause no girl’s looking your way anyway, but I don’t reckon Bagsy here’s got the same problems, eh?”
Briker gets all red, eyes going squinty with it as his cheeks bunch up. Mikey laughs on one side of him and Powell snickers on the other.
“Well, go on then,” Briker demands, and Lachlan clenches his fist beneath the table. He doesn’t fucking want to. He don’t—
But Crawford’s got a fucking stick up his ass all of a sudden, looking across the table instead of at him, and Briker’s watching him with this ugly expression that’s gonna do fucking damage to the fucking team if it ain't reined in, and Lachlan doesn’t even want to be here, really, would have suggested between the second and third round that he and Crawford go home if they had a home to go back to but they fucking don’t, so.
So.
Sure. Lachlan can go up to the bar, strike out with a pretty blonde woman and come back to the guys with his tail between his legs. If that’ll make them shut the fuck up, fine. They’ll laugh, probably, probably a lot, but whatever. Better laughing than thinking he’s—
Whatever.
He downs the rest of his beer and stands up to jeers from his teammates. It only takes one glance at the bar to see the woman Briker was talking about. Not because everyone else leaning or sitting up by the bar top is ugly as sin or anything, but this woman’s got bright blonde hair and she’s already smiling at him with these red lips that are so perfectly outlined Lachlan’s a little afraid to smudge ‘em just by looking too long.
So he doesn’t walk towards her. He doesn’t even fucking realize that’s what’s happening until he’s at the other end of the bar completely, half the room away from his teammates and leaning up next to a guy wearing a blue blazer and a tie, and a girl who’s trying to make eye contact with the bartender, credit card in one hand and phone in the other.
The guy’s got his phone up against his ear, having a heated conversation with someone on the other end. The girl smiles at him a little when he squeezes in next to her, trying to keep as much room between their bodies as he can. 
“You’ll probably get better service down there,” she tells him, glancing at him and then flicking her hair up and away from her shoulders. It’s long and dark and curly, but the frizzy kind of curly, like it’s been fighting for its life the last eight hours.
“But the company won’t be as good,” he hears himself say, then he winces because that’s a fucking line. He hadn’t even meant to say a fucking line like that, it’d just come out. She’s just sort of gorgeous, now that he’s looking. She’s got this big nose that his momma would probably call proud or some shit, and two moles, right on top of each other on her cheek, darker splashes of color against her already brown skin.
But it’s the flash of a smile she’d given him, really, that’d made him lose his fucking mind and say, like, the lamest thing in the entire fucking world. There’s a gap between her front teeth, and it’s immediately, like. Imprinted on Lachlan’s fucking mind, the smallest smile she showed him. 
It makes him want to say dumber things, gets his body burning through all the adrenaline from the game again and then creating more, too, like getting this girl to look at him and roll her eyes is just as important as getting the puck into the back of the net.
“I think you’ll be fine,” she tells him, and she gestures with the card in her hand to where the bartender’s serving Briker’s blonde bombshell at the corner of the other end of the bar. The woman’s still looking at Lachlan, like she can’t understand why he’s gotten waylaid, but he ain't sure it matters all that much.
“Can I tell you a secret?” he asks, and normally, he’d like, lean in closer, drop his voice all low and shit, but he’s not gonna—just do that, with some girl he doesn’t even know the name of when she’s just trying to get a drink. Maybe she’s not interested, right? He ain’t gonna, you know—
She turns around to look at him, eyebrow raised. She’s an inch or two shorter, nothing crazy, but just enough that she’s gotta look up a little to meet his eyes. Her eyes are this shade of dark brown, almost black under the bar’s light. They’re framed by long lashes. Lachlan can’t tell if they’re real or not, her eyelashes. “Yes,” she says, tilting her head a little to the side, giving him her ear like she’s gonna let him whisper into it.
He inches closer. “That woman, the blonde one…she scares me a little,” he admits. She smells like fruit. It takes a second for him to place it. Peaches. She smells like peaches.
The girl leans back and laughs in his face. “What?” she asks, turning to look at the woman in question and then back at Lachlan, this time with both eyebrows raised. “Why?”
“She reminds me of my momma,” he tells her, and he doesn’t even know if it’s true. He just says it to get her to laugh again. She does, loud and with her head thrown back, like she’s giving the sound up to the ceiling. Ain’t no one in Lachlan’s life laughs like that. She’d be the first. What a stupid thought. It’s seared on his brain all the same, just like her gap-toothed smile. 
“I have three years of a degree in psychology, but I think I’d need the whole four to even go near that,” she tells him, serious, except she’s still smiling with her eyes.
“Oh, damn,” he says. “You’re like, real smart then. So, you’re gonna be, like, what. When you graduate. A real doctor?”



“Now you’re reminding me of my mom,” she says. She’s quick and she’s funny and, like, for some reason she’s still looking at Lachlan. It makes him feel all kinds of small. It makes his heart beat kind of fast. It sort of feels the way it did stepping onto the ice for the first time with the A, after getting drafted. He’s never felt more out of his league. “Yes,” she says. “I’ll be a real doctor. Eventually. Dr. Sierra Bahari, pleased to meet you.”
She holds out her hand. Her nails are long and filed perfectly; her nail polish is chipped though, pieces of black missing and obvious with it. He takes her hand in his, gentle as he knows how, scared beyond fucking belief about forgetting to be careful. Sierra. Her name is Sierra. 
Lachlan likes that. He likes that a lot.
“Lachlan Pucey,” he tells her, and she shakes her head. 
“I know,” she says, pointing to one of the television screens mounted up in the corner of the bar. “They were playing your game earlier.”



“Oh yeah?” He doesn’t mean to, but he sort of puffs out his chest a little. “I got an assist.”
“I know,” she says, pointing at the television again. “To clarify, I was watching the game earlier.” Her eyes crease up into little half-moons when she smiles. “It was a good play,” she adds. “Not as good as the one your man Crawford generated getting the puck out of that corner and down the line to Hollander in the third though. That was impressive.”
Lachlan nods his head, so vigorously he thinks maybe he’s gonna snap his neck. “Exactly, man!” he says. “I was trying to tell him that earlier, it was fucking pretty skating, I was—here, wait, lemme see if he wants—he was over at our table earlier—-” 
But when he looks back at where he left his teammates, Crawford’s gone. The blonde woman from the bar is in his place, leaning over the table to talk with Briker. 
“Oh,” he says. “He must have gone. But—no, yeah. I, uh. Been telling him that too. Did you play then? Growing up?”
Sierra blinks at him, mouth pursed up for a second in this considering expression that has him backtracking all over the fucking place.
“Sorry,” he says. “Do you play, I mean. Like. You could still be playing, if you do. Sorry. I didn’t mean to imply that you had to like, stop when you got too old, like honestly, maybe it’d be better if you did play still, you know, like as a doctor and all. Psychology’s like brain science right? Man, hockey needs that for sure. For, like, concussions and stuff, for sure. No doubt, no doubt. That’d be cool.”
She’s laughing again, at him, he thinks, but he doesn’t know if there’s much of a difference, at him or with him when she’s got a smile like that. “Sorry, yes,” she says, shaking her head. Her hair bounces from the movement. She’s got pretty gold earrings, three on each side. “Uh, yes,” she adds. “Yes, I played. When I was growing up. Everyone does for at least a little bit in the GTA. I don’t anymore though.”
“Oh,” Lachlan says. “Cool. You were just looking kinda, like, confused.”
“Most people hear I know puck and think my brothers must have played it,” she tells him. She’s still looking at him, confused, maybe. Or considering. 
“Oh,” Lachlan says. “I didn’t—did you say you had brothers? Sorry, I swear I’ve been listening. I might’ve forgotten though. You’re like, really pretty and I’ve had, like, three—”
“I’m an only child,” Sierra says, and now it’s Lachlan’s turn to feel confused cause, like, she brought up siblings in the first place, so, like—
“I have a brother that plays hockey,” he volunteers, and that makes her laugh and shake her head again.
“I know,” she says, eyebrows all raised and eyes creased up and happy and bright. Fuck, but she’s real pretty. Lachlan likes her nose and her eyelashes and the mole on her cheek and the gap between her teeth and the way she laughs, loud and bright.
“Cool,” he says, and it’s kind of lame. Real lame, actually, and Sierra smiles like she knows it and like she’s gonna let him get away with it anyway.
“Wait, sorry,” she says, holding her hand up in between them. “Really quickly. Do you think that psychologists treat concussions?”
“Uh,” Lachlan says. “No,” because he can pick up context clues better than most anyone.
“Are you lying?”



“Uh,” Lachlan says. “A little, maybe.”
Sierra smiles. “Fascinating,” she says, sounding like she’s joking but also like she’s a little serious. “No, psychology is less like…neurology and more like…therapy.”
“Oh shit, okay, cool,” Lachlan nods. “Cool, so like. What kind of therapy are you gonna do? Is that right? Is that, like, a question I can ask?”



“Yes,” she says. “Actually—I want to be a sports psychologist.”
“No way,” Lachlan says. “Fuck, dude, I’m a sport. I’m in sports!”
Sierra shakes her head again, hair moving, grinning, looking away and then back at him like she can’t believe he’s real or whatever. “I know,” she says, pointing to the television in the corner again.



“So, what,” he asks, leaning up against the bar and pushing just a little closer to her. Just a little bit. Just a few inches, because he thinks he’s allowed. And he is. She lets him. It’s fucking A. “Can you, like, tell me what’s wrong with me, then?”



Her eyebrows go up. She leans in too, just a little, just an inch or so, but there’s not that many inches in between them. “Do you think there’s something wrong with you?” she asks, using that tone that’s halfway between joking and serious again.
It’s a funny follow-up question with an obvious answer, and he shrugs. “Don’t everyone?”
She blinks, but before she can respond, the bartender’s there, finally. “What can I get you?” he asks, looking over Sierra completely to stare at Lachlan instead. 
He furrows his eyebrows in response, glances at Sierra in confusion and then back at the bartender.  “She was here first, actually,” he says, all polite, gesturing at her. 
“It’s fine,” Sierra says. Her fingernails drum against the countertop, and the bartender looks unimpressed. He actually looks kind of angry, looking at her, lip curled up in a sneer, and Lachlan doesn’t get it for a second before he does. He’s seen that look before, back in Dallas and in New York and Michigan, everywhere he’s lived. For some reason, he’s always thought Canada was different, was better than America when it came to racism and homophobia and hatred in all its fucking forms and shit, but apparently it’s just, like, different. Not better, just different. 
Same look, though.
“Wait, fuck that,” he says, sudden and way louder than he meant to. Sierra raises her eyebrows at him, and he thinks maybe he should, like. Stop and ask, like, what she wants. To do, to drink. “Do you—I mean, there’s a bar down the road, I’d love to, uh. Buy you a drink there,” he tells her, voice lowered, like it could just be for them if he speaks quiet enough. “Instead.”
Sierra blinks at him. The bartender could still be standing there or he could be gone, onto the blue suit guy or back on the other end of the bar. Maybe Lachlan should have just kept his mouth shut, ordered them both a drink and paid for them and then told himself he’d never come back here again, but he didn’t think about that. It just didn’t feel right, and he didn’t think much at all.
“Okay,” Sierra says. She smiles at him, like maybe he got it right or at least got it better than she thought or maybe just because she’s a smiley person. Lachlan likes that idea. He likes all of those ideas, equally. He likes the thought that they’re gonna go somewhere else, together, and that maybe, if he’s reading all the signs right and picking up what she’s putting down, he’s gonna get to taste that smile.
“Let me just go tell my friends,” she adds. “So they’re not worried. You should go tell yours.”
“Oh,” Lachlan says, and he looks back at the table of his teammates, but Crawford ain’t there, so there’s not anyone he cares about telling. Crawford’s probably already back at his place with Westley. He didn’t say goodbye when he left or nothing, but Lachlan’s starting to get the idea that’s just his general M.O. “Sure,” he tells Sierra anyway. “I’ll meet you out front, yeah?”



She nods, and then turns to walk back to her friends, this table of girls who all turn to look at him with the same quizzical, measuring expression on their faces. He gets the hell out of dodge real quick after that.
Outside is cold as shit, but he can’t feel it all that much. The game and the adrenaline and the alcohol’s keeping him warm. He tugs out his phone while he waits for Sierra, scrolling mindlessly through the mess of notifications on the home screen before he spots a string of messages from Crawford.
Huh. Maybe the fucker’s the kind of guy for goodbyes after all.


Hank Crawford [delivered 11:08PM]
Hey I’m beat man I’m heading back

Congrats on the assist tn that was a beauty

Don’t forget about practice tomorrow

But have fun 

;) 

Lemme know when you get home?
👍










  
    Chapter End Notes

    director's notes
1) starting small and going big, crawford ABSOLUTELY handled this whole thing extremely poorly. that WILL continue. he is shooting himself in the foot and reloading! he's really, really bad at putting distance between himself and lachlan. he keeps messing up and then course correcting because being anywhere besides right next to lachlan is just not natural to him. so he makes him coffee before he moves out even though he doesn't say goodbye, he triple texts him on nye (while drunk), he can't not laugh at his stupid jokes, it takes the adrenaline from one hockey game and two and a half beers to get him like plastered right up against lachlan again. texting lachlan that 'i know you're getting laid' winky face took ten years off his life. terrible behavior. absolute abhorrent. he made lachlan steak and veggies and let him put on his dumb georgia zombie show for an episode before he broke his heart, a la dog on its last day before you have to put it down. i support his rights and his wrongs and also how fucking confused and upset it makes lachlan

2) rookie lap, rookie lap!! i love the idea of a rookie lap!! usually teams send out their rookies for ~less than a minute of solo skating and shooting some of the pucks on the ice before the pre-game warm-up before the rookie's first regular season NHL game, but tradition varies. rookies HAVE gone out on the ice together; idk about three at a time that sounds like a lot of rookies (rooki?) (ps. bet you forgot about the third rookie shane told crawford the metros would be moving forward with, huh? thats ok. so did both crawford and lachlan); helmets were also optional to wear during warm-ups until 2019, so they're not going to get fined for not wearing their buckets!! for their rookie lap specifically, the song i was imagining was 'MANIC MAN' by curtis waters because i feel like that's a great vibe for that. also, when crawford leaves the bar, the song in my mind was absolutely, like. back to black by amy winehouse. even tho crawford baby you literally did this baby boy you did alllll of this. to yourself!!!

3) ok yeah so. bar scene. so much to unpack. first, yah that's lachlan's girlfriend!! long-awaited and long dreaded! she IS real though i did like the idea of lachlan just making her up lol but no very real and i'm honestly very fond of her and her character. she is going to be sticking around for a little bit but obviously not for forever. i think writing women is just so fucking fun. i had so much fun with sierra and yes the way she's really similar to crawford but also the way she isn't at all (i almost named her georgia tbh. that would of course be crawford's ultimate torment nexus)

there's a trope i see a lot in romance and ESPECIALLY in slash fanfiction where the woman that dates one of the men in canon (the Woman In The Way character) retains parts of her personality and isn't evil but is a saint instead and becomes The Woman Who Steps Aside because She Is So Smart And Realizes She Is In The Way Of True Love Between Her Boyfriend and The Other Guy. and i get that trope. i've probably used it in the past. it's the easiest way to get to the happy ending with the least amount of hurt feelings. it's a nice little bow on a thorny problem. sierra is not going to be The Woman Who Steps Aside because she isn't that nice or that smart. she's both those things, obviously, but she genuinely likes lachlan and she's going to fall in love with him and that's going to blind her just as much as love blinds the rest of the characters. i'm not planning to like linger in that pain or over-stress it or anything but i do want to like...set some expectations about this relationship right off the bat because i think fictional women can be done so dirty even when the author doesn't mean to do them dirty

(similarly, i didn't MEAN for that bit about sierra's brothers playing hockey to read like a bitchy aside about rose&shane in HR i really was just thinking about lachlan's conversation with his mom about girls/women playing hockey, but when i was editing it i was like ...oh....my b)

rapid-fire final thoughts because of character count: the bartender was being racist and overlooking sierra because she's brown, she's iranian canadian but that hasn't been explicitly stated yet, no, sierra is not an arabic/persian name but i figured it didn't necessarily have to be and i liked the idea of mountain range dating lake land, canada can be racist (this is a 'duh' one), in-universe twitter girlies are probably making edits of it's me and you and your friend steve for the three montreal metro rookies which i think is really funny but also i think crawford would probably puke his guts out and get a real gun to end it all if he saw even one of those.

next update in two weeks cause i need to apply for many, many jobs or it'll be like this forever


  


      

  












      Chapter 13: crawford
  



    Chapter Notes

      ok so it's only been a week BUT i wrote five cover letters and got 2 job rejections so i needed a palate cleanser in the form of writing more of these guys (who i did NOT take my anger and/or fear and/or sadness out on while writing! the anger and/or fear and/or sadness depicted in this chapter is wholly hank crawford's alone!)
according to my wall of sticky notes and my rough estimations, this chapter is about the halfway point of the fic (which makes sense as i've always planned this to run from ~july to july and cover their whole rookie year & also this is crazy long which was not in my envisioningment lmao)
also im updating earlier than i said i would cause i wanted to address the elephant in the room asap!! i did un-anon so i could have a username/handle, woohoo! mostly, i finally figured out a way to do it that basically involved just switching ownership of all my HR fics over to another account (this one) and then de-anoning them, which isn't, like, really revealing/de-anoning, but at least gets me the handle to use that isn't 'anon author'.
most of my hr fics were already all in the same collection so really nothing has changed re: people being able to find my HR writing (though a surprising and touching amount of people were apparently thrilled that i had more hr fics for them to read which did remind me that not everyone has been using ao3 as long as i have and maybe just didn't necessarily realize i had a whole collection for my anon fics, which is super ok and i'm not judging them for that because i know hr brought in a whole bunch of new to fandom fans and new to fandom fans are always welcome as far as im concerned)
BUT the unfortunate side effect i did not realize would happen even if i totally should have is that all the times i replied to people's comments while anon, i was still technically using my original account that owned the fics. and so when i switched over to this account and de-anon'ed, the comments were also de-anon'ed but credited to my original account. and that's just not something i want at this time for various reasons, so i did spend like two hours clicking through every page of comments on all my hr fics and deleting the comments i'd left. if i had planned it a little better, i would have absolutely copy-pasted the comments into another doc, deleted the originals and re-commented from this account because i really enjoyed writing and dissecting especially this fic in these comments and i wanted to keep those insights and discussions i had with you.
however,,,,a lot of caffeine and a tiny bit of what the experts would say is a manic episode does not make the most level-headed thinkers of any of us, and so i did just delete all my old comments without saving any and i'm sorry about that :( however that won't happen again, because it could only happen the once! and now that i'm using this ao3 handle for these fics, i can reply to comments here without worrying about accidentally de-anoning myself via unlikely technical snafu AND i can comment on any art or related fic work that is linked and inspired by this fic ON that fic without needing to have a guest account or something (not that im assuming there will be more art work or related fic work! i know that sounds like i'm assuming there will be more, but i am just thinking about positives in light of the unexpected negative)
BUT in that vein, someone (unresolved_tension_haver created this beautiful cover art for this fic and i adore it. the color choices are everything (i immediately clocked the cyan and the magenta as being close enough to boy blue and girl pink to Mean Something To Me) and i adore the little periwinkle in the corner. she looks so sweet for such a little monster!!! thank you so much for this!!
the chapter song for this is probably....like cleopatra by the lumineers but mostly for the specific line in the bridge that goes "but i've read this script and the costume fits so i'll play my part" because that is sooo crawford in this chapter (and in the majority of this fic tbh)
anyway this is a lot of yapping for the beginning notes and there will be the usual amount of yapping in the end notes (and an incredibly amount of yapping in the comments because there are things in this chapter i really want to pick apart with y'all) so!! enjoy!
[cw for this chapter: more misogyny than usual. verging on real life pro-hockey levels of sexism and misogyny in fact.]


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  Sierra Bahari’s favorite color is like this dull, dirty shade of pink. There’s probably a better word for that, but Lachlan doesn’t know it yet. He tells this to Hayden like he’s thrilled by it, that there are things he don’t know yet and that Sierra Bahari is going to be the person to teach him.
“I thought her favorite color was, like, green, you know?” Lachlan is saying, leaning up against the bench lowboards and fishing his water bottle out of its hold so he can take a drink. “Cause it’s all over her place, like, pillows and paint and shit—and, man it’s so pretty, her room and stuff, it’s like neat, like everything’s put away, but, like, still lived in, you know?”
Crawford doesn’t know. Crawford thinks that’s a bit fucking stupid, to be surprised that a girl’s bedroom is fucking lived in when that’s where she fucking lives, but then he can recognize that he’s not currently at his most understanding or whatever. Probably for the best Lachlan’s not telling him all this shit. Probably for the best he hasn’t been asked to weigh in, that they don’t do that shit anymore and Bagsy’s finally on the same page as him about it now. 
Easier; for the best. 
He doesn’t think he could be, like. Nice. If he opened his mouth right now. He thinks maybe he’d get halfway through Lachlan’s name and then between one blink and the next, his guts would be all over the ice and they’d have to melt down the whole rink and start over again, just to get the stain off.
But it’s still unfair and sort of really shit, he knows that, that he can’t be nice about this shit, unprompted, because it’s not like—this is what Crawford wanted, right. This is what he wanted, for Bagsy to find a girl like he was always gonna do, to just do it now, to end the waiting around. 
And so now that it’s happening, it shouldn’t feel—Crawford shouldn’t be nothing except for relieved that he wasn’t taken by surprise. He wasn’t, neither. He saw it coming and then he saw it happening and then he stuck around just long enough to be sure.
“But it’s pink, actually, she said,” Bagsy is saying and Hayden is looking at him all indulgent and a little exasperated, but it’s his fault for not skating fast enough to the other end of the rink when the coaches called for a water break. “She just don’t like having it everywhere in her house, cause she doesn’t wanna risk getting tired of it. Ain’t that something, man?”
“Sure,” Hayden says and he puts his water bottle down, turning a little bit against the boards with the motion and catching Crawford’s eyes. 
Crawford looks away, even though it doesn’t matter all that much; if he’s been caught, he’s been caught red-handed. But it ain’t a crime, just looking at something, you know? Taking it, sure. That’s different. But Crawford’s not stealing nothing but glances and information that ain’t his, thank Christ, but could have been, maybe. In a different life.
Not this one. He’s been real good for most all of January so far. He’s turned over a new leaf or whatever. 
It’s like—he had this friend, back in Denver, cause Steph had this friend, so he was Crawford’s friend too. And this guy, Samuel—not Sam, Samuel—never fucking shut up about the bookshop he worked at, even though it was only one of the speciality ones that just sold cookbooks, so what the fuck ever, you know? Kind of lame. 
But anyway, Samuel worked in a cookbook shop and he’d always complain about how fucking annoying it was, having to check the stock and make a list of what’d been bought, what’d been delivered, what they needed to order more of.
It’d never sounded that bad to Crawford, but then, he’d always been pretty good with stats and numbers. It was the hockey. You gotta memorize a lot of shit like that to get anywhere and to know anything about where you’re going and who you’re going with and what your chances are of getting there in the first place. 
Crawford’s been doing that a lot lately, though, since he got back to Montreal. Taking stock. Probably, if he was asked, he could write up a picture-perfect list of everything that’s different now. He could probably document every inch of the space between him and Lachlan at any given moment. 
If that’s something God’s gonna ask after, at the gates of Heaven, maybe Crawford can show Him as, like, proof, you know. Like look, no. No, look, maybe it didn’t go away. Maybe the only thing I was ever capable of was perversion and sin, but look, I tried, see, this is how I tried. What’s that worth, man? What’s the trying worth, when it cost so goddamn much in the first place? I turned out my damn pockets, trying to be better.
They don’t live together anymore, and they don’t hang out, just them, off the ice. There’s always a few other guys with them when they grab lunch or grab coffee or hit the gym to knock out the dryland workouts and cooldowns after skate’s done for the day. They don’t text outside of the team groupchat, and they don’t call either. 
Lachlan had, once, a day after their first MLH game, but Crawford hadn’t picked up and he hadn’t tried again. It’s been a few weeks since then; Crawford still wonders what he wanted to say. 
It’s good, the distance. It’s good, being—Crawford’s been good. He has this—thing, right, that makes him wrong, living in the heart of him. And he’s going to starve it until it goes away, and then he can be normal again and he can sit next to Lachlan on the couch in his apartment and beside him on the plane down to DC or Pennsylvania or New York and just be—one of the guys. One of the hounds. 
It’s good.
And if it ain’t, then at least it’s for the better. At least Crawford knows it’s for the better, and Bagsy won’t ever have to know anything about it at all. He hasn’t texted him in ages, which is basically, like. Agreement. Or at least recognition. Resignation. If there’s a difference, between those two words, then—
Bagsy’s telling Hayden about Sierra Bahari’s fucking—bedroom decor, gesturing big with one hand while the other clutches his water bottle close to his chest, and Crawford’s not listening, he’s just close by. He just didn’t skate away fast enough, and so he’s stuck near. 
She has all these old movie posters on her walls in these fancy gold frames, and they all match, which is so fucking cool that she cares about that stuff. Movies and gold paint and liking where she lives, being proud of it. Can you believe it? Can you believe how much she likes her apartment, how much she likes Montreal? Ain’t that just something? Ain’t no one in the damn world ever made a home outta nothing the way Sierra Bahari has, even though that ain’t even close to fucking true, is it, both her parents are doctors, Lachlan told Pitchy yesterday where Crawford could hear. Her mama’d come over from Iran when she was a little girl, Sierra Bahari’d been born in Canada, outside of Toronto in some nice hospital. She came from doctors, she goes to fucking McGill, don’t she, Crawford heard that too.
It’s cool that her place is so cool and neat and pretty, gold and green and lived in and luxurious at the same time. But where will Lachlan put his dirty shoes, huh? Where will he put his gear bag when he goes over to hers after practice? And his trophies? Is there room, on her bookcase—cause she’s probably got a bookcase, she’s probably got one that matches everything else and doesn’t shake around its nails every time someone closes a door too hard—for all of Lachlan’s trophies?
Maybe not. Maybe he’ll have to move the one bookshelf they built back in October into her apartment in a few months, in a year. Maybe Lachlan will paint it green to match everything else. Maybe he’ll throw it out though, pick something different, something she’ll like. 
Maybe he already has. Thrown it out, that is. Crawford can’t ask, obviously, because he’s been doing so good so far, even when it costs him. And if he asks, he won’t be able to stop asking, and then he’ll know. 
Thank fucking Christ, Coach calls them back to attention before Lachlan can start telling Hayden about Sierra Bahari’s favorite zoo animal or—or her roommate’s class schedule or what the fuck ever. Crawford doesn’t want to know any of it. He doesn’t think he’ll be able to forget, if he hears.
He’s never been more relieved to be a defenseman, to be called away to the other end of the ice and to have a reason to go, grouped separately with the rest of the D-corp for the remainder of practice. 
He can’t even see Bagsy from this angle, not if he turns his back and shuffles to the side so that Boiziau takes up pretty much all of his peripheral. 
And anyway, practice has started up again. Crawford wouldn’t be paying attention to him even if he could still see him because Coach is explaining another new drill. Crawford’s sick to the backs of his teeth trying to learn and follow new drills that make zero goddamn sense, but no one’s asked him and he likes to think he’s real damn good at holding his tongue and being quiet when it counts.
This time, Coach has three of them at a time running a rim-passing drill up against the corners behind the net. One man skates backwards from the starting point, to collect the puck one of the assistants drops, and then sends it along the back wall in a rim pass to the waiting second player, who slaps it to the third player in front of the net who puts it in the goal. 
Simple. Easy. Good, hard work, the kind you can get lost in. Skate back, get the puck, shoot it backhand, shoot it forehand. Alternate sides, starting positions. Bruntley has a backhand so powerful, it jolts Crawford’s entire fucking arm when he sends him the puck right in front of the goal. Tommy keeps flicking the puck up into the air instead of forcing it to the boards, and he means to do it too, the fucker, shooting him little smirks every time Crawford wastes a second catching it and tamping it down before firing it off again.
But obviously, you don’t got three D-men on the ice at once, so after they’ve run the drill through enough times that Crawford’s thighs are screaming from it, Coach has them stop and take a breather while he skates up the ice to put his head together with the other coach. Crawford watches them talk for a minute, chest heaving, and then watches as he doubles back with a group of forwards trailing behind him.
Hollander slides neatly into the third man’s position in front of the goal, like he knows exactly what drill they’re running without having to listen to the assistant coach explain it again. His dark eyes flit over the rest of them standing in front of the coach, like he’s looking for something. His mouth turns down for just a second and then his face smooths over again, nothing left at all except for Captain Hollander.
It makes Crawford nervous as fuck. Fucking embarrassing as all get out, to feel so nervous around his captain, but then whatever. Hollander’s a fucking beast on the ice, and anyone would be nervous to pass to him. What if he fucking whiffs it, right? He hasn’t yet, but it’s gotta happen at some point and then he’s gonna slip and fall and Hollander is going to eat him alive.
It’s his twenty-third day as a Montreal Metro; he assumes eventually he’s going to stop counting them, the same way that eventually he’s gonna stop feeling breathless and antsy just sharing ice with his captain during practice. 
But it ain’t happened yet, and at least it gives him something to focus on outside of how worn-down and bruised all over his body feels. He’s been practicing with half these guys for the last couple of months, but it hits different on MLH ice. They hit different, and their opponents sure as fuck do.
The coach backs up, the whistle blows, and Crawford skates into the second corner when Bruntley shoves at his back. He gets into position, tracking Boiziau down the length of the rink til he catches the puck and drills it Crawford’s way, quick and hard enough that he barely gets his stick to it before it shoots past him.
Maybe they’re all trying to perform better now that Hollander’s watching, Crawford doesn’t know. He has the memory of a joke sitting on his tongue, but no one to tell it to. No time either, because he has to flip forward and pass it along to Hollander.
Hollander makes it look easy money, putting it into the net. Then Bruntley takes Boiziau’s spot, Boiziau takes Crawford’s and it’s Crawford’s turn in front of the goal. Then Adder jumps in for Bruntley, then Briker, then Tommy, then Crawford again because Hayden’s distracted talking to Hollander. Over and over, this weave of constant movement across the ice that makes Crawford so dizzy he has to turn off his brain just to follow along with it. 
Thoughts come quick and light like this, waterbugs skittering over still-pond water. He waits, back to front with another d-man, a different forward. He skates backwards, catches the puck Coach throws onto the ice in front of him, slings it along the back wall. Again, again. Catches Tommy’s backhand pass, slaps it forward. Again, again, til his lungs are burning from it. Again, again, further than that. Past that.
“Good,” Coach calls, “Yes, Crawford, Pucey. Good. Good movement!” He blows the whistle to reset the play and Crawford crash-lands back into his body. 
He blinks across the ice at Lachlan, who’s already looking at him. Just for a second, and then Crawford moves on auto-pilot, skates to the back of the line while Lachl—Bagsy takes his place in front of the goal.
For the rest of practice, he feels winded no matter how many deep breaths he forces himself to take.
Given the choice, he thinks he’d take the nerves of playing next to Hollander any day.


It’s hard not to take the whole thing like a sign from God, you know, even though Crawford’s never been one to see God’s fingerprints on stuff he’s pretty sure He ain’t ever gotten His hands dirty with. Still, it’s a little too neat of a bow, Crawford thinks, too nice of a coincidence. He moves out of Lachlan’s place and two days later, he gets hockey back after months of having to go without it? That’s crazy. That’s gotta be God giving him a thumbs up or something. 
That’s probably what Pastor Williams would say at least, and he can see the argument there. And, sure, Crawford’s never been the biggest believer, but he’s willing to let himself be convinced.


It makes it easier, Crawford lets himself think when it’s real late at night and it’s just him awake in Tommy’s apartment, staring up at the ceiling and trying to will himself to sleep. It makes it a little easier, to believe that this is God’s plan or at least it’s got His stamp of approval. All this distance he’s putting in between himself and his best friend, God sees it and thinks it’s the right thing to do. This is something Crawford’s working on with the Good Lord’s go-ahead.
It makes it easier, which is nice. 
Otherwise it’d be almost too goddamn difficult to bear.


It feels a little like someone else’s life, when Crawford thinks about how many nights he spent in the Laval apartment, Lachlan spread out on the couch next to him and something playing on the television, cat purring near Lachlan’s head and the heater going crazy hard trying to fight off the Montreal winter chill. It feels like a dream he can only half-remember, something that’s fading the longer he spends awake.
It’s a nice place, Tommy’s apartment. Fucking massive. Five bedrooms, this renovated two floor condo in one of the nicest parts of the city. New build, all glass and chrome, like Tommy chose where to live out of a goddamn magazine.
There’s no half-faded outlines of plastic stars on the ceiling of Crawford’s new room, and there’s no reason to wake up early and make a pot of coffee large enough for two people. Tommy doesn’t drink coffee, he’s on this health kick thing after he spent half the lockout at an Arizona wellness retreat in the middle of nowhere. 
But it’s good. There ain’t any plastic stars, but there’s a skylight in the middle of Crawford’s room, and he gets his own parking spot in this fancy garage that has an honest to god security desk, instead of in some sketchy carpark that’s mostly on its way down. Tommy gets Crawford put on his meal delivery plan, so he doesn’t have to pretend he can cook either. He just has to heat up the salmon, quinoa and broccoli bowls the team-approved chefs provide and pretend they taste good.
And the distance is good. It ain’t nothing to get worked up about. It ain’t a big deal. It’s not like Crawford’s giving Lachlan the cold fucking shoulder or anything, not like he could even be capable of that. He’s just treating him the way he’d treat any teammate. He’s treating Bagsy the same way he’s treating Tommy Westley, the same way he’s treating Eliot Addison or Emil Pritchard, right. The same way he’s treating Miller Briker.
Except, alright, not Briker, but that’s only cause Briker’s a douchebag. 
But they’re just teammates, and that’s fine. Nothing special, nothing dramatic. 
Crawford’s just got new boundaries is all. He’s been building fences around this thing in his chest to keep it under control, the way you gotta wrap bandages around a wound or something to try and keep all the blood and stuff inside, to help with infection, right, and just because it’s so unsightly that no one wants to see that shit. 
No one wants to see the shit Crawford’s got going on in his mind and he can’t stand the idea of getting anyone else infected, so he’s just being…careful. Considerate-like. 
And it don’t matter all that much. Lachlan’s got Sierra Bahari now. He probably ain’t even thinking about what it was like, October through December. About before then, August and September too. He’s got a whole new person to talk to and about, all these new things to learn that she’s teaching him that Crawford just wasn’t ever gonna cause he didn’t know himself. 
Maybe that’s what they teach you, third year of college. How to make a home look pretty. Crawford’s always just shoved his shit where it could fit and called it a day. But maybe there’s more to it than that. Picture frames and nice bedding and not eating Doritos in bed and brushing the crumbs onto the floor. 
Crawford couldn’t say. His room could probably use a vacuum though. 
Tommy has a housekeeper that cleans the place every Wednesday while they’re at practice. The mess will keep until then. 


Thank Christ, really, that hockey’s back. That Crawford gets hockey back at least. 
It’s always been—like, everything to him. The game he liked playing, at first, sure. The thing he had to do every few days when he was real young because his mama or Tug’s daddy drove them to the Savannah rink, where he spent most of the time smacking Tucker on the ankles with his stick and ignoring the coach and Wes both in favor of spinning in circles on the ice. 
Then it became the thing he was good at, and being good at it sort of made it snowball into everything else, pushed hockey up into every crevice of his life until even the parts that he lived away from the ice was still about puck. Teachers started giving him passes for failed homework assignments he didn’t deserve cause they knew he was out of town for the weekend at a tournament, he got half-off a membership at the town’s gym just so he could work out away from the rink, he’d hang with Tucker in the summer and practice his stick handling while Tug read their summer reading books out loud to him. 
It was his future and his livelihood way before half his classmates realized they had a future at all. He loved it and he needed it and he was good at it, and even when he didn’t love it, he was still good at it, and when he wasn’t good at it, he still needed it. 
The lockout was shit in its own way, cause he couldn’t have hockey but he had the ghost of it, got to practice with the guys from the Metro but didn’t get to play a game against anyone he wanted to defeat. He got Lachlan, though. Went to his games when he could. Watched him play, listened to him recap them all afterwards, even the ones he was there in the stands for.
And now he has hockey again. Hockey’s back, and it’s everything in a way it ain’t ever been before. Bigger and everywhere, all the goddamn time. It’s every moment on the ice and in the locker room. They’re at the practice rink or they’re training in the gym or they’re on the way to the Bell Centre or the airport for a game. It’s every piece of food he puts in his body, every sip of water or Gatorade or those disgusting little packs of runners’ gel he makes himself swallow down. It’s every drink he turns down when they go out on team bonding nights and it’s every hour of sleep he makes himself get even when he’s having trouble sleeping at all. 
He thinks, probably, some of the other guys, the older ones, the vets, have figured out how to balance having a life outside of hockey with having to live and breathe for the hockey club. Hell, Hayden has a whole-ass family, so it’s definitely, like, possible, but Crawford just doesn’t know how. Can’t really believe it. Hockey’s always been everything. That’s how he got here. 
And it’s more, now. It’s his shameful, secret, dirty little compromise.
Cause in the Bell Centre, right before they go out on the ice for warmups and right before the game, when they’re standing in the tunnel and the lights are flashing police siren red and blue, it’s the only goddamn time Crawford lets himself—it’s the only time when Lachlan—
The thing is, hockey players have superstitions and if they don’t have superstitions, then they at least got routines, which Crawford’s never really bought into because he can count on one hand, the number of things he believes in. 
But Bagsy’s got a few, apparently. Crawford noticed them first on game days when he was playing with the Mag. Little stupid things, like using the same coffee mug in the mornings and trying to kiss Periwinkle on the forehead before he left no matter where she was hiding and wearing the same pair of underwear and drinking exactly half a cup of coffee and then exactly half a Gatorade, even though Crawford was pretty sure those two just canceled each other out, hydration-wise, and Bagsy’d looked all disgusted and grossed-out when Crawford’d suggested just pouring both into the mug at the same time. 
So anyway Bagsy has superstitions, or at least routines he likes to follow on game days, and he’s far from the only hockey player out there who does that shit.
Point is, Crawford’s one of them now. One of Bagsy’s routines. 
It’d taken him by surprise, right before their second game, when Lachlan had walked up to him and tapped him on the chest, right over his heart, two thunks so hard that it was like he was trying to bruise him through the padding. “Tag,” he’d said, looking at him like it was a challenge, chin tipped up and eyes all hard like he thought Crawford’d say no to him, would turn away. What a goddamn idiot. 
Didn’t he get it, the whole fucking problem, didn’t he understand that Crawford can’t? Can’t say no to him, that’s why they gotta—that’s why it’s gotta be like this, because otherwise—
So thank God hockey’s back, for a thousand small reasons. Because he grew up loving it and because it’s the one thing he knows he’s good at and because it’s the thing he’s built his whole life around, his past and his present and his future, and because, for a few seconds before every game, in the tunnel of the Bell Centre or whatever arena they’re at for the night, in whatever city, in whatever state, Lachlan taps him twice on the chest, rhythmic like a heartbeat except on the wrong side of his ribcage, and Crawford gets to—gets to keep that.
He don’t gotta give that up or give it away or pretend about it or nothing. Because it’s for hockey. It’s a little ritual, and it’s theirs, and maybe God’s all-knowing and all-seeing, maybe He exists everywhere all the time, but Crawford doesn’t think He’s there in that tunnel, in those moments, when Lachlan knocks his chest and says Tag and then looks at him half expectant and half like a challenge. 
If He was lingering around down there where He shouldn’t be, Crawford’s pretty sure He’d already have handed Crawford a one-way ticket to the sin bin, just for how fucking much he means it when he knocks his glove against Lachlan’s chest in return, one-two, and says, every time, you’re it, Lox. 


Sierra Bahari is just awful at painting her fingernails, can’t sit still long enough for that shit to dry  and she never puts on enough layers, so it chips real easy. She hates country music but she likes indie shit and hip-hop and jazz. She doesn’t like reading outside of what she’s gotta read for her classes, but she loves watching movies and talking about them to anyone who’ll listen.
She’s real smart. She’s taking so many classes. Bagsy thinks she’s doing real well at them too, cause she’s so smart, which he knows cause when she’s taking notes, she has this whole highlighting system he can’t figure out and doesn’t want to ask about in case it’s obvious and he’s just being stupid. He's figured out that she uses pink for the stuff she finds most interesting, cause that's her favorite color. But that's all he's got so far. He tells Adder this like it's the most exciting thing in the world, like he's got halfway through decoding a cipher that'll save the goddamn planet if he can just solve it in time. 
Sierra Bahari’s real good about keeping plants alive, has this little garden of herbs growing on her kitchen counter that she uses when she’s cooking, which is crazy, right, cause Bagsy thought you had to buy that shit from the store, which is news to Crawford cause whenever a recipe called for herbs, they’d just leave that shit out instead of trying to figure out what it looked like on the shelf, so he thought maybe Lachlan just didn’t know what a herb was. But it’s whatever. Sierra grows her own, which is real cool, even if one of ‘em tastes like soap and she puts it in everything she likes making most.
Sierra Bahari doesn’t eat meat and she doesn’t kill the spiders she sees in her apartment, but she don’t like it when Bagsy tries to kill them either. She wants to catch ‘em and release ‘em outdoors, like they’re fish in a lake and her bucket’s already full of trout, as if they’re not just gonna freeze to death outside instead, end of January Montreal weather being what it is. 
Crawford doesn’t point this out when he hears it because he hasn’t been asked, but he thinks about it a little more than he should when he can’t fall asleep, laying face-up in bed and staring up at the skylight in his room and thinking about being saved and being killed and if it’s better fast or slow and what counts as being saved in the first place, you know? What counts as mercy; who decides what salvation looks like.
Probably it feels cold, right down to the bone. Probably it feels like freezing, all your limbs curling in towards yourself to try and preserve a little bit of warmth you won’t never get back again. Probably it feels like being caught. Even just the thought of that has Crawford shivering in his bed and pulling the covers higher up over his body. Being caught. 
Ain't nothing scarier in the whole world, probably.


Crawford gets his first goal in the MLH during the Metros’ third game of the season. They’re up against the Admirals in Madison Square Garden, and there’s nothing practiced or polished about it. 
It’s a scrabble right near the net that’s so fucking undignified he almost doesn’t want it to count, except it’s Hollander who gets the primary assist, and Crawford can’t believe it for the rest of the night that he gets to have his first MLH goal be tied somehow to Shane fucking Hollander. Like, that shit’s history, man. No fucking take-backs.
Lachlan pounds on his back hard as shit when he gets back to the bench, eyes almost disappearing with the force of his grin, dimple so deeply etched into his cheek Crawford isn’t sure it’ll ever go away again. He can feel every one of the fingers Lachlan’s got pressed up against the back of his neck for the second he keeps them there and then longer, for the rest of the game. 
They blow their lead, lose 3-1. That’s probably, like, the Good Lord’s version of a thumbs down or something, but Crawford lets himself have the night anyway. It’s his first goal in the show. He finds himself sat next to Lachlan the second bar the team goes to after the game, and he stays there pressed up against his side for the rest of the night.
When they separate in the hotel hallway a few hours later, there’s a moment where Crawford’s feet don’t understand where they should take him. 
But for the most part, he’s been better these last few weeks. Still fucking stupid, obviously.
But better.


Sierra Bahari’s been thinking about getting a cat. She’s been thinking about it for a while, apparently. She loves animals. Crawford wouldn’t be fucking surprised if she volunteered at the animal shelter in her spare time, except she’s probably too fucking busy reading to sick kids and writing fucking—award-winning essays and fucking MLH rookies to have any time left over at all for the poor stray cats and dogs of Montreal. 
He doesn’t say this, even though he thinks it real hard. Half the team’s in the locker room, shooting the shit as they get dressed after one of those hard skates that leave Crawford sore all over, and Bagsy’s catty-corner to him, sitting down and tying his shoes up as he talks to Pitchy, just loud enough for Crawford to hear. 
Crawford’s focusing real hard on his own laces like that’ll save him from listening. He got Tommy to take him to one of them good, expensive outdoor stores the other day, finally got new winter boots that’ll survive the last few months of Montreal winter. They’ve been a gamechanger so far, even if they’re still so stiff he’s gotta wear three pairs of socks just to make sure his feet don’t get broken before the shoes do.
They have a light practice tomorrow morning before the game against the Jersey Ruckus, and Crawford’s got nothing to do til then. He’s long overdue for a call back home though. Mare’s been getting more and more pointed in her texts that he keeps forgetting to answer, and his mama’s been wanting to know about what he’s planning to get his daddy for his birthday for the last week. 
Maybe after that, he can rope a few of the guys into a night of Chel. Tommy’s chill about hosting, has one of the best places for it, and it’d be crazy convenient for Crawford, commuting-wise. He could—
“I was seeing a girl who had a cat for a few months. Fucker hated me,” Powell tells Bagsy. “Not worth it, man. Think I still have the clawmarks.”

“From which pussy?” Briker crows, and Powell guffaws, leans across the space between their stalls and slaps at his outstretched hand.
Crawford’s laces are new and still stiff with wax. Or maybe it’s just that his fingers are stiff and slow. He should hurry up though. He should get out of here. 
“Nah,” Bagsy says, and his voice is suddenly stiff as Crawford's fingers. He runs his hand through his hair. Russet. Longer now, bits still sticky with sweat, clinging to his forehead and sticking up weird and clumped in different places. It looks terrible, which is a relief. “I had a cat for a little bit there. She liked me. Think I could make it work.”
He should get out of here, Crawford thinks, even though his feet aren’t moving and his body’s frozen still. He doesn’t want to hear this, but he just—he can’t move. How the hell is he supposed to leave if he can’t move? 
If he gets up—who will see it? Who will know? It’ll be too sudden, too obvious. There ain’t no other way he knows how to leave the locker room right now. No matter what he does with his body, it’ll look like he’s fleeing the fucking scene.
Lachlan had a cat once. He don’t anymore, but man, did she like him when she was his. There’s a few months of memory spread out in between Lachlan’s words, and Crawford’s the only one around who can count 'em up.
“What you gotta ask yourself, Lachy,” Briker announces, “is if this pussy’s worth all the fucking trouble, you know?”

The locker room doesn’t get quiet or still or frozen all over or nothing dramatic like that. It’s fucking impossible for a locker room to do that, Crawford’s been in enough to know. Too many guys, walking around, chatting amongst themselves, throwing their stuff against their cubbies, complaining and cursing and scratching their balls and their asscracks.
But it’s like the room goes all quiet and still, cause Crawford can feel it the second that Lachlan stops moving around, even when they’re not next to each other. It’s like the air changes pressure, a little bit. It’s like the way you can smell a storm brewing, if you know what to look for.
“I ain’t following,” Lachlan says, and Crawford sits up and leans back against the edge of his cubby, crossing his arms as casual as he can be cause there ain’t nothing about Lachlan that’s screaming casual right now, and one of ‘em’s gotta be careful with this shit. 
And when hasn’t that been Crawford? It’s always been fucking Crawford, using his two damn eyes and his common fucking sense. It’s always been Lachlan who can’t keep his mouth shut, who—
“Double the pussy sounds nice and all,” Briker is giggling to himself, standing and shrugging on his jacket. “But when it’s just some puck bunny with a cat she’s gonna make you pay for? Nah, man. I bet she’s trying to trap you. Them’s strings.”
“Strings,” Lachlan says, as if he ain’t ever heard the word before. Even under the layers of his shirts, Crawford can see the way his arm tightens all over as he clenches his fist. 
Always gotta wear his heart on his fucking sleeve. Crawford’s gonna be sick. 
“Don’t get me wrong, she sounds easy as hell for a repeat or two, bro,” Briker says. “I mean, for Bagsy to bag her? Gotta be a real pig wearing lipstick. Think I remember her from the bar, actually, she wasn’t exactly primo ass from—”
“Hey now,” Tommy stands up from where he’s been sitting in his cubby, talking in French to Bruntley. “Brick, let’s leave that alone.”

“I’m just chatting with him, dude,” Briker raises his hands up. He’s got a smile full of missing teeth and Lachlan’s got this look in his eyes like he’s thinking about giving him more. “Just got questions, man, c’mon, he’s been real stingy with all the interesting shit he’s been getting up to with this puck fuck.”
“Briker,” Tommy snaps, but Crawford’s got no idea how he thinks that’s gonna be enough. Don’t he know the way Lachlan is about the people he loves? Don’t he know the way Lachlan Pucey is, all the goddamn time? You can’t shut him up if he’s got something he wants to say, and he’ll say it however he goddamn wants. Fists and all, have you seen his fucking nose?
Briker looks around the locker room, and it’s still not quiet and silent and frozen. It’s not an all-eyes-on-them sort of situation, but more people are looking over than they were before. A couple of the guys are smiling, Drapeau smirking back at him like this is a goddamn joke instead of a bitch of a shit situation. 
Hollander and Pike and Boiziau are still back by the rink, talking with the coaches about tomorrow’s game. Without them around, Drapeau’s one of the oldest vets in the room, a de facto kind of leader, and Briker’s willing to say anything to get in good with that group. Especially with the goddamn goalie. 
“Like, c’mon, Bagsy,” Briker says. He leers down at Lachlan like Lachlan’s gonna smile back. But maybe, probably, he doesn’t want that at all. Probably, knowing the kind of cloth Briker’s cut from, he’d rather do it like this, beat down the rookie and make him take it just because he’s a couple years older and this was him in Lachlan’s spot last year. “I remember her. Her kind don’t eat pork, right? Must make for a shitty fuck if she ain’t willing to swallow your—”
Lachlan lunges forward, right up off his seat. Crawford’s there just a second before though, to catch him right around the middle and haul him backwards. Lachlan’s arm snaps out anyway, like he’s trying to reach around the bulk of Crawford’s shoulders to get at Briker.
“Whoa, whoa, alright,” Tommy comes forward, getting in between Briker and Lachlan like that’ll make any difference at all, like Crawford ain’t already there, holding tight to Lachlan’s shoulder and the front of his shirt to keep him down against the bench. 
Briker’s got his hands up in the air like he’s innocent, mouth open all confused and wounded.
Locker room’s not silent, but there ain’t much else going on either. For Crawford’s part, all he can hear is the rough exhales of Lachlan’s breath; all he can feel is the way each pant hits his hands and then dissipates into nothing.
“Sorry, man,” Briker tells Lachlan when Tommy gives him a look. “Didn’t realize I was touching a nerve.”
Lachlan’s one long line of nerve beneath Crawford’s hands. “Say that shit again, I’ll fuck your face up, asshole,” he spits and Crawford can tell how much he means it. He can hear it in the way Lachlan’s voice cracks under the weight of his anger, clean down the middle of the last word. 
It should be funny, but Crawford ain’t laughing cause it sounds like Lachlan means it and he’s saying it so fucking loud, out there where everyone can fucking hear it, and he can’t mean it. It’s not—this ain’t—he’s only—he can’t.
“Alright now, why don’t we just—take a breather, both of youse,” Tommy says, hands out. One’s pressing up on Briker’s chest, like the fucker needs an excuse to back up and look wide-eyed and fucking–victimized. The other one’s against Crawford’s side, like even Tommy ain’t sure how much he wants to touch Lachlan right now, so he’s settled for just touching him through Crawford or something. 
“Fucking cunt,” Lachlan snarls, lips pulling up into a sneer as he peers over Crawford’s shoulder to glare at Briker. “Draft bust like you ain’t gone nowhere near any woman who’d actually kiss you with the fucking lights on in—”
“Alright,” Crawford says, a little desperate and a whole lot loud, because Lachlan’s a fucking idiot. Lachlan’s a fucking rookie and there are times and places you can forget that shit, but never in the fucking locker room. Never when the other guys are fucking watching and judging and drawing fucking conclusions about you and what kinda player you are, on the ice and fucking off of it, you fucking idiot— “Hey, Bagsy, alright, let’s—”
“Guess I’m right or he wouldn’t be so fucking pressed,” Briker tells the locker room, and one or two of the guys laugh. Drapeau’s still smirking in his corner stall, spinning his phone between his fingers like this shit’s the most entertaining show he’s watched in decades. “It’s alright, Lachy, you can tell us if the bunny you picked up’s a shitty lay, we—”

Lachlan’s body surges up again, and Crawford shoves him down real quick. He feels sick in his stomach even as he does it. If it was up to him, a thing he could control, he’d punch Briker in the face himself and then let Lachlan have a go at him. But it ain’t up to him. Or it is, but it ain’t—
But it’s complicated. It’s a real thorny, complicated thing. Not the deserving part of it. Fucker deserves losing another tooth, easy. Fucker deserves getting a fist in the face. 
It’s complicated cause of what would come after. Cause of how many of the guys around them’s still laughing, how Drapeau’s still smirking a little, how Tommy’s trying, but it’s a little too late and it’s not fucking enough. 
It’s complicated, and Crawford’s got—well. He’s got a lot of bad options and none of them’s gonna make anyone proud, but he’s got skin in the game, don’t he, and he ain’t thinking straight, can’t never when it comes to survival and, apparently, when it comes to Lachlan Pucey, so. So.
“Hey,” he barks, turning around to look at Briker and keeping his hand wrapped up in Lachlan’s shirt as he does. Just in case. Just cause he thinks Lachlan probably doesn’t fucking remember how complicated it is, cause he’s got his heart always sitting on his sleeve and he’s always got something to say and teeth to bare and he’s too fucking good to see all the thorny fucking complicated bits and pieces, sometimes.
You’d think he’d be better at it, but he musta grown up blind and deaf or thinking he was better than everyone around him or that everyone around him was better than what they were, cause he acts like he don’t know shit sometimes, and—
“You can’t say that shit,” Crawford snaps at Briker. He doesn’t sound easy-going or nothing, not nearly as unbothered or chill or casual as he wants, but at least he ain’t—
“What’s it to—”

“That’s his girlfriend, man,” Crawford hears himself bite back. “She’s his fucking girl, fuck off with that shit.” 
It’s not like, actually a trump card or nothing, but it’s the closest thing to one he can think of. Everyone knows wives and girlfriends are a different breed of woman altogether, right. You don’t say shit about another player’s girl or you’re asking for the ass-kicking coming your way. Run your mouth all fucking day long if you want about a guy’s one nighter or the girls retweeting his shit on Twitter or whatever girl he’s been linked to on the campus social media or whatever the big boy MLH equivalent is to fucking—Yik Yak.
But you can’t say shit about a wife or a girlfriend. That’s a universal locker room rule. It just ain’t cool, it ain’t done. Probably cause every player’s gonna end up having a wife or a girlfriend who becomes a wife at some point or another, so the school of thought is better not say anything about no one else’s girl if you don’t want to hear it about your own.
Probably there’s love involved as well, and respect, but some days, Crawford has his fucking doubts.
“Like fuck she is,” Briker scoffs, and Crawford can feel it when Lachlan bristles up against his back.
“She is,” Crawford says, because what the fuck, man, you know, might as well double down. He sticks his elbow out behind him til it connects with Lachlan’s chest. “Right.”
“Right,” Lachlan says. The agreement comes a couple beats late, too many seconds between the question and the answer, but no one else seems to notice cause everyone else is too busy looking at Briker and seeing what he’s gonna do now. 
Nothing, is the answer. He’s not gonna do anything other than back down, raise up his hands and tell Lachlan he didn’t know, man, sorry. 
And Tommy’s not gonna do nothing neither because that’s just the way this shit goes. He’s done his job, broken up a fight before it could even start, kept the peace in the locker room, and that’s more important than anything that was said or not said.
And Lachlan’s not gonna do nothing neither, cause Crawford ain’t gonna let him.
Crawford just. Isn’t. He just isn’t going to let him be an idiot right now, so he keeps his hand on Lachlan’s shirt up until Briker’s turned and fallen back into conversation with Powell, whose got his coat done up to his throat and his beanie pulled over his ears, looking about as ready to get out here as Crawford fucking feels. 
Only when Briker’s got his bag on his shoulder and he’s through the door with Powell on his heels does Crawford let go of Lachlan. He claps him on the shoulder like ain’t nothing happened, cause nothing really did. His one shoe’s still untied, but honestly, fuck these goddamn shoelaces. All Crawford’s gotta do is walk to his truck, he can do it with one foot kinda sliding around and loose in his boot. It ain’t gonna kill him.
Staying might though, if his heart can’t get it together and slow the fuck down. Luckily, it’s a real short walk through the parking lot to get to his truck, so he doesn’t even bother with all the layers he wore in, just shrugs his denim coat over his shirt and turns to get the fuck gone.
He doesn’t get very far though. Doesn’t get further than halfway through the locker room door before Lachlan’s got his arm around his shoulder, squeezing him something tight. “Hang back real quick, Crawdad,” he says, voice too loud and too bright, too close to his ear. It makes Crawford wince, but he doesn’t even try and move away, conscious a little of where they are and who might be looking. Conscious, mostly, of the way Lachlan’s got his front plastered up against his back. “I wanna catch up.”
“I’ve got plans,” he tries, and Lachlan’s grip tightens. 
“This won’t take all that long,” he promises, friendly except for all the knives he got hidden his voice, and that’s that. He marches them out into the hallway and then past a few doors before they get to one of the conference rooms they use for video review. It’s empty, lights off on the inside, but the door’s not locked when Lachlan tries the handle.
“Look,” Crawford says, ducking out from beneath his arm and rounding the table in the middle of the room so that its width’s between the two of them. He puts his hands up and then puts them down again when he remembers the way Briker’d looked under the fluorescent lights of the locker room, standing the same way in the face of Lachlan’s fury. “I don’t—”
“It’s real funny,” Lachlan says after he’s done fiddling with the door handle and flicking on the lights. He’s got his compression shirt on still, a blue henley thrown over that. It’s wrinkled from the way Crawford’d grabbed onto it. A small, stupid part of Crawford sort of wants to reach out, smooth it out, but that ain’t his job. He can make the mess, he just can’t clean it up.
“Bagsy—”
“Just real fucking funny,” Lachlan says, louder, over top. “Cause I woke up this morning, see, and I didn’t have a girlfriend. And Sierra’s been in classes since I got here, so she ain’t texted nothing about it one way or another. But now I got one? Didn’t know that’s how it worked.”
“You can’t actually—”
“Didn’t realize your buddies could just assign you something like that, right in the fucking middle of the fucking locker room, man. Thought that shit was goddamn private, didn’t realize there could be three voices in a two-person relationship.”

Maybe Crawford should apologize or something, and he thinks he was planning to, a little bit, but there’s something in Lachlan’s tone he just can’t stand. It makes his shoulders go up and his mouth run faster than his brain. “You was gonna ask her anyway, man,” he says like it’s an excuse. “You’ve been fucking obsessed with that girl since you met her.”
Lachlan’s hands rake through his hair and then drop back to his side. He looks mad. Flushed with it, angry as all hell, staring at Crawford like he can’t fucking believe him or something. “So what if I was, man?” he snaps. “I wasn’t going to now—”
“But it don’t matter, you were going to eventually—”
“Wasn’t it you who told me not to fucking—borrow from the future, Crawford? What the fuck happened to that?”
Crawford bites at the inside of his cheek. That was different. When he said that, it was—he didn’t think Lachlan would remember that. “Maybe I changed my mind,” he says back, angrier than he means to, but god, he doesn’t want to talk about this. Not with Lachlan. Not now, not when it’s too—fresh. Too self-inflicted. He can’t do this now, he’s gotta bandage himself up first or else he’ll bleed out all over this fucking conference table.
“Unbelievable,” Lachlan shakes his head and his eyes flash. “Fucking—what the fuck, man.”
Crawford clenches his teeth, so hard that they hurt grinding together. What the fuck ever, so Lachlan’s upset with him. What the fuck was he supposed to do? Not say nothing? Sit back and let Lachlan fucking—get in a fight off-ice with a teammate? He did what he could, man. He did the only thing he could think to do. “Look,” he says, exhaling through his nose carefully. “Look, I don’t know what you wanted me to do, man, I—”

“Have my back!” Lachlan yells, and he’s just on the other side of the table now, hands gripping so tight to the back of the chair in front of him that his knuckles are white. “You heard that shit Briker was saying, I thought you’d fucking have my fucking back shutting him up, man!”
“I did!” Crawford snaps back, and Lachlan makes this disgusted kind of scoff that cuts Crawford down to the bone. “I did, dude, what do you think that was?” 
“You didn’t say nothing. That shit he was saying about Sierra, you was just letting it stand—”
“I wasn’t, I just know it’s fucking complicated—”
“Fuck complicated, man, you’re just a fucking—”
“No, man, fuck you, you’re fucking—you know how this shit goes, you don’t get to pretend to be fucking above it just cause you’re dating some girl who—”
“Maybe I don’t know,” Lachlan spits. His shoulders are back and his chin’s raised up and his hair is a mess and he looks beautiful and terrible and so goddamn angry that Crawford almost doesn’t recognize him. He’s never looked at him like this, but then, they never really had a fight like this before neither. “Maybe you gotta explain it to me like I’m five, so fucking—go ahead, Crawford. How does this shit go?”
Crawford’s never been so fucking—mad before, not in his fucking life, he doesn’t think. It just ain’t fair. It ain’t right, it’s—Lachlan’s glaring at him with his arms crossed over his chest like he was the one who said that shit about Sierra Bahari, and maybe Lachlan’s just gotta put his anger somewhere or maybe he’s just mad that Crawford didn’t let him smack Briker around, but it ain’t fucking fair because what the fuck does he think Crawford was trying to get out of this except to fucking protect the skin he’s got in the game? The stupid fucking piece of skin, all five foot, eleven inches of it.
He’s vibrating with it, how angry he is in the face of Lachlan’s anger. Does Lachlan think he wanted this shit? That it’s a fucking joke to him?

The whole fucking team’s gonna think Sierra Bahari’s Lachlan’s girl now because Crawford told them she was, and he’s just gonna have to live with that for—for forever, maybe. He’s just gonna have to live with that and know it and try to forget it and not be able to. Over and over and over again.
“You’re a fucking rookie, man,” he bites out, scrubbing a hand over his jaw and then glaring back at Lachlan. “You can’t fucking punch a guy on your team, not over nothing, no matter what he fucking says.” 
“He was saying—”
“I know,” Crawford yells, and he grabs at the back of the chair in front of him so he doesn’t do something worse, like hit the table instead. “I know what he fucking said, I was there when he fucking said it, alright, I know! It was gross and racist and—and wrong, and she deserves better and they all do, every fucking girl we’ve ever—but that’s not the fucking way things go, that’s not how you get to play, man, you’re–a–-fucking–-rookie.”
Lachlan opens his mouth, eyes dark and lips curled up, but Crawford ain’t finished yet and Lachlan fucking asked, so he holds up his hand and steamrolls over him, voice so loud he’s almost yelling, hurling the words across the room at Lachlan like they’re tiny pieces of shrapnel or shards of glass or bone fragments filed down into sharp edges.
“You wanna protect your girl from the fuckheads you share a locker room with, don’t fucking run your mouth about her all the damn time! And if you can’t do that then fucking—call her your girl, that’s all you can fucking do, man, you gotta just—fucking. Shack up or shut up, Lachlan. You know that, you fucking—you were in the A, man, you were in the development program, you know what it’s fucking like, so what the fuck were you thinking back there?”
Lachlan blinks at him. He still looks mad, but he looks a little surprised too, now, like he can’t believe Crawford’s just as goddamn angry. 
Of fucking course Crawford’s just as goddamn angry.
His heart’s still not calmed the fuck down. 
His body’s still operating on high alert, all sirens blaring and readying the panic stations, switching back and forth between flight and fight and being real still and quiet, which has always been enough but wouldn’t have done shit for him today.
He could have lost him today. Because Lachlan’s a fucking idiot. He could have lost him. Because it’s real fucking simple, what happens to a guy who can’t shut the fuck up. It’s real obvious. It’s like:
“You punch a guy for saying horrible shit about a girl you ain’t even dating, you’re the guy who punched a teammate over a fucking joke. You ain’t part of the team anymore, and if you ain’t team, then you ain’t a good guy in the locker room. You ain’t good in the locker room, then you ain’t protected on the ice or you ain’t allowed on it in the first fucking place. They send you back to the Mag or they ship you off to another goddamn team and then it happens all over again cause we’re saying this shit all over the fucking league, you know that, you know there ain’t a team out there that’ll let you get away with the shit you almost pulled today, so—you want to play, you love the game, you fucking—you pay the cost and you—and it’ll be—man, I don’t fucking know. It’ll be different later, alright, it’ll—when we’re vets, we can—but until then, that’s just how it fucking is, man, that’s all it fucking is.”
Lachlan’s jaw clenches and unclenches, muscles working like he’s chewing through his words. “I don’t know if I got that in me,” he says finally. “Being a coward like that.”
The words hit Crawford hard, probably exactly the way Lachlan wanted them to. His stomach twists over itself and his throat tightens up for a moment like someone’s got their hands around his neck. “Learn,” he tells him, short and furious and hurt to his very core. “Unless you really fucking miss playing in the A.”
“Fuck you, man,” Lachlan snaps, but it sounds more like a reflex than a second wind. He doesn’t look happy with him or nothing, but it ain’t like Crawford’s feeling really rosy towards Lachlan either, the fucking idiot.
“I’m serious,” he says, crossing his arms over his chest. The room’s too goddamn hot for his jacket, but it’s like a layer of protection he can’t imagine taking off right now. “You always—do this shit, man. I can’t fucking run around cleaning up after you the entire damn time—”
Lachlan’s eyebrows fucking skyrocket and his mouth drops open for a second. His shoulders never really relaxed or nothing, but they’re back to being stiff and straight-edged, eyes dark and flashing. Danger, danger, Crawford’s mind’s saying in between siren wails, but it’s a little too late for any kind of warning.
“Always?” Lachlan repeats. “The fuck do you mean by that shit, man?”
Idiocy’s goddamn contagious maybe, or maybe anger and fear loosen a man’s tongue the way liquor can, cause Crawford tilts his chin and jerks his shoulder up in a shrug. “You ain’t ever fucking thinking about everything else, you’re just—feeling, all the fucking time, man, you gotta—”
They’re gonna kill you, he doesn’t know how to say in a way that makes sense. I’m gonna lose you if you can’t just fucking—
“My b, bro,” Lachlan says, total one-eighty, so bright and friendly and fucking sharp it’s like all his teeth have lengthened into fangs. “Didn’t mean to get my feelings all over you—”
“That’s not what I fucking meant, Jesus Christ, Lox—”
“Don’t,” Lachlan snaps, sudden and harsh. His nostrils flare when he exhales, and his hands have found their way back to the back of the chair. He’s so goddamn—
It makes Crawford fucking stupid, looking at him sometimes when he’s just—
Lachlan takes a breath and then lets it go. “The fuck do you mean then, man?” he asks, and probably Crawford should think carefully and play it safe and walk it back and do whatever he’s gotta do to get that look off Lachlan’s face, but he doesn’t.
Maybe that’s just the truth about arguments. When you’re having them, it’s a whole lot easier to keep having them than to stop. He ain’t ever been a fighter, not for much, but even he knows how a snowball can turn into an avalanche or whatever. It's so fucking easy to fall. It's just gravity.
“Today,” he spits, crossing his arms. “Rookie camp. It’s like you can’t just fucking keep your shit tied the fuck down, you gotta—”
“Rookie camp, what—what about rookie camp?” Lachlan’s shoulders drop, head tilted a little bit. If he were a hound, his ears would be perked, scent caught.
Crawford looks away, chews at the inside of his cheek. “After we lost that scrimmage,” he says. “You was—too upset about it, in your head. Coaches don’t need players like that, so I—they had to see you laughing it off or they wouldn’t have wanted to keep you, so I got you laughing where they could see.” 
Lachlan stares at him; Crawford watches his throat bob with the force of his swallow, once and then twice. He doesn’t know how to read the look on his face, but he looks—frozen over, maybe. Stock still. “Oh,” he says finally. He works his jaw, scrubs a hand through his hair and lets out this awful bark of laughter that makes Crawford’s chest hurt all over. “Oh, alright. Here I was thinking maybe they just wanted me cause of how I played, but thank Christ you were there to make me fucking laugh, huh, buddy. Picked up my slack real nice, that’s kind of you.”
The tone and the words and the fucking expression on Lachlan’s face all make Crawford wince, make him rock backwards a little, like his body’s absorbing a blow. “I didn’t fucking mean it like—”

“Nah, bro, that’s fine. That’s—well, gee. Thanks for the assist, man. Mighty nice of you, mighty—fucking nice. Got me a job, got me a girlfriend, hell, buddy, it’s almost too fucking much, man. Want me to blow you? Make us even? If you’re keeping fucking score. I’d hate to be in debt with you, Crawdad, let me get down on my knees real quick, man, just buddies—”
Crawford feels sick. Somewhere in the last five minutes, the bottom’s fallen out of his stomach and he can’t find it. He tightens his hands on the back of the chair in front of him, cause if he lets go he might just fucking fall down, be the one on his knees. If he lets go, maybe Lachlan’ll see the way his fingers are shaking, and that’s—that’s not. That can’t fucking happen. 
“Shut up,” he says, and he don’t even recognize his voice for a second. He means for it to be, like, strong, you know. Just enough disgust in it to sound like a hound’s bark, but it ain’t nowhere close to that. Just this weak fucking limp thing. 
Lachlan just sneers back at him, eyes and face hard, shoulders tensed up. He looks more mad than he had in the locker room, when he was glaring at Briker. Or—maybe it’s just a different kind of mad. He looks—it’s a real different kind of mad. Cold. Not like he wants to punch Crawford, but like—like he doesn’t want to be looking at him much at all.
“What the fuck ever, man,” Lachlan says and then he turns around like he’s fixing to leave and Crawford—
Crawford’s speaking before he can bite his tongue, but he just gotta—it’s important that Lachlan knows— “You can’t do that shit, man, not if—if Briker gets on it again, if someone else—you gotta think, I can’t—”
At least he cuts himself off before he finishes that fucking thought. Lose you. It’s the only thing running through his head. Lachlan can’t cause a disturbance, he can’t be labeled a liability in the locker room, he can’t get sent down or sent away, not when Crawford—fucking needs him. He’ll bargain whatever he’s got with God, anything He could possibly be interested in having, if it’ll just make Lachlan see fucking sense.
He’s just a fucking rookie, he can’t move mountains, he can’t change the fucking way of things just cause he’s got a crush, he—why can’t he just fucking buy Sierra Bahari something to make himself feel better, the way Crawford’s pretty sure all the MLHers do after someone says something disgusting in the locker room and no one says shit back. Hell, Crawford’s pretty sure half the florists in North America are probably kept in business cause of all the times guys feel real bad about not saying shit when they should’ve, so they go home to their wives with some flowers and some nice chocolates and call it even fucking stevens.
“Don’t worry, man, you don’t gotta do nothing,” Lachlan tells him. His face is all weird and flat and he’s smiling a little but nothing that’s genuine. Nothing that Crawford wants to hold onto. “You said it yourself, man, Sierra’s my girl now if she’ll have me when I ask her. That shit’ll stop or I’ll make it stop and have fucking right of way doing it, won’t I.”
“Yeah,” Crawford says, cause it’s the truth. Cause that was the whole fucking point in the first place. Sierra Bahari’s good now, near as untouchable as a woman can be in a locker room like the Metros’. 
Sure, Crawford feels gross all over and like one giant bruise, like his ribs have been broken into splinters, like he’s one of those dummys they practice CPR on in schools: plastic, empty chest, legs that don’t work for nothing. But Lachlan’s girl’s good now, and so Lachlan is too. He won’t have to do nothing stupid trying to defend her honor, cause Crawford’s already gone and done the stupid thing for him.
“You know what, man,” Lachlan pauses right next to the door and swings around to look at him. “I hope, like. Whatever you’ve got going on, like—I really hope you find something you like enough to make you brave, dude, cause this shit isn’t—I dunno, man. You can do better, is all.”
“Oh fuck off, Pucey,” Crawford snaps, digging into the remnants of his anger and pulling out its aching heart. “Like you would have said shit a month ago, if it was the same guy saying shit about someone else’s girl!”
Lachlan just shrugs, a sharp jerk of his shoulders up and then down. “I mean, yeah,” he tells him. “That’s what I’m saying, man. You…you find someone who makes you wanna be better, then get back to me or whatever.”
“Or whatever,” Crawford repeats. It’s not the scoff he wants it to be. If Lachlan would look at him, he’d probably be able to see the way his hands are shaking in a goddamn heartbeat, but Lachlan’s not. Lachlan’s not looking at him at all. 
If he did, just even, like, just a glance, that’s it, Crawford thinks. It’d be over. Guts on the table, just all his bleeding insides splayed out to be dissected and picked apart and left to stain the wood paneling. I’ve asked all the experts, man, he’d say. I can’t love right. Whenever I’ve tried, it’s just sin begetting more sin and all it does is make me worse. Happy for you though, man. Maybe I’ll be able to say it and mean it all the way through sometime. I’ll start practicing now just in case. I’m real happy for you. I saw this coming, you know. Deer in the fucking headlights style. Real happy though, anyway. Despite that. Real happy you're the kind of guy whose love makes him want to be better or what the fuck ever. Turns out, all I do is make them worse. Everyone around me. Ever seen an oil spill? Ever been loved by one? Real happy for you. Sorry about the stain.
Lachlan doesn’t look at him though, which is a relief. He just bangs out of the room, taking half the oxygen with him when he goes.
Crawford doesn’t know how long he stays, leaning up against the chair and running his mind back over everything he said and what he didn’t say and what he probably should have said instead. 
He thinks, probably, the worst part is that he’d do it again. Or—most of it. He’d do most of it again, even if it made Lachlan spitting mad and hurt and upset. Even if it left Crawford feeling like this, over and over.
There are—what it boils down to, right, is that there are some things you gotta risk and some things you just can’t, not ever. And people have different lines for that shit, they sort things differently based on their priorities and their morals and what they love and where they put their hearts when they’re trying to keep them safe.
For Crawford, it’s just—he’s not the biggest risk-taker out there. He likes staying quiet. He’s real good at that, at being quiet.
But he’d risk a lot of shit, for some people. Even, like. Them hating him. He’d risk that in a heartbeat if it meant they stayed alright, and Lachlan wouldn’t—he’d never—if he was sent back down to the A cause he was a dumbass rookie who threw his gloves down off the ice, with a fucking teammate, he’d—he wouldn’t be okay. Lachlan fucking loves hockey. He needs it. And—
And Crawford needs him, too. To stay. God fucking forgive him, and if He can't forgive him, then may He at least understand where he’s coming from. After all, He made Lachlan in the first place, didn’t He. He had to know what He was doing there and how much it'd make Crawford lose his goddamn mind.








  
    Chapter End Notes

    director's commentary:
1) i adored the painfulness in lachlan being able to tell everyone all these things he's learning about sierra bahari and about the world that he doesn't know but that she's teaching him just by being around him (colors, that herbs can be grown at home), but then on the flip side, you have crawford learning things about the world via lachlan but telling no one (googling russet on incognito). painful!
2) i am also really leaning into the jokes about hockey players and their relationship timelines. it's been like two weeks since sierra and lachlan met. i do think this is fair for lachlan's personality though. he does like people that fast! he's like a baby duckling who is imprinting on everyone he deems cool enough. crawford laughed at one (1) of his dumb jokes and lachlan followed him back to his hotel and now crawford has crippling religious trauma. lachlan talks with sierra for a few hours and suddenly No One Is Doing It Like Sierra Bahari Is She Is The Coolest Prettiest Person In The World. imprinted duckling and/or shelter dog lachlan is such an important character trait for him
3) shout out to my man coach nielsen on coachnielsen.wordpress. you're a real one, man. may you never find out your meticulous pdf drawings of drills for U16 teams to run has been commandeered for the purpose of gay hockey player fanfiction. bless.
4) ok. the fight. there are so many feelings and layers here. first obviously is that i don't think lachlan was anywhere close to being in the wrong trying to punch briker and he probably should have snapped sooner than he did tbh and i think lachlan's not wrong to be mad at crawford either for not having his back, even when crawford is mad at lachlan for not recognizing that he HAD his back the only way he could see himself doing so, which is like---the last scene was fascinating to me from a character perspective because crawford is just. like. he's a coward.
and it was so interesting to write a coward because i think people try very hard not to do that because they know it's not right from the author's and audience's perspective. absolutely the right thing to do when encountering sexism and racism and Islamophobia (which is a word i decided crawford and lachlan both wouldn't know) is to stand up and speak out and not abide by it, especially if you're in a position of privilege the way white male hockey players are. BUT just because we know it's not right to stay quiet and just because the character knows it isn't right doesn't mean that's what the character ends up doing and that's! that dichotomy between what the character knows should happen and what the character is capable of doing is very interesting to me, even before you bring in the layer of homophobia/survival of the quietest/'fitting in with the hounds' that defines crawford's relationship with The Locker Room. i think too many writers throw away moments of tension in favor of making sure everyone understands that they know The Right Thing To Do, and so i really wanted to have this fight be uncomfortable for both the characters and the audience when The Right Thing doesn't happen, especially when we don't get lachlan's perspective (yet) and we're left in crawford's head as he rationalizes the actions he takes and the ones he doesn't.
there's also a layer of racism that's hinted at but not explored at all in their fight because the focus shifts too soon, but the question of would briker have said similar things about a white woman instead of a brown woman has, i think, an obvious answer (probably not). i tried including that more explicitly, but decided that that was something lachlan wouldn't be able to/want to articulate to crawford when he's already feeling so much about fighting like this with crawford.
ALSO it has to be said that lachlan IS a hypocrite here in some ways because he's so up in arms about the importance of speaking out but lachlan hasn't in the past when it comes to characters being called faggots in the locker room; in this scene even, he offers to blow crawford as payment for crawford 'getting him on the team'/'getting him a girlfriend' (which sidenote, crawford, buddy could you have said anything that stepped on lachlan's imposter syndrome issues MORE?) which implies incredibly homophobic locker room things about humiliation, sex, power, penetration, etc. so he is not perfect woke king either. i think he's a mixture of trying to be better while also being intrinsically very protective of the people he likes in a way that translates towards fight (whereas crawford feels a similar protectiveness that translates more as 'misdirect then flight')
(also will lachlan ever tell crawford point blank that crawford was one of the first people lachlan loved so much he wanted to be better for? jury's still out)
out of characters :( will yap in response to comments!


  


      

  












      Chapter 14: lachlan &amp; crawford
  



    Chapter Notes

      oh man this chapter was both a slog and also incredibly easy to write in some parts! truly a mind fuck! i knew exactly what i wanted from this chapter and im about 80% i got there in the end, but the delay in posting comes in part from me going back and forth on what scenes to include and from whose pov (especially the very last scene) thank you all for your patience! i am as equally taken aback by this 17k chapter as i was expecting maybe 9k and then post. whoopsie but i'm hoping you enjoy!!
(my notes will be very brief tonight i am fading fast, tiredness wise)
last week, chelsea and mangomoons posted these absolutely lovely art pieces for this fic: chelsea's portrait of sierra bahari immediately convinces the audience why lachlan's so infatuated with her from the get-go (she has so much beauty and personality, even just in one still drawing which is really the result of how great the artist is for being able to convey all that!) and mangomoons's drawings of lachlan on the ice and the pucey chirstmas dinner table are amazing!!! i especially love lachlan's expression in the first picture, he looks so happy (very rare in the fic right now); also the meme doodles in the last panel are so cute. also ssailorr linked a drawing of both crawford and lachlan in the comments from last chapter that i hope i'm linking right here and it's so cute, i adore when people make crawford's hair all floofy and put in his cheek mole it gets me every time like that's crawford right there!! and same goes with lachlan's summer freckles!! they're both just Some Guy but BEAUTIFUL to ME and also each other
finally the song for this chapter is gonna have to be 'even if you are not mine' by briston maroney cause it came out on spotify the day i dropped the last chapter and i've been listening to it ever since pretty much. i think great big chunks of it are very painfully crawford and lachlan's mindset at the moment.
anyway enjoy your home economics references and the one hockey scene this author couldn't think of a way of getting out of writing. any bargaining the author made during the writing of that scene is between her, god, and coach nielsen of coach nielsen's ice hockey drills.info.wordpress.com. (to be clear the author has been a hockey fan since 2017 however there is a difference between watching hockey, knowing the rules of hockey and knowing how to write those rules and the actions down on paper in a way that also allows for dialogue and authorial impatience)
any mistakes in this chapter are the author's alone. and maybe god's. but to be clear coach nielsen is blameless (in this****)
****adding the caveat 'in this' in case that doesn't age well. you never know with hockey and i am at my core somehow both an optimist and a bet hedger
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  Ruby shifts on top of Lachlan’s chest in her sleep, somehow getting fifty pounds heavier and then pressing all that damn weight right over his lungs.
“How is she so big?” he wheezes, moving her gingerly into a position that’s not elbowing him directly in the neck anymore. 
“Careful, man,” Hayden says mildly from the other end of the sectional. He’s got half his attention on the hockey game on the TV and half of it on where Jade’s sitting on the floor, playing with a set of colored blocks. “You’re gonna give her a complex.”

“She’s gonna give me a fractured rib,” Lachlan retorts, but real quiet cause he doesn’t want to wake her up. Not after he’s spent the last two hours playing with them trying to get them both all tuckered out and sleepy.
Jackie sticks her head around the corner of the hallway to check on them, hair piled up on top of her head in this elaborate bun knot braid thing and hands fussing with one of her dangly earrings. It’s a chandelier earring, Lachlan recognizes the style after a second of looking at it. His momma has the same kind, but hers are shiny gold instead of the pink dusky kind of gold that Jackie likes. 
“What have you been doing with my babies, Lachlan Pucey?” she asks, stepping into the room completely and putting her hands on her hips. She’s got one finely plucked eyebrow raised up and a teasing sort of exasperated expression on her face. “She’s never going to sleep tonight, it’s five in the afternoon.”
Jackie’s belly’s getting huge. Lachlan doesn’t think he should say that or anything, probably couldn’t be paid to, hand to God, but it’s true. Jackie’s apparently, like, five months along now, and you can’t tell exactly what that means as far as Lachlan can figure out from the way everyone talks about pregnancies, but you can definitely, like, tell. That there’s a baby in there. Baby on board, or whatever.
“Sorry,” he says, even though he ain’t really all that sorry, because the twins had been so full of energy when he’d arrived, trailing through the door after Hayden, both of them straight from the airport with Buffalo still clinging to their clothes, that it’d been, like, self-defense trying to wear them out a little.
It’d also been, like, pretty much exactly what he needed, running around the house and playing spaceships and pirates and elephants and horseys with a couple of toddlers. No fucking room in his brain to think of anything but making sure the twins were all laughs and the fun kind of screams—and also that they weren’t about to fall off Lachlan’s shoulders and break their little heads open on the corner table or something.
“No, you’re not,” Jackie says, all amused. Lachlan shrugs, cause she’s right, but maybe he should pretend more if she can tell just straight off the bat like that.
So he says, all sincere, “I can babysit, if you want. I’m already here, I bet I could get her to sleep before y’all get back from wherever.” He thinks maybe they’re going to see a show, like an actual in a theater kind of show, an opera or something, but he can’t actually imagine that, Hayden Pike sitting in the plushy red seats of an operahouse and listening to a bunch of people singing really loud and, like, maybe nodding along to Jackie’s analysis during the intermission and pretending he got the aria’s main takeaway or whatever. It’s pretty funny to think about actually. Jackie probably read the whole synopsis online, maybe even the full libretto if she could get her hands on it. Hayden’s probably gonna be surprised when they start singing and don’t stop.
On the other side of the couch, Hayden rolls his eyes. “You’re not being left alone with my kids, Bagsy.”
“Ouch,” Lachlan says, and he’d put a hand up to his chest, except one of Hayden’s kids is currently sleeping soundly and safe and shit right on top of his lungs, which he thinks is a pretty good counterargument or at least a tasteful sort of fuck you. “I’m babysitting right now, I think I’m doing a pretty alright job with it,” he points out.
“No, I’m babysitting,” Hayden replies, which, like. Lachlan screws up his mouth automatically because if anything, Hayden’s like, the dad, right, and dads can’t babysit their kids, they can just either be dads who are in the same house as them or dads who aren’t even on the same planet as them. But before he can say that, Hayden’s explaining, all smarmy and shit, “You’re the baby in this scenario, by the way.”
“Fuck you,” Lachlan tells him automatically, and Jade looks up from her blocks. “Sorry,” he says before Jackie or Hayden can get on him about his language again. 
Jackie rolls her eyes, same way Hayden does down to the way she tosses her head a little bit with the motion. “Fifteen minutes,” she tells Hayden, even though she came out to say that same thing maybe thirty minutes ago. Lachlan doesn’t really get what she’s doing back there that’s taking so long, but she looks nice. Well, she looks the same as she did maybe thirty minutes ago, except now she’s only wearing the one chandelier earring, so maybe it’s just gonna take her a while to put the other one in or something.
Maybe he can ask Sierra, like, what women are doing to themselves that takes them so long to get ready, but he isn’t actually sure she’d be able to tell him or that she’d want to even if she could. He’s taken her out nine different times around the city, actual dates where they have reservations at a restaurant or tickets to do something, where he’s gone to pick her up at her apartment and brought her flowers. 
She likes lilies; she doesn’t like carnations. 
But anyway, every time he’s gone to hers to pick her up, she’s always, like—rushing around, throwing her hair up in a ponytail or sliding her bracelets over her wrist while trying to find her phone, shouting something to her roommate—who, frankly, scares Lachlan more than a little bit—kissing Lachlan’s cheek in hello before moving away just as fast to fumble with her shoes or put her cup of tea in the sink or figure out what bag she wants to carry, like it’s taken her by surprise, the time, his presence, the date.
It’s like, the opposite of whatever Jackie and his momma do, this careful step-by-step journey of getting ready, wherein everyone around them’s like, held hostage by how long it takes for them to decide what to wear. Lachlan shows up at Sierra’s place exactly when he says he’s going to, holding flowers and with his car idling outside, and it sorta feels like he’s staging a home invasion of some kind, the way she tries to get him out of there.
He likes it though. Likes the way that everything she does has this kind of energy to it. And she usually kisses him long and slow in the car to make up for shoving him out the door, which is nice too.
Real nice. 
“Don’t take it personally, Rookie,” Hayden’s standing up from the couch and stretching real big when Lachlan snaps out of his thoughts and looks at him. Something in his back pops in a way that makes Lachlan wince out of pure sympathy, but Hayden only groans in relief. Maybe that’s normal for him, Lachlan doesn’t know. Hayden’s had like two surgeries since his rookie year and he’s old as shit so maybe his body’s just got a different tune it knows how to sing.
At the sight of her father up and moving, Jade gets onto her own feet and stumbles across the room so she can latch onto his leg and cling, babbling out nonsense that she looks like she means.
See, Lachlan wouldn’t ever say nothing, not even if you paid him, but he wonders sometimes, what the girls remember and understand about all the roadtrips their daddy goes on. And he doesn’t—like, obviously, right, Hayden loves his kids so fucking much, and his wife and his family and his life and shit, and Hayden and Jackie are doing a date night thing tonight because they love each other so much, which is like, really sweet. 
But sometimes, like now, Lachlan looks at the way Jade looks at her daddy, and he feels all sorts of younger than he is, and he sort of wants to tell Hayden and Jackie that they should probably stay in for tonight. The opera can wait, you know? It’s Hayden’s first night back from a three-day roadie. They should probably take it easy, right, for the sake of the girls. Stay on the couch, read a book as a family or something. Lachlan doesn’t know, like, what that would even look like, don’t ask him, but that’d probably be, like. A better memory for Ruby and Jade to have than spending a night with a babysitter.
But it ain’t Lachlan’s place to know or to question or anything like that. He’s probably already stretching out the limits of the Pikes’ kindness, just by being here more often than he should with no goddamn reason behind darkening their doorstep other than that he knows they’ll let him in. It’s nice. He likes it. He needs it, he thinks. It’s a great—time filler. When he doesn’t have practice and Sierra’s got class or schoolwork to focus on, when he doesn’t want to hang with any of the young core on the team and he doesn’t want to call up any of the guys from the Mag, it’s nice. To have a place, you know. Where he can go, where he can—
“Sorry, what?” he asks, way too sudden and way too loud, cutting Hayden off right through the middle of his sentence. Terrible. Like he was born yesterday or something. He clears his throat and tries again, making himself relax under the weight of the toddler on his chest. “I mean, I zoned out a little. What, uh, what were you saying?”
Hayden blinks at him, looking just as caught off guard as Lachlan feels.
Except that’s not true, not really. Hayden looks a little surprised; Lachlan feels like he’s just been checked into the boards during warm-ups, when he’s not wearing his helmet or bracing for the hit or nothing. 
“Uh,” Hayden says. “Just that Ruby was trying to say y’all after I left the twins alone with Crawford for a couple of hours.” It’s all slow and careful, the way he says it, like the way Lachlan’s grandmama soothes a skittish horse. Hands where they can see ‘em at all times unless you wanna startle the poor thing and get it kicking. “So obviously, after that, neither of youse is getting that sort of baby-sitting privilege again.”
Right. Alright. That’s—Lachlan should have guessed it was something like that, or at least been prepared for it. Something small and stupid and not worth getting into a fuss over or raising his voice about, it’s just he’d heard Crawford’s name and it’d been, like. A scorpion sting kinda feeling, probably. His entire nervous system’d been injected with some sorta venom something that made him seize up for a second.
“Aw, c’mon, man, that’s not fair,” Lachlan makes himself protest through the paralytic. “Don’t lump us together like that.” 
It’s probably the wrong thing to say if Hayden’s eyes narrowing like he’s thinking something real hard is any kind of clue. It’s not fair, Lachlan thinks, real quiet and bitter and not meant for anyone else’s ears. It’s not—even when he fucking tries, fucking takes a second and thinks, he can never say the right thing. 
If Crawford was here instead, he’d probably have the script memorized or whatever. He’d know his every fucking cue and what he didn’t know he’d probably just—ad-lib and then stick the fucking landing. 
But Crawford ain’t here. That’s the important takeaway. Crawford ain’t here, and even though apparently he’s been here before, visited the Pikes without Lachlan being made awares of it, well, that’s just—that’s just not the goddamn point.
On his chest, Ruby shifts again in her sleep, her little knee spearing him in his stomach as she kicks. It startles an oomph out of him. Toddlers are heavier than they look. It’s real hard to breathe, with her sleeping on top of him like this. His lungs ain’t working right.
“You never had a problem with that before,” Hayden points out finally. It sounds mostly like a question, except for all the parts that sound a little like a threat. Lachlan holds his gaze for two whole seconds before he drops his eyes away, down to stare at the top of Ruby’s head instead.
“Yeah, I mean, I don’t, obviously,” he lies. “Just meant—I would never do that to y’all. Youse.” 
She’s still got these fairy princess hair-clippy things holding a few fly-away hairs in place. They’d been a bitch to put in, mostly because Ruby had not been a willing participant in clipping them back, but now Lachlan sort of wants to take them out. They’re probably real uncomfortable. They look uncomfortable. Or at least, Lachlan feels uncomfortable, just looking at them.
“Uh huh,” Hayden says. “You’d just teach them swear words instead.”
Fucker.
“I’m getting better with all that shit,” Lachlan complains, and Hayden rolls his eyes so fucking hard it must hurt a little bit. “I’d be so good at the babysitting thing, like—y’all’s standards can’t be that high anyway, not if you’re—”
He cuts himself off, cause he doesn’t want to finish the thought. If you’re letting Crawford come around and help out, is what he means, but it sounds too petty and rotten, even just in his head. Too transparent, too, mostly cause he’s suddenly not all that certain he’s gonna be able to say Crawford’s name full-through and normal like. 
And the stakes feel sorta high, all of a sudden, Hayden looking at him like that and the conversation getting real careful and purposeful, every moment of silence so heavy between them that every word’s got a little more weight than normal.
“Oh, they’re crazy high,” Hayden tells him when he doesn’t finish the thought. It’s probably a kindness. He sounds kind, at least. Fond, but that just might be because of what he’s saying. “I think, what, maybe 75% of the Metros are CPR-certified? Was 100% a few years ago. Hollzy made everyone go to the classes a few months after the twins were born. Said it was a team bonding thing, got the GM to write it off.”
Hollzy is Shane Hollander, obviously. He’s not a Shane Hollander Lachlan’s ever met, but that’s besides the point. Hayden’s smiling lopsided and real when Lachlan glances back up at him, just—just remembering his best friend abusing his captain privileges to make sure all of the  guys on their professional hockey team’d know what to do, in case Hayden Pike’s kids ever choked on a lego or something. 
That’s probably the point, if Lachlan had to guess.
“Crawford ain’t certified in nothing,” he says, cause he has to say something the way he read one time at an aquarium in San Francisco that sharks gotta always keep swimming, even when they’re sleeping. They, like, drown if they don’t. Or sink. Probably.
Lachlan will drown or sink or something if he doesn’t say anything, if he has to just sit and listen to what Hayden’s voice does when he talks about his best friend, cause Lachlan—it’s stupid. Lachlan’s being stupid, but something inside his chest aches a little, at Hayden’s tone and all the stories and memories and shit buried in it.
He can feel the weight of his phone in his pocket, digging into his thigh and pressing against the couch cushion. He doesn’t have to check it anymore, to figure there’s no text from Crawford waiting for him. It’s been ages since he’s even expected one.
It’s been one week and a bit since Crawford—since they—since Lachlan got a girlfriend, and maybe, hey, maybe Lachlan should text Crawford and tell him thanks, because Sierra’s the best part of most of Lachlan’s days.
But he doesn’t want to. Text Crawford, that is.
Above him, Hayden’s shrugging and moving around the back of the couch. “He’s got a little sister,” he calls over his shoulder, and Lachlan almost shoots up and wakes the baby to protest how unfair that shit is, because— “Said he used to look after her when his parents were working late.”
“Merritt’s two years younger than him, he wasn’t doing nothing,” he protests, but not near as loud as he’d like, on account of the baby and all. 
That’s what would make him a good babysitter, really. Better than Crawford. Lachlan’d, like, think about all the things the babies would need, like quiet voices and a soft place to lie their heads, and, like, their food all cut up into really small bits and pieces so there was no risk of them needing CPR in the first place. After all, the best defense is a good offense, everyone’s always saying that, that’s why there’s a bunch more forwards on a roster than there are d-men, because even the guys who invented hockey back in the Stone Age understood that the best way to, like, protect the puck was to stay ahead of it and shit.
Probably, at least.
“And he’s got an older brother anyway,” Lachlan adds when he remembers this, too. Crawford’s a bold-faced liar, cause probably if the Crawford siblings were doing any kind of baby-sitting each other on nights their parents worked late, it was Campbell who would have been put in charge of any emergency CPR efforts. Maybe—maybe—Crawford would have been trusted to call 911, but that’s a maybe.
“Gotta say, I didn’t ask him for his family tree before me and Jacks went to the appointment,” Hayden calls from wherever he’s gone. Kitchen, it sounds like. Lachlan can hear the fridge open and close, the way he’s rustling around in a cabinet or a drawer or something. “I’ll keep it in mind for next time I need a guy in a pinch.”

“Yeah, good,” Lachlan replies. “You should, you don’t—”
He stops, run up against the wall. Crawford’s not the kind of guy you want in a pinch, but Lachlan doesn’t think he’s gonna be able to say that out loud, even if he means it. Or, like. If he’s honest, he doesn’t think it’ll do any good, saying it out loud. It won’t make him mean it more. It’ll just make him a liar, too.
Jade pushes her hands up against Lachlan’s arm, eyebrows furrowed down in concentration as she stares at her sister and then at him. 
“Up,” she demands. Lachlan blinks at her and a second later, she’s trying to scramble up onto the couch all by herself. She can do it, probably, but definitely not without waking Ruby or bruising Lachlan something awful with one of her flying elbows.
“Alright, okay, hold on, shit,” Lachlan says, shifting a little to free one of his hands and help push her up onto secure ground. Secure ground that also happens to be his torso, but like. Secure ground at least.
In the kitchen, Hayden’s started chopping something up. Lachlan can hear it, the thunk-thunk-thunk of the knife hitting a cutting board. It’s silent apart from that, for a moment, for longer. Jade wriggles down the length of him and bullies her sister into sliding off Lachlan’s chest, into the crevice of the couch instead, so that she can take up the same position. Ruby makes a deeply offended expression, little face scrunching up for a second and eyes blinking open.
“Okay, okay,” Lachlan tells them both really quickly. “Let’s not cry or nothing, okay, babies? Okay. Okay?”

Jade babbles something at him, baby-talk that she delivers with the insistence and urgency Lachlan imagines presidents in war-rooms speak with, and Lachlan tries his best to nod along just as seriously. 
Crawford would be really good with them, he thinks before he can stop himself. He probably was, when he watched them for Hayden and Jackie, whenever that was. Lachlan remembers the way he’d talked with the twins during Thanksgiving: like he understood them, like they were making some mighty fine arguments that he was listening real keenly to.
Hand to God, if he’s being honest about it, Lachlan can’t imagine Crawford being anything but real good with them. Patient and shit. He probably, like, crawled around on the floor with them and let them pull his hair and read them books they didn’t give a damn about. He probably did the voices but didn’t pause long enough to let them look their fill at the pictures, flipping the page way too quick and moving on without asking if they was ready.
Suddenly, Lachlan wants to find out so bad his fingers itch with the desire to get out his phone, shoot him a text. 
But they don’t do that shit anymore. Lachlan doesn’t do that shit anymore. For the most part, he doesn’t want to either, cause every time he thinks about texting Crawford, he thinks about the  way Crawford’d had looked the last time they really spoke to each other, that fight they had in the video review room after practice, when Lachlan’d been wanting to break fucking Briker’s face open and Crawford’d held him back.
He’d been angry. Crawford had been spitting mad, just—Lachlan’d never seen him so mad. He’d been all clenching teeth and flashing eyes and straight-back shoulders, voice level and slow, like everything he was saying was forced out between locked teeth and meant for a fucking child, like he was using small words on purpose cause Crawford wasn’t sure he’d understand the big ones, and it’d—it’d made Lachlan feel—so goddamn small, like he wasn’t nothing but a little bug, or—or a baby, or some kind of fucking—obligation Crawford’d picked up that he was made to carry around and explain the world to, even though that was fucking bullshit, wasn’t it, cause Lachlan’s whole fucking family’s been playing hockey his whole life, Lachlan’s name’s on the fucking Stanley Cup, ain’t it, what the fuck does Crawford fucking know about anything—
“Lachlan, hey,” Hayden says. Just from the tone, just from the name, really, Lachlan knows it’s probably not the first time Hayden’s tried to get his attention.
He blinks up at the ceiling and adjusts his arm around Jade so she won’t slide off the couch without some goddamn honest effort on her part.
“Sorry, man, your kid knee’d me in the fucking throat, I’m breathless over here.”

“Uh huh. Take it like a man,” Hayden tells him.
“Right, sorry. What’s up?”
For a second, Hayden’s real quiet. Even the sound of the knife on the cutting board’s stopped. “Do we need to talk about this,” he finally says. It’s Frankenstein’s question, half a question and half a statement shoved together into this gory, stitched up kind of mess.
Lachlan looks at the ceiling.
He thinks about it.
No use pretending, even to himself, that he doesn’t know what Hayden means. Who he means. 
Do we need to talk about this.
What can you even say to that? What is there to say? What could Lachlan possibly say that wouldn’t end with him tripping over his words and spilling his feelings every which way?
He doesn’t know. It’s like—did Hayden ask Crawford the same question when he was over here baby-sitting for them for a few hours? Did Crawford need to talk about it?
Probably not. Lachlan—Lachlan can’t imagine that he did. Crawford’s good like that. It’s not a big deal for Crawford, nothing is. Nothing hits him the way it hits Lachlan. He probably doesn’t even think about it anymore, the apartment in Laval and all the shit they got up to during the lockout. He’s probably doing the same shit with Thomas Westley right now.
Which is fine, because Lachlan’s real mad at him anyway, so Westley can fucking have the fucker til Crawford—like, gets bored again or whatever. Maybe Westley’ll drop Crawford this time around. One of the best American-born defensemen in the league, Westley doesn’t need Crawford to watch his back, doesn’t need him to clean up after him.
Fucker. 
Cause, like, fuck Hank Crawford. For all of it. For—getting in between Briker and Lachlan, calling Sierra his girl even though Lachlan’s never even fucking mentioned her to him, right—like fuck Crawford for thinking he knows everything about anything, and fuck him more for leaving Lachlan hanging like that when he needed the fucking back-up, needed just one other guy in the locker room to agree that that shit wasn’t how it should go, shouldn’t be allowed, shouldn’t be something people just get to turn their heads away from or worse, laugh about, and maybe—
Fine, yeah maybe Crawford did Lachlan a fucking favor, stopping him the way he did, but he couldn’t have said something else, too? Couldn’t have agreed out loud that that shit Briker was saying was rank? 
And fuck him for everything that came after, fuck him for all of it, holding Lachlan back and then leaving him hanging and then telling him he was getting tired of cleaning up Lachlan’s messes, like Lachlan was a dog no one’d house-trained and somehow he wound up being Crawford’s responsibility. Like he wasn’t Crawford’s friend, like they weren’t fucking friends—-
So they aren’t. Plain and simple and final and shit. Lachlan’s always been open to feedback, especially the actionable kind.
Lachlan doesn’t got to talk about nothing, not with Crawford, not with Hayden. Crawford was getting tired of Lachlan’s shit, so Lachlan’s decided to be real mature and grown-up about the whole fucking thing and cut him loose. He don’t gotta feel obligated anymore, cause they’re not friends.
They’re teammates cause they gotta be, cause Crawford made the big mistake back in July of getting the coaching staff to give Lachlan a chance or whatever the fuck he thinks he did. 
So that’s whatever. They’re teammates. But they ain’t friends. It doesn’t affect the hockey. They’re still playing good hockey together, when they’re on the ice at the same time. Sure, the whole team’s been playing bad hockey so far this season, but they’ve—it’s fine.
It’s fine.
Better this way, you know, even. Some could say. Real good, or getting to good. Easing into it. They’ll get there eventually. 
The worst part, though, Lachlan thinks all private and quiet, just to himself and sometimes to God, is that sometimes he forgets he doesn’t want to text Crawford, in select moments, shit he never sees coming. And since he never sees it coming, he can’t ever brace himself for it. He’ll be stuck in early morning traffic trying to get from Sierra’s place to the practice rink, and he’ll be halfway through picking up his phone to see if Crawford needs a lift too before he remembers. He’ll see a poster advertising the new Matt Damon movie and think he should figure out when he and Crawford can go see it. He’ll be at the grocery store and take a picture of the lobsters swimming around in their tank, and then he’ll have nowhere to send it.
The worst part, Lachlan thinks, is that he wants to hate Hank Crawford like a thousand times more than he actually hates Hank Crawford. 
He don’t hate Crawford at all; he just misses him. He just misses him and he’s spitting mad at him and he doesn’t know what he wants to say to him half the time he sees him but he still looks for him first thing when he enters the locker room like this’ll be the time he figures it out, and they’ve had two games since their fight and both times, right before they get on the ice, he still finds him in the tunnel and pushes against his chest once and then twice because that’s just what they do, they can’t stop now cause—cause then it’ll be like—cause then Lachlan won’t know, like—did he make the whole goddamn thing up, you know? 
It’s like—fuck, it’s so fucking dramatic, ain’t it, but Lachlan thought it once a few nights ago, told God and everything, and now he can’t shake the idea from his head. It’s like. What’s he gonna have left of Hank Crawford if he gives up the stupid fucking pre-game ritual? Just the hatred and the missing and a shitty little wood carving of a skate? 
It’s just goddamn wrong, top to bottom. 
But Lachlan—do we need to talk about it? God, but he wants to talk about it. Maybe that’s the worst part, actually. How much he wants to talk about it and how the only goddamn person he wants to talk about it with is Hank Crawford, and that’s just a nonstarter cause they don’t do that shit anymore.
“Talk about what?” Lachlan asks the ceiling, and Hayden sighs from the kitchen.
“Rookie,” is all he says.
We’re fine, we’re good, Lachlan thinks about saying. Everything’s real fine and good. Sorta sucks though, the month. January, and now February. Just the weather. I swear it wasn’t this cold last year. I swear it didn’t feel so cold last year, I swear I didn’t feel so—
I have a girlfriend now, Lachlan thinks about saying. Her name is Sierra. I might have mentioned her before. I think she’s like the coolest girl I’ve ever met in my life, and I can’t fucking believe that she agreed to date me.To keep talking with me that first night I met her. Crazy. Fucking insane. It wasn’t even all that long ago. It’s crazy how fast your life can change. I have a girlfriend now. I don’t have a best friend anymore. It’s crazy what can happen in just a few weeks. 
I think you shouldn’t go to the opera tonight, Lachlan thinks about saying. I think you should stay in and be with your girls because they missed you and I don’t know if you know this yet, but once you start missing something, it’s hard to stop, right, that’s what I’ve noticed lately, once you start counting up all the ways you don’t got what you used to have, you see it everywhere. Glass is half-full type of shit, except the glass ain’t what’s important. It’s the water that’s gone somewhere and you’re keeping score cause you’ve never been more fucking thirsty in your entire life than when you think about the fact that the glass you’ve got used to be all the way full and you didn’t even, like, appreciate it proper back then when you had it. 
We’re fine, we’re good. I hate Hank Crawford and I miss him in ways that catch me off guard and in ways that don’t, and it’s so goddamn stupid, ain’t it, cause we’re still on the same goddamn team. It’s not like he moved away or I got traded or nothing. It’s like—every day I get to the practice rink and I park two cars down from his stupid fucking truck. He’s right there and I miss him like crazy and I can’t make sense of it, it makes no goddamn sense, does it, except then maybe it does, maybe he just got tired of it. Of me and my messes and my feelings, maybe he just got tired of me. Ain’t that something I always thought could happen? Didn’t Rhett always tell me to let shit go and take it on the chin and be a man about it cause no one wants to hear a guy bitch and moan and, and get his fucking feelings all over the goddamn place? Maybe Crawford just got tired of me and I just gotta let it go, right, take it like a man. You win some, you lose some. 
“We’re all good here, boss,” Lachlan says instead of saying that sometimes when he thinks about texting Crawford and then remembers he can’t anymore, it feels less like he’s tripped and fallen on the ice and more like he’s fallen through it.
“Really,” Hayden says, like he don’t believe him.
“Hundo P, man,” Lachlan says. He blinks up at the ceiling. It was mighty polite of Hayden to make himself scarce from the living room before starting this conversation. This way, neither of them has to look at the other one; they’re both just talking into the void. It reminds him of praying a little bit, save for all the lying he’s doing. “We’re teammates. We’re good.”
Hayden makes this weird noise in the back of his throat. “Youse used to be better than good,” he points out, and just cause no one but the baby’s looking at him, Lachlan lets himself take that hit fully right in his chest. He agrees, is the thing, and it’s goddamn good to hear. He wants to leap up and shake his fist or something stupid, say, yeah, right? Thank god you agree, I was starting to think maybe I imagined all of it, but yes, right, it used to be different. We was, like, best friends there for a while. Don’t feel like long enough now that it’s in the rearview, but thank God, you were there for part of it. I thought I was going fucking crazy.
“That’s subjugating,” is what he says though, cause he’s working on it when he remembers to. He’s working on not being too much, cause if Crawford can get tired of him after a handful of months, then how long is it gonna take everyone else? Sierra, Hayden, the whole Metros team? Stakes have never been higher.
“What,” Hayden says.

“It’s all about how you look at it,” Lachlan explains. “Like what the fuck does better even mean, you know? Who’s setting the goalposts there, right, it’s all subjugative. Subjunctive. Whatever.”
“I don’t think that’s a word,” Hayden says, but he’s definitely wrong cause Lachlan heard Sierra use it the other day, so it’s definitely a word. And he remembers talking about this before, a little bit, with Crawford. Way back in October or November some time, how you can’t always let someone else tell you how to be a good man, and the very act of telling someone how to be good like that hurts people, and you just have to decide for yourself what’s good and what’s bad.
He hadn’t really gotten it then, had thought Crawford was, like, the smartest person in the whole entire world, right, but he gets it now a little more. He even has a word for it, cause Sierra gave him one. 
He thinks Crawford was right on the money though, which probably does make him the smartest person in the whole world. He didn’t get it before, how telling someone what was good and what was bad and how to be better could hurt, but he gets it now. 
Crawford figured out what his better looked like; Crawford said moving out and all this shit, all this distance and space and shit, he said that’s good. Pretty fucking subjunctive.
And yeah. Being told hurts.
“We’re good,” Lachlan says. It’s the truth, depending on your perspective. He’s pretty sure Crawford thinks they’re good, or that this is better, so it’s like. Alright, fine, you know? When the anger’s not there anymore and the missing’s faded into something that doesn’t fucking—make him freeze for a second and glitch or whatever, then Lachlan will wake up and be on the same page as him again and they’ll be good. He’s just—well, he’s just taking that from the future, isn’t he, saying they’re good now. He’s just taking the words outta Crawford’s mouth.
Hayden doesn’t say anything straight away, but a few moments later, he rounds the side of the couch and puts a plate of sliced vegetables on the coffee table. “Take a carrot,” he tells him. “Then get out of my house, man, Jacks is gonna yell at me if we’re late and I still need to change shirts.”
Lachlan blinks at him; then he shifts and wriggles his way out from beneath the twins and stands. “What, no hummus?” he complains, looking down at the plate. There’s carrots and bell peppers and cucumber spears. 
“Shane doesn’t like hummus,” Hayden tells him and Lachlan has no fucking clue what Shane Hollander has to do with anything—except maybe he’s given some kind of Captain command to the whole of the Metros to ban hummus or something?—but then Hayden waves his phone in the air, screen lit up and showing a text thread. “You’ll probably pass him on the way in, he’s just parking he said.”
“Oh,” Lachlan says. Of course Hollander’s gonna baby-sit Hayden’s kids. Sure. Why not. Apparently he knows CPR and everything. “Yeah, man, sure. Thanks for letting me hang.”
“Always, Rook,” Hayden replies, clapping him on the shoulder and then crossing his arms over his chest. “Now take a carrot stick. Don’t make me get out the A.”
Lachlan takes a carrot stick. 
And he does run into Hollander in the Pikes’ driveway; Hollander’s just getting out of his car when Lachlan hits the pavement. He has his beanie in one hand and his phone in the other, and the winter wind is already starting to mess up his hair, pieces unkempt and stirring across his forehead.
Lachlan thinks, for a second, about pretending he didn’t see him or doing that thing where you just sort of wave without stopping to talk. Then he thinks about what his momma would say if she ever found out that he didn’t stop to chat with someone he vaguely knows; then he thinks about what Rhett would say if he ever found out that he didn’t stop and talk to the captain of the Montreal Metros. Then he thinks both of them’d probably be a little right, so Lachlan shoves his hands in his pockets and lopes over to where Hollander’s standing.
“Hey, Cap,” he says when he’s close enough not to have to shout. Somehow, Hollander still jolts a little, taken by surprise. He slides his phone into the pocket of his hoodie and then turns his face towards him, wearing this polite empty sorta smile.
“Hey, uh—Pucey, man, what’s up,” Hollander tells him, and Lachlan pulls his hands out of his pockets just long enough so that they can clap them together and then bump their shoulders against each other. Then he stuffs them back in his pockets because it’s too fucking cold out here for that shit, and he never remembers to bring his fucking gloves.
“Heard you got stuck on baby-sitting duty,” Lachlan says, tipping his chin towards the Pikes’ place. A part of him wants to say something really mean and pointed, like do you think the babies remember you? cause he still gets a little angry when he thinks about Hollander fucking off to Switzerland while the rest of them just stayed around Montreal and made do with what they was left with. Crawford didn’t even have a fucking contract. Crawford didn’t have a fucking team, the whole of the lockout, not a real one. He just had Lachlan, and that probably wasn’t anywhere close to enough, or else he wouldn’t have gotten rid of him so fucking quick. 
But the lockout’s been over for ages now, a whole month and a little bit, and they’ve got bigger fish to fry these days. For one thing, they still haven’t won a fucking game.
In front of him, Hollander shrugs. His smile shifts a little bit, grows up til it reaches his eyes. “Made the mistake of telling Hayds I was planning to stay in tonight. Rookie move when your friend has kids.” He pauses, blinks. “No offense.”
Lachlan laughs only a little grudgingly, cause the lockout’s been over for a month so it’s probably time to move past whatever leftover resentment he feels towards Shane Hollander, but that don’t mean he’s thrilled to find out that the fucker’s sort of funny. 
“None taken,” he says. “Guess the, uh, CPR certifications or whatever put you in high-demand for baby-sitting duties, huh?”

Hollander rubs at the back of his neck. His mouth pulls up and then down. “Guess so,” he says. Pauses, longer this time, before he admits, “They asked me to be godfather a few weeks before the twins were born. I wasn’t really sure what that was, at the time. Still don’t know, like, for certain, if I’m being honest.”
Lachlan hums. “I mean, traditionally, godparents are the kid’s spiritual guides, right, they’re supposed to offer, like, mentorship throughout the child’s journey along the pathway of Christian faith.”
Hollander blinks, looking kind of startled and maybe a little afraid. Lachlan would put money on him picturing an older Ruby or Jade coming to him to ask for guidance through a period of religious turbulence or something. It makes him smile, just the thought.
“It’s more tradition than actual practice,” he reassures Hollander out of the kindness of his heart. He thumbs at the crucifix around his neck and centers it beneath the line of his sweater. “CPR certification’s as good as anything my godparents ever gave me.”
Truth is, Lachlan ain’t sure he even has godparents. Rowan’s got a set, Rhett’s old liney from the Drivers and his second wife, but if they chose a pair for Lachlan, he’s never heard a peep outta them. Probably for the best. Some things Lachlan likes keeping real private, and his faith’s one of them when he’s allowed.
“That’s a relief,” Hollander says. He shoots a thumb over his shoulder at the house. “I should—”

“Is it true you got the whole team to get certified? Coupla years ago?” Lachlan asks, shoving his hands further down into his pockets. He doesn’t even know why he’s asking except that it’s just something that’s nagging at his mind a little, ever since Hayden told him. The Shane Hollander Lachlan’s met doesn’t feel like the same guy who’d do that. Hollander, the way Lachlan knows him, is withdrawn and quiet during practice, a little tired-looking and sorta waxy, like he’s pulling a skin suit on every day and it’s starting to grate against his bones. 
Hollander shrugs, stuffing his hands in his pockets too and shifting his weight til he’s copying Lachlan’s posture. “There were a lot of family men on the Metros at the time,” Hollander says, sorta evasive, like Lachlan’s a member of the media asking for a pretty quote and not a guy on the same team as him. “It was a safety-first kind of judgmental call.”
“Uh huh,” Lachlan says, like he’s unimpressed or some shit, but the truth is he’s already decided that he likes that version of Hollander. What the hell happened to him between dragging all the Metros to first aid classes and now, he doesn’t know, but he likes the first version better. The Hollander who had to have found a first aid class in the first place and then talked to the organizers and the front office, cleared a day on the calendar, got everyone to attend. Just because he was told he was gonna be godfather and he had no idea what that meant, but he’d found a place to start and then made everyone else do it too, safety first, no man left behind kinda judgment call. 
“I should run inside though,” Shane says, jerking his thumb up over his shoulder again, at the house, like he thinks that’s how you have to leave a conversation and he doesn’t get why it didn’t work the first time. “If I’m late, Hayden’s never gonna let me hear the end of it.”
“Yeah, no, of course,” Lachlan says and he takes a step back. “Well, you should be in for a quiet night, at least, man. I was horsing around with them earlier, they’re pretty much dead to the world.”
“Thank god,” Shane says and he sounds like he means it. “I was planning to review some game tape tonight,” he adds, sorta defensively, probably at whatever look Lachlan’s got on his face. “Prepare for the Trawlers.”
Lachlan snorts. “Prepare for the Trawlers. Might be one of the saddest sentences I’ve ever heard.” 
He’s not even being biased or nothing as a bygone-Admirals fan. The New York Trawlers have been making a name for themselves as one of the worst teams in the league since Lachlan was in peewee. When Scott Hunter was flopping bad a couple of seasons ago, people were making jokes about shipping him across the East River to play for the Trawlers instead, saying he’d probably be their best scorer.
“Well,” Hollander says mildly. “It’s not like we’re top of the league at the moment either.”
Lachlan winces and wonders if that hurt Hollander as much to say as it hurt him to hear. Last summer, they won a Cup. Now they can’t even win a game. It’s crazy, how quick things can change. How quick you can lose things and win things and get used to things and—and—-
“Hey,” he hears himself say, and Hollander stops fleeing the scene or whatever to turn and look at him all expectantly, like he’s going for Kind Captain, but the skin around his eyes is too tight and the small smile he’s wearing doesn’t nearly reach. 
He clears his throat, cause that was an impulse thing that he couldn’t control, a question only half-even thought of now halfway out of his mouth. It’s just—
“You was living with Ilya Rozanov in Switzerland, right? During the lockout?” he asks. It probably takes the both of them by surprise.
Hollander sort of looks surprised. He goes all still for a second, like he’s buffering or some shit. 
It’s just—Lachlan was thinking for a second, about last summer, about how it felt to win the Cup and how it was good but maybe not as good as he thought it’d feel, probably cause he didn’t do shit to deserve it, probably cause he barely won it at all. And then he was thinking about how back then he didn’t know shit about what was coming. Didn’t know a damn thing about lockouts and—and Darien, Georgia and how good it felt to watch someone eat something you made and do the dishes afterwards, elbow to elbow, how quick it could go by, doing it together. 
The guy who got his name written on the Cup cause of a fluke and a technicality—he didn’t know shit about any of that. About how it felt to miss hockey, MLH hockey, which has always been the dream, but not miss it with—you know. Not miss it with everything you’ve got cause suddenly you got more than you ever saw coming.
That guy probably would call that line of thinking blasphemous, and he’d be right, probably, but—Lachlan was just thinking, you know. Maybe it was the same for Shane Hollander. He was out in Switzerland during the lockout, living with Ilya Rozanov, and everyone says they got to be friends during the fall, so maybe Hollander would get it, a little. Missing your friend. Your buddy.
“I—yeah,” Hollander says. He shivers a little, like the Montreal wind’s getting to him. It’s fucking freezing, man. Been a dry winter for the most part, but a fucking brutal one, the kind that cuts you straight down to the bone. “We did, yeah.”
“Yeah,” Lachlan says. “Cool.”
“Right,” Shane says. “I’m gonna—”
“Did you think it’d feel different?” Lachlan blurts out and then bites at his cheek. It’s way too fucking late for that shit, obviously, the question already sitting out in the space between them. Can’t take it back. But he can’t—he doesn’t know if he can explain it, either. If he even wants to.
It’s just—
He was just thinking about Crawford, alright. Fine. He was thinking about Crawford the way he sometimes, like, stumbles into thoughts about Crawford, like they’re a bear trap in the woods and he didn’t see ‘em where they were laying in wait and now there’s blood all over the forest floor.
He was thinking about Crawford and he was thinking about being good and what you can miss and what you can have and—and losing shit you didn’t even get to hold for all that long. And he was thinking about how he’s been settling into the GM’s place for a whole month now, but he still can’t fall asleep easy, not like he could in the Laval apartment, and he’s been trying to blame it just on the fact that he’s used to a lot more light, you know, basement units don’t get near the amount of sunlight as his place in Laval did, but it’s not–-he was thinking about the way the sunlight felt when it came through the windows of the apartment, how Periwinkle liked to nap right in the middle of the floor in the afternoon where it felt warmest, how Lachlan’d come home one day from practice to see Crawford on the floor next to her, head cushioned on his arms and passed the fuck out, Peri looking all disgusted but begrudgingly allowing him to stay, tip of her tail even brushing against his elbow, most he ever saw them touching, how Lachlan hadn’t even thought to take a picture and so now it’s just fucking gone, isn’t it, the moment, the memory, it’s one of those things that he won’t ever get back, like the way Crawford could lay down on the couch like he owned the whole fucking thing, spread out across it and taking up all the damn room, how he’d just, like, walk into any room in the place and it’d be like he was taking up all the oxygen and the sunlight, too, and—
And so, yeah. Blood all over the fucking forest floor.
It’s just, like—
“Sorry?” Shane asks, raising an eyebrow. He sounds so fucking Canadian that Lachlan just knows that if it was a different life he was leading and if Crawford was standing next to him for this, if he heard that sorry? then they’d be laughing about it the whole car ride home, but they don’t do that shit anymore. Share a laugh or a car or a home, they don’t do any of it no more.
Which is probably the thought that makes him say, real slow and staggering, like his tongue’s trying to give him time to shut the fuck up until the last possible second, “Like. To have hockey back. Did you think—it’d feel…worth it? Cause you got hockey again and the lockout’s over and this is how it’s supposed to be and it’ll be like, good, it’s good. But do you ever think, like—that the hockey don’t feel…worth everything you…like—is it supposed to feel different?”
It’s weird the way Hollander, like, flinches. It’s this real small thing, but Lachlan sees it cause he’s already looking at him. It’s not even the flinch that’s the weirdest part, it’s that Hollander sort of—folds in on himself afterwards. His shoulders go forward and his head gets lower, and he looks small which ain’t an easy feat cause the guy’s big like a hockey player. 
It was just a question, damn. He didn’t mean to, like. Spring the bear trap on Hollander too or whatever.
But then Hollander’s giving him a smile, wider than before, flashing some teeth and shit. Captain Hollander, but the version of him Lachlan’s seen when they were flagging two games behind the Canines in the series. He doubles back and claps him on the shoulder. Lachlan jolts with the motion, hadn’t seen it coming. “We just have to win a few,” Hollander tells him. “Then it’ll feel—the wins will come, rookie.”
“Right,” Lachlan says, slow, cause it’s not—that’s not what he asked, that’s not what he wants to know. He knows that already. Statistically, like, the wins will happen. One will, at least. Probably. They have to play the Centaurs at some point, after all. “But I—”
“You’ll see, man,” Hollander reassures him and then he claps him on the shoulder again, then he jerks his thumb towards the house, says something about the twins and the game tape and the opera, something about seeing Lachlan at practice and getting rest before the game against the Trawlers. 
Lachlan lets him go this time.
Useless trying to get someone to talk to you if they don’t got nothing left to say. Some people are like that, Lachlan’s figured out. They only got a limited number of words and they don’t know how to budget them so they burn through ‘em real fast. Then they're left with nothing to show for it, and you either gotta fill the silence yourself or learn how to let it lie. 


Sierra B Mine
The good news is that I scored you an invite to our movie night
Abby says you can come but you’re on thin ice
yay
I’m a real good thin ice skater
Wait is there bad news
Sierra B Mine
I told her you don’t talk during movies....
Which is the only reason you’re allowed to come
I can totally do that
easy
Quiet as a mouse!!
Sierra B Mine
Lol
Baby
You talk all the time.
I thought you LIKED it when I talk
😏😏
Sierra B Mine
😳no comment
Abby, however….
Have I told you lately that your roommate scares me
Sierra B Mine
At least my roommate isn’t...hm....
the general manager of a professional hockey team….
Ok but
Technically they live above me 
It’s an English basement, I have my own door 
you could totally come over
Sierra B Mine
It’s the same house though
He’ll be able to smell the Toronto on me
Through the walls
Oh that’s what that stink is?
Sierra B Mine
I bleed blue and white, baby
I can’t talk about this with you right now
I’m going to throw up all over my skates just thinking about it 
Sierra (Toronto Guardians Fan DO NOT TEXT)
Have a good practice
Abby’s trying to decide on the movie btw
Feel free to weigh in
I get a vote?
Does abby know you're giving me a vote?
did you vote on me getting a vote?
Sierra (Toronto Guardians Fan DO NOT TEXT)
You get 15% of a vote
You can weigh in but you’re in a different weight class
We’re trying to decide between romeo+juliet and titanic
Big leo phase right now
Not titanic 
Sierra (Toronto Guardians Fan DO NOT TEXT)
Don’t tell me you’re the kind of guy who doesn’t want his girlfriend to see him cry
Cause obviously everyone cries at titanic 
Haha no 
i just don’t like it
What’s romeo and juliet? Like the play? 
Never seen it. Might be interesting
Lets do that one
Sierra (Thin Ice)
Titanic too sad?

Something like that.


The locker room fills with groans at just the sight of the two women and the guy with a boom mic behind them. Crawford glances up at them and then back down to his skates. The laces are tied pretty much fucking perfectly, if he does say so himself, but it’ll probably be good to untie them and re-tie them and then untie them again. Just for practice.
Better to do that than to make accidental eye contact in these kinds of situations. Crawford’s not an idiot. You see a wolf coming your way, you don’t look at it in the eyes. You get the hell out of dodge, fast as you can.
“Always so friendly,” Spencer Presley claps her hands together and smiles at all of them. She has too many teeth and her hair doesn’t move with the rest of her head when she tilts it to look at them. It freaks Crawford out on, like, a primal level. “What a pleasure to be here.”
Privately, Crawford thinks that if Spencer Presley wants a warm welcome in the locker room, she shouldn’t have gone into Communications managing or whatever you gotta study at college to wind up filming interview segments of hockey players who don’t want to be on camera outside of an ice rink, answering boring questions about their personal lives like that’ll make anyone care about the team or the franchise. 
Winning makes people care about the team. Not whatever the fuck Shane Hollander’s got in his fucking pantry at any given moment or whatever.
From the corner of his eye, Crawford watches Hollander and Pike and Boiziau get up and make nice with the film team. Hollander’s looking real tired of this shit already, but Pike’s smiling big enough for the both of them and Boiziau’s looking like he’s actually saying something useful when he gestures back towards the rest of the guys.
Hopefully he’s asking them to come back tomorrow, after the game tonight, when skate’s optional and Crawford can pretend to be sick or something. 
He lets his skates fall onto the ground and flexes his toes. The gray material of his socks are dark gray now with sweat; he’s fucking dripping with it. He’d gone hard in practice, even with tonight’s game. He was planning to hitch a ride back to his, nap and then shovel a bunch of chicken and sweet potato down his throat before heading to the Bell Centre for the pre-game shit.
He wasn’t planning on no media availability.
But at least it’s pretty unlikely they’re gonna drag him in front of the cameras. He’s a rookie and he hasn’t made much of a name for himself yet. No one on the team’s doing real well, obviously, or they’d probably be winning a few fucking games, but Crawford especially hasn’t been playing like a standout star or nothing. 
He’s had one goal and two assists, which ain’t nothing, obviously, especially considering he’s a D-man who spends most of his ice time not shooting at the other team’s goal, but still. Been a lot of times the other team’s guys have managed to get the puck past him. 
He’s taken a few hits into the boards and down onto the ice, too, and he’s still feeling every one of them. Not on his body. He ain’t got nothing broken, nothing even all that bruised outside of the normal bumps and dings and blue-black patches every hockey player gets after a couple of games.
But there’s just something in his gut. Rising up and up, stomach acid or lava or floodwater. Something. He’s been real short lately, with everyone. Real quick to stop smiling when the guys look the other way, real quick to bow outta the team hangs, real slow to text anyone back.
It’s this weighted, rotten feeling inside of him, making his limbs feel ten times as heavy as they should. A couple of days ago, on the plane back from a short roadie, Hayden’d tried to convince him to come over to his place to hang with the twins for a little bit, but Crawford’d declined. Couldn’t risk it. Couldn’t stomach the idea of snapping at one of the babies, making ‘em cry or something. Maybe they’d just take one look at him and they’d start wailing. Babies have always been real good with that sorta stuff. Detecting storms and rot and things that don’t belong there even if they’re wearing a human face. Crawford knows that; his grandmama used to have all sorts of stories she’d tell him.
All Crawford’s been doing the last week is gnashing his teeth and counting backwards from ten, pushing his nails into his palms and reaching out for normalcy and falling short. He’s terse with his sister when she calls him, he doesn’t pick up the phone when his mama tries ringing. He can’t even fucking look at Lachlan Pucey, which means he spends too much of his fucking day, looking for Lachlan Pucey and then staring at all the spaces he’s not cause all of the sudden, he's got somewhere else he'd rather be. Someone outside of the team he'd rather be hanging around. 
Team’s been calling him Lover Boy almost as much as they call him Bagsy, and Crawford thinks he’s gonna be sick every time he looks over and sees Lachlan with his face buried in his phone. 
It’s good and it’s for the better and it’s what the fuck ever, right, it’s whatever. It’s what it’s gotta be like and what it was always gonna be like because Crawford’s got these fucking tendencies inside of him and now the whole of his chest is rotting and falling to pieces, one of them barns out in the middle of nowhere that you build and then watch fall down to ruin once the rainwater gets into enough of the cracks.
It’s damn near impossible being happy for him, even though Crawford’s trying real hard. It’d probably be easier, if they was still close, if they was talking about it so Crawford could hear it firsthand, all the ways Sierra Bahari makes Lachlan go crazy. It’d be easier, probably, to be happy for him, if he could just stand close enough to Lachlan’s happiness to feel it and steal a little bit of its warmth, roaring bonfire style, but that’s just not in the fucking cards. On account of the—fuck. Well.
On account of all the ways Crawford’s capable of hurting Lachlan if he gets too close. Uncontained forest fire style.
“—and Hank Crawford in the first group, just out in the hallway, thank you,” Spencer Presley says, and the guy closest to him—Bruntley—crows and punches him in the shoulder like he’s won something. Crawford finishes tugging his compression shirt over his head and then looks around. He must have missed something cause a few of the guys are looking at him and a couple other ones are standing up and making their way to the doors of the room. 
“Shit, what’s all this even for?” he asks, too loud cause Presley hears him and raises her eyebrow. It’s thick and mostly drawn on, but she’s real good at controlling it.
“It’s Valentine’s Day next week, Mr. Crawford,” she tells him. “We’re going to do a Youtube video about love.”
Across the room, Adder groans all dramatic-like, and Presley whips her head around to stare him down. “Would you rather give an interview about the state of the Metros’ powerplay unit, Mr. Addison?” she asks, sharp and with all her teeth showing. It works in quieting down the locker room though, cause obviously no one in their right minds wants to give an interview on the power play. It’s fucking shit. Nothing else much to say, except maybe an apology to the fans. 
But honestly, thinking about it, Crawford ain’t sure which he’d prefer. Talking terrible hockey or talking about—about love.
It’s fucking shit, either way. Just the thought’s got his heart pounding, hair rising. Lachlan’s already standing by the doors, hands in the pouch of his Property of Montreal Metros hoodie and hair tucked away under a ball cap. 
“Chop, chop, Mr. Crawford,” Spencer says, clapping her hands together. Crawford can feel the flush spreading up over the back of his neck at the attention and the laser-focus of it. No getting out of this one. No use even fucking trying.
“Do I got time to put on a shirt at least?” he snaps back, a little too brusque to be considered all that polite. Hayden sends him a look from across the room, but Spencer ain’t even phased.
She looks him up and down before shaking her head. “Hm, no,” she decides and then smiles, all fang. “This won’t take long, I promise. And get that look off your face, Crawford. It won’t be that bad either.”
She’s sort of right and she’s also really fucking wrong. 
It’s not that bad; it’s fucking worse. And it takes ages, in a way that Crawford knows has got to be on purpose. Must be, because he’s made to lean up against the wall outside the locker room and wait for all the other guys in the first batch to go first, which means he’s gotta listen to Pitchy talk about his niece and Powell talk about his dog and Drapeau talk about his girl and Lachlan duck his head and smile real wide and deep, dimple carved in his cheek, and talk about fucking—nothing at all, with this glint in his eyes like he’s finally found a secret he thinks is worth the keeping.
It frustrates the hell out of Spencer Presley, Crawford can tell. For his part, it makes him feel sorta cold all over, but that’s probably mostly down to the fact that he’s standing in the hallway, early February with his tarp off and sweat drying all over his skin.
“I’m supposed to be watching Romeo and Juliet tomorrow,” Lachlan tells the camera. “That’s a love story, ain’t it?”

Crawford looks away, tries real hard to tune everything out. Hardly a love story. Not a very good one. They both fucking die in the end. He wonders if Lachlan knows that, but figures he probably does. He knows a shit ton about plays and stuff, went to the theater a lot with his parents when he was a kid cause the whole point of having good seats in a place like that is to be seen clapping when the lights come up, according to Lachlan. 
That’s why he knows, like, a bunch of names of musical instruments and the plots of different shows. He used to doodle hockey plays on the backs of the piece of paper they gave everyone at the door that talked about, like, the actors and the musicians and the production and stuff. 
Crawford tips his head back to rest it on the wall behind him. What’s he gonna do with that now? That useless piece of information he has. Won’t never come up, won’t do him any good to remember it. How soon is he gonna forget, and then what can he forget next? Lachlan’s birthday? His favorite flavor of dorito? His favorite color of Gatorade?
Take all of it, Crawford thinks, prays, whatever. He reaches up, adjusts the cross around his neck even though it’s already sitting in the middle of the chain. You can take it all, fucker, I don’t want it if I can’t have—
“I mean,” Lachlan’s voice isn’t necessarily, like, sly, but it’s definitely not what it was like before, when he was talking about Romeo and Juliet. “I guess when I think about love, I think about my pops. He’s a real big lead by example guy, my daddy, so me and Roe, we grew up looking love straight in the face every day.”
“That’s so sweet,” Spencer enthuses, and she’s so good at her job that Crawford can’t even tell if she’s lying or not, and he’s always thought he was real good at picking out the liars. Comes from being one himself. “Now, about your parents, sweetie, the Mag posted a video last year of you talking about your jersey number, you want to explain that too?”

“For you, Spencer, course I can,” Lachlan says, all sweet and Southern, and that Crawford knows he don’t mean. “It’s embarrassing though.” He laughs, but there’s nothing ugly about it. It’s polished til it shines.
“I bet it isn’t,” Spencer croons, like she’s really falling under Lachlan’s spell. Hell, maybe she is. She wouldn’t be the fucking first. 
“I was real young,” Lachlan tells her. Crawford isn’t looking, but he can imagine what he looks like. He’s probably got his shoulders hunched in, he’s probably rubbing at the back of his neck, smiling self-depreciatingly down at Spencer and letting his eyes crinkle up. His freckles are probably mostly all gone by now, this deep into the Montreal winter. Crawford’s not let himself notice, one way or another. 
“Was going through my first breakup,” Lachlan says. “Totally deserved, honest, I forgot her birthday and got her these flowers she was real allergic to—twice—I mean, I was a kid, really, don’t look at me like that, Spencer, I was twelve! And anyway, it was a real wake-up call, I’d like to think I’m better now! Real considerate and shit. But Bev broke my heart back then, no joke. Totally deserved, but man, it hurt like the devil at the time.” 
Crawford can feel his lips pulling up a little into a smile. God, Lachlan’s just so—he’s—don’t he know he’s a hockey player? What kinda hockey player tells this shit to a reporter, even an in-house one? Ain’t no one telling Spencer the fucking unedited truth, except Lachlan’s gotta be because who the fuck would lie like this, so fucking—earnestly, Crawford doesn’t know.
They’re gonna have to do a fuckton of editing to cut this video into something fucking usable. What kind of fans are they gonna net, posting a video of Lachlan talking about his first breakup, back when he was basically in fucking peewee?
“But anyway, I was—I dunno, my daddy caught me crying in the house one day over it, told me—basically, I’m not quoting him word for word here—like. No use crying over that girl, cause if she was the one, she woulda stayed, hell or high water. Told me the woman I was gonna fall in love with, same way he fell in love with my momma, she was out there still. That it was only a matter of time before I met her.”

“That’s sweet,” Spencer says, and Crawford rolls his head against the wall, lets his eyes open just enough to look at Lachlan where he’s standing opposite the hallway and down a little bit. He’s fidgeting with his necklace, got his shoulders hunched forward like Crawford thought. 
Like he can feel his eyes on him, Lachlan’s attention snaps to his for a second. It’s just a second, that’s all Crawford can bear. Then Lachlan’s turning and shrugging all bashful and blushing at Spencer, fingers dancing over his crucifix.
“I dunno about all that,” Lachlan says. “I just thought it was real rare advice, cause my daddy knows a lot about hockey, obviously, but he don’t always talk about anything else. But, uh, basically, what happened was, I asked him, like, well how long is a matter of time, right, and he said, he didn’t know, maybe wait til I was twenty-two. Cause that’s how old he and my momma were, when they met.”
“And then you made that your jersey number,” Spencer says, and she sounds real fucking touched. Like, actually a little touched. “Lachlan Pucey,” she says. “You might just be the most romantic teenage boy I’ve ever met.”

“Ah, geez, well,” Lachlan says. He shrugs, Crawford can tell just by the way his voice changes a little bit. “I dunno about all that.”
“You have to tell us now though,” Spencer commands. “Any leads on the love of your life?”

Lachlan laughs, and this time Crawford doesn’t have any idea if it’s real or not. He ain’t ever heard the laugh Lachlan’s reserved just for Sierra Bahari, and this is probably it. Which means it’s probably real.
The dimple’s probably out and Lachlan’s probably looking real happy, grinning at Spencer or the camera or maybe at God or something, in thanks. Crawford thinks if he was a good person, he’d feel all warm and shit, standing so close to Lachlan’s happiness, but he don’t feel much of anything. Nothing to write home about.
“I know, I’m running out of time,” Lachlan demures, not a yes or no. Maybe Sierra Bahari’s a private girl. Maybe they haven’t talked about what it looks like, dating a hockey player. Maybe she thinks she can stay a quiet girl and people will leave her alone, won’t have questions, won’t have opinions.
“Well, I hope you don’t stop looking the second you hit twenty-three if you haven’t found her yet!” Spencer laughs, and Lachlan does too. It’s real different again, back to that shiny-shoe kind of laugh. Polished all over.
“I know it, I know it,” he tells her. “We’re real competitive though. Every Pucey is. Would, uh, would love to change my number to #21 one day, maybe. You never know.”
“You never know,” Spencer repeats, in that voice interviewers have perfected that means they’re wrapping up their desire to talk to you, so the camera’s gonna cut away in a couple of seconds and you’ll be able to breathe easy again. “Maybe you’ll be rocking a #20 next season, who knows?”

“Just hopefully I won’t need a #24,” Lachlan says lightly. “I, uh, don’t think I’d win that fight against Hollzy.” 
Crawford lets out a snort at that, just the image of it, Lachlan trying to go toe to toe with Shane Hollander. Shane’s got maybe an inch or two on him, definitely a lot more muscle from years of playing in the pro leagues. Lachlan’s got a loud mouth he ain’t afraid of running and probably a few more fights under his belt than Shane, though they’ve probably won roughly the same amount.
When he opens his eyes, Lachlan’s grinning straight at him, real wide. It’s almost too bright to look at head on, probably the way a drug high feels after a few weeks clean. Crawford’s like physically incapable of looking away first. Thank God Lachlan remembers how fucking pissed he is at Crawford a second later—you can do better, is all—because Crawford doesn’t know what his body’s pushing at him to do. Doesn’t know how survivable it is. Doesn’t think he wants it anywhere near the damn cameras, though, that’s for fucking sure.
“Alright, we’re done, Lachlan, thank you so much for your time,” Spencer claps her hands together, dismisses him and then peers along the wall for the next victim. Lachlan nods and shakes her hand and then shuffles out of view of the camera and then back to the room. He doesn’t look in Crawford’s direction once. 
“Mr. Tremblay, if you wouldn’t mind.” 
Crawford lets his head rest against the wall again. He could, like, probably go get a tarp or something, given how fucking long this has taken—he could have grabbed a fucking shower, honestly, snuck out through the back or whatever—but now it’s like a battle of wills or something, him versus the communications director or whatever the fuck she is.
Probably the most fucking pointless war he could wage, but it’ll be nice to win something, even if the winning is made up. Even if no one but him knows he’s won at all.
He lets himself zone out for god knows how long. If anyone asks, he’s meditating before the game. Visualizing shit.
Mostly, he’s thinking about how much he’d like to take a fucking nap. He hasn’t been sleeping all that well lately. He doesn’t know how many days can be summed in lately before it gets to be too small a word, but he reckons he’s near the goddamn limit. He can’t remember the last time he slept well and through the night.
He’s thinking about who Lachlan’s gonna watch Romeo and Juliet with. If there’s a performance on somewhere, if it’ll be a date. If he’s still keeping track of how many dates he’s been on with Sierra Bahari or if he’s stopped counting. He wonders whose idea it was, the show. Does Sierra Bahari like tragedies? What’s she gonna do when Lachlan cries? He ain’t subtle about it. His face gets all red, and he always gives up trying to hide it anyway, like he’s daring someone to point it out to him. 
But then, maybe he won’t cry. Maybe he’s too loved up to really feel the sting of the story, you know, the ache of it. Maybe they’ll watch it and they’ll hold hands or something, real strong and steady couple shit.
Crawford’s real happy for him. That's what he's thinking to himself by the time Spencer's ready for him. He's real happy for Lachlan.
He gets most of the way through the interview just lying through his fucking teeth, and Spencer’s face is set into a frozen stiff smile like she can just tell he ain’t saying a word of truth, but what the fuck is she gonna do about it?
She can make him stand in front of the camera with a towel slung around his neck and his hair drying clumped up and weird in different places, she can ask him all the goddamn questions she wants to about love and what he holds close to his heart and what Valentine’s Day means to him, but she can’t make him be honest.
Hell, he’s pretty sure she doesn’t fucking want him to be honest. Not actually.
“Okay,” Spencer says. Her eye ain’t twitching or nothing, cause she’s a goddamn professional apparently, but her jaw is clenching and unclenching. “So you’re a classic sort of guy, Hank. Dinner and a movie man?”
“Sometimes after practice runs long, I’ll eat lunch in front of the television with Tommy. That count for anything, boss?”
Spencer’s smile gets tight around the edges. “What are you watching currently?” she asks, and Crawford shrugs and then scratches at his nose.

“Dunno,” he says, and he hears the sound of the locker room door fall open and then shut just out of his eyesight. God be fucking merciful, it’s Hayden or Shane remembering they have a letter on their chest and coming to save the fucking rookie.
“Just one answer,” Spencer weasels. It sounds enough like a threat that Crawford’s giving her honesty just to get out from beneath her eyes. 
“Walking Dead,” he says. “Tommy’s been a real douche about it being set in Georgia, cause that’s where I’m from, but it’s pretty good.”
He turns his head a little to the side when he hears a small noise over by the locker room doors. He thinks it’s probably Hayden, workshopping how he’s gonna intervene and pull Crawford away from the media team’s clutches, up until the moment he sees Lachlan there instead.
And then he doesn’t think much at all, cause Lachlan’s looking back at him with this expression he ain’t ever seen before. It’s like he’s been carved in two and Crawford’s peering into the beating heart of him, his face is so raw and open with it. It’s like confusion and hurt and disbelief, all there in these quantities that Crawford can’t even wrap his head around, right, cause he can’t—cause all he can think is, like, Lachlan wasn’t looking like that ten minutes ago.
That’s Crawford’s doing. That’s—-Crawford did that. 
They’re real close is the thing. Must only be about seven, eight feet between them, but Lachlan’s never seemed so goddamn unreachable. Could be a fucking astronaut, for all the fucking good it does that he’s so close to him Crawford can see the darker freckles up just beneath his eyes.
“I didn’t realize it was set in Georgia!” Spencer gasps, cause her job is to make a big something out of the nothing Crawford’s trying to give her. But Crawford ain’t even listening, cause he’s too busy looking at Lachlan.
Lachlan, who’s got his face wiped clean now, between one second and the next. He’s staring back at him with blank eyes. Not, like—angry or nothing. Not even that white-hot and terrible hurt that’d been there before. Just, like. Nothing. There ain’t nothing there.
Then he just—he hikes his gearbag up his shoulder and he turns and walks the other way down the hall.
“Uh, yeah,” Crawford hears himself say, sorta absently, not paying attention at all and just letting his mouth run. “But it’s, uh. In Atlanta, so it don’t really count, right, they can do whatever they want to Atlanta. Can’t make the traffic any worse or nothing.”
Spencer laughs the way she’s supposed to and then she asks him something else, but Crawford can’t even pretend to care, cause he thinks he’s gonna be sick. Like he’s just gonna actually be sick, right all over Spencer Presley’s suede ankle boots. He—he wasn’t saying nothing hurtful or anything, he wasn’t—
But he wasn’t thinking Lachlan would hear him or anything either. If he’d known Lachlan would be listening to his stupid fucking interview, he’d have said—anything else. He hates The Walking Dead; he’d let Lachlan make him watch the first three episodes anyway, had promised before Christmas that they’d watch the whole thing if it’d just get Lachlan to shut up about it.
He doesn’t know why he said that shit about Tommy, except that it was true, too, at least a little. He has been watching it with Tommy after practice when they need something to look at while they eat.
They sit real quiet and eat real quick and they don’t talk through it and they can get through two episodes a day, if they’re real focused. And Crawford doesn’t say a single thing about how much he goddamn hates it, even though he’s got a whole list of grievances running in his head that he would've shared in a heartbeat with Lachlan, without even thinking about it, and—
Lachlan’d looked like Crawford spat at him or something. And then he hadn’t anymore. Then he’d just looked at him like he was a stranger, and it’s not that it don’t make sense, cause it makes a whole lot of fucking sense.
What it boils down to, in the end, is that Crawford hurt him. Real deep. He’s been hurting him, and Crawford, like. He’s known this, right, on some level, he gets it cause he’s been—it’s been shitty, probably. Crawford knows that Lachlan probably thinks he’s, like, the shittiest guy in North America, and he deserves that. He does. He sorta is, really.
So he knows he’s hurt Lachlan with the—distance and the pulling away. Has been thanking God that Lachlan ain’t the kind of guy to demand an explanation from him, even though he’s been practicing them anyway: it’s just been a busy start to the season, I dunno what to tell you, man. I’ve been trying to hang with the D-corp more, you know, strengthen those bonds for the sake of our game. I was always gonna have to move out anyway. I’m bad, man. At the core, I’m just so fucking bad, and it’ll get on you, too, if I’m not careful, you know, it’ll—either it’ll get on you and you’ll be fucking stained for life or, maybe—maybe worse, man, maybe even worse than that, you’ll find out. And then you’ll hate me, and I can survive you hating me over how shit I’ve been treating you since New Year’s, but I can’t survive it, I don’t think, if you hated me for the—the other stuff.
But now he’s seen what it looks like when Lachlan’s real wounded and then he’s seen what it looks like when Lachlan’s just looking through him and it’s worse, Crawford thinks. Than the hatred he thought he was bracing for. The goddamn storm’s blown his whole house away. How do you survive that shit? 
If Spencer tells him the interview’s over, Crawford doesn’t realize. The next couple of hours happen in flashes, a leaky sink’s faucet drip way of keeping time. He gets a ride back to Tommy’s; they eat lunch on the couch and an episode of The Walking Dead plays in the background. Crawford’s sick in his ensuite bathroom, head bowed with the force of it and back and hands and body shaking. Then he takes a nap, wakes up and eats chicken and sweet potato and pasta with red sauce.
Lachlan doesn’t even look at him in the tunnel, not before warmies and not before the game. He stays up near the front of the line, shoved into the space between Adder and Hayden and talking with them real quiet and serious.
Crawford’s body aches, one giant bruise all over his fucking skin. He rubs at his chest twice, like that’ll ease the pain of it, but it doesn’t do shit. By the time he takes his spot on the bench between Pitchy and Runt, his knee is jumping up and down and his hands keep clenching and unclenching around the shaft of his stick.
The sick, rotting feeling is back, fighting to spill out from behind his teeth every time he opens his mouth, so he’s started chewing on his mouthguard the way Briker always gets chirped about. This way, it’s like he can distract himself, give into the need to fucking bite and snarl, take something and gnash it between his teeth without actually—well.
It’s a shitty distraction. 
It’s also, unrelated, a shitty fucking hockey game. Chippy from the outset, it’s like the Trawlers showed up in Montreal with something to fucking prove. Hayden gets checked into the boards by Elias Sommer so hard that he stays down for a couple of seconds. So long that Lachlan shifts and stands up on the bench, like he’s gonna fucking do something about it. Adder grabs at him and yanks him down first, thank fucking Christ.
It goes from bad to worse after that though.
And then it goes to hell in the third period when Crawford’s on the ice and Shane’s taking a face-off in the defensive zone. They’re up by one point, and the Trawlers have been throwing everything they fucking can at them trying to make up the difference.
Every time Crawford draws in a breath, it catches in his chest and crumbles out of his mouth. It’s like—he fucking wants to focus on the game, shut everything out and watch the puck and watch his edges and trust his partner and throw himself in between every shot on goal he can block before it gets anywhere near Drapeau, send it back the other way, be worth his fucking spot on the roster, be worth every fucking thing that’s been given up for him to get here, but he’s—
Baran, #91, drifts closer to him as they watch the linesmen discuss something. Puck’s in one of their fucking hands, man. Just drop it. But then the whistle blows and Hollander straightens with a sneer, skating back a foot away from the middle as he keeps his eyes on the refs.
“Yo,” Baran says. “Rookie.” 
Crawford chews at his mouthguard, vicious with it. What he needs is—like, just one day of doing nothing. He’ll go for a fucking run, and then he’ll do nothing, and that’ll fix him, cause every time he’s tried to do something, he’s just made the whole goddamn thing even harder to fucking bear, and Crawford’s creaking at the fucking knees right about now. He’s gonna fucking—
“Rookie,” Baran says again, insistent. “Got a question, man, c’mon.”
Baran’s got a reputation, is what he’s got. Fucking rat-faced annoyance, real good at instigating shit on the ice, real bad at getting the puck into the back of the net. Crawford stays facing forward. He won’t look at him. He’s thinking about where he’ll go for a run. He’s thinking about Lachlan’s face outside the locker room and in the video room and in their apartment, that night he’d told him he was gonna move out—no, he’s thinking about where he’ll go for a run. That’s all. It’s important to figure these things out, where you’re gonna go. Otherwise you’re just fucking—directionless and all over the place and—
“You got a Pucey on the team, right? He the one who scored tonight, yeah?” Baran asks, and the buzz and chaos of the arena around him gets a little quieter, fades into the background. “The younger one. He as good as his old man? Haven’t noticed yet.”
“Fuck off,” Crawford snaps, which is a mistake. It’s a rookie fucking mistake because the last fucking thing you do with an instigator is fucking speak to them. Everyone knows that. Crawford knows that. Crawford knows—
“He as good as his bro?” Baran asks, drifting a little closer. The linesmen are still talking, too quiet to hear. All Crawford can hear is the frantic pounding of his own heart, all systems go and nowhere to go. Directionless. Code red.
“The best,” Crawford spits out, even though he knows he shouldn’t fucking engage. It’s the truth though. Lachlan’s fucking aces, it ain’t telling to say that. It’s just the fucking truth.
Baran grins at him, mouthguard balanced in between his teeth before he sucks it back into his mouth. “Doubt it though,” he says, all smarmy and shit, and Crawford sneers at him.
“Guess you’ll see when he scores again, douche,” Crawford tells him, and Baran’s smirk gets wider. His eyes get sharper. Crawford doesn’t want to fucking know what he’s seeing on his face. 
“The best, huh,” Baran hums, leans down and braces his stick on his knees. “You think he’s better than all the little half-Puceys running around?”
Crawford’s trying to pay attention to the ice and the puck in the linesman’s hand, trying not to think about Lachlan’s face from the morning, trying not to think about anything at all cause everything’s making the floodwaters rise inside of him, but then—he can’t—he’s gotta— “What.”
Baran’s mouthguard pops out, then back in between his teeth. He grins. “What do you mean what, rook? Rhett Pucey stepping out on his wife was like the biggest fucking open secret in the league, man. With how often he was sleeping around, he gotta have fucked a kid or two into a bunny, you know what I’m saying?”

No. Crawford doesn’t. That—it doesn’t make sense. What Baran’s saying. He’s gotta be talking out of his fucking ass, gotta be lying cause Lachlan said his parents— “Fuck off,” Crawford snaps and tightens his grip on his stick, bends his back down into position when the linesman skates back towards the face-off circle.
“Oh,” Baran says. “That a sore spot or something?” He sounds mightly fucking apologetic. Crawford’s fingers flex in his gloves, but he can’t do shit. That’s not—he doesn’t—it’s just chirping, and it ain’t even about his family. Baran’s chirping the wrong fucking Metros rookie, if he thinks Crawford cares what any of the Trawlers think they know about Lachlan’s daddy’s fucking—marriage. 
He don’t.
It’s just—Lachlan was telling Spencer Presley, just today, how fucking much he looks up to his daddy, and Crawford ain’t an idiot, he knows Lachlan’s got a complicated relationship with Rhett Pucey the way sons and fathers get to having complicated relationships when the shadow of one starts getting too small for the other. But this is fucking different. This is—Crawford doesn’t—
He glances towards the bench. Lachlan’s there, looking back at him with his chest heaving, fresh off his own shift and probably still coasting off the high of his goal. He can’t make out the expression on his face from this far away, but he don’t need to. 
Baran’s looking, too. Crawford can see him doing it out of the corner of his eye. He’s smirking again, this smarmy grin stretched across his face that Crawford wants to pry apart with his fucking fingers.
If anyone would know, in the league, about—it’d be the Trawlers and the Admirals, probably. The Dukes out in Anaheim and the Drivers in Dallas. Those were all Rhett’s teams. Or, the Trawlers weren’t ever, but New York’s probably a small enough city where it counts, and hockey players are fucking busy-body gossips that could put the Darien church ladies out of business.
“I’m just saying, man,” Baran adds, under his breath. “Statistically speaking, I bet your buddy ain’t the last of the Puceys.”
The puck drops. Hollander wins the face-off clean, snaps it to back to Pike who sends it around the net to where Bruntley’s waiting with his stick already drawn back to send it flying back into the neutral zone. A Trawler intercepts, pushes it back towards their goal and Crawford’s lunging to meet him. He snags it out of the lane, but before he can send it to Runt, he’s going down. Solid check to the side that leaves him breathless and horizontal, chin and cheek pressed against the cold ice of the rink. 

“Hey, rook,” Baran says. “You think he knows? I should tell him, right? About his daddy. He should know.”
It’s not—
It’s just—
Crawford doesn’t—
He don’t fight. He doesn’t fucking know how to fight, not on the ice and not off it, not for the fucking life of him. The fucking—amount of shit he’s gotten, from teammates, from family, from Tug, from Wes, about not fighting, it’s just fucking—astronomical. But he doesn’t, he just don’t got that in him, he just don’t know how.
Except then Baran, #91, looks down the length of his nose at him and smirks, says, He should know, and all Crawford can fucking think about is Lachlan’s face, cracked open and hurting and miserable, and what Crawford would give and do and become just to never have to see that look again, just to erase it from his fucking mind, rewrite it and forget it entirely.
When I think about love, I think about my pops, Lachlan’d said and Crawford ain’t gonna let anyone fucking take that from him, not if the taking’ll hurt him, he’s been hurt enough already, Crawford’s hurt him enough already.
And Crawford doesn’t fight, Crawford can’t fight, but it don’t matter because he’s up and off the ice and he’s got his bare hand twisted up in Baran’s jersey while the other one’s curled into a fist trying to land a solid blow, anywhere, he’d take anywhere, he ain’t even aiming, he ain’t even looking, got his head down between his shoulders trying to protect his brain cause that’s what everyone’s taught to do, except some of them are taught to fight, too, and Baran’s got in enough scraps that it’s a fucking lost cause almost fucking immediately. He lands one solid hit, probably, right on Baran’s chin, and then Baran’s got him down again, helmet knocked clean off and fist meeting his cheek and then just beneath his eye, his nose and then his jaw.
There’s blood in Crawford’s mouth when enough hands tangle into their sweaters to pull them apart. Baran’s hair’s disheveled and his eyes are on fire and there’s blood across the bottom of his lip too, he must have bit it by accident when Crawford first got at him. His mouthguard’s on the ice between their skates; Crawford’s is who-knows-where. 
The crowd’s roaring all around them, and Crawford—he doesn’t have it in him to look at the bench even as he skates towards the penalty box and slams the door behind him. His face hurts every time he moves it, but all his teeth are there when he runs his tongue over them. His head hurts a little when he tilts it back and forth to work out a kink in his neck, but he wasn’t hit anywhere near hard enough for a concussion. They’ll probably check him anyway, after the game. 
He doesn’t look at the bench, not for the five minute penalty and not afterwards, when Coach puts him on it for the rest of the game. His face and his hands and his pride hurts, a little, but it’s sort of a welcome change.
It shouldn’t be a surprise or nothing, that Crawford ain’t looking. Lachlan said it himself. He’s a coward. Maybe getting the shit kicked out of him will at least make Lachlan feel a little better. Make him hate him a little less. Make him see it ain’t that Crawford doesn’t want to fight, sometimes. It’s just that he can’t. All he does is get his blood all over everything. 
All he does is stain the ice with it.


“I’m gonna hang the fuck up,” Crawford mutters, running a hand over his face gingerly. On the Facetime call, Tucker continues to fucking wet himself laughing. “Seriously, man, good night. It’s too late for this shit.”

“Nuh uh, Yankee, you stay right there where I can see you,” Tucker says when he’s got enough breath in his lungs to string the words together. “You’re getting into all kinds of trouble running around up there, unsupervised and everything, you’re gonna give your mama a heart attack.”
“It was a hockey fight,” Crawford snaps, but he doesn’t feel the anger he was feeling just a few hours before. It’s like all that shit’s been temporarily drained from his system. Floodwaters run into the ocean, maybe. All that’s left is a whole bunch of mud and muck. “I ain’t getting beat up in dark alleys or nothing.”

“Calling it a fight’s real generous,” Tucker chirps, and Crawford groans, sitting down on his bed and letting himself fall back against the pillows. “From my perspective it was more like a hockey take-down. What was it like for you?”

“I’d be real happy to show you next time I see you,” Crawford mumbles. He pushes his fingers up against the tender skin on his cheek and then further up, to just below his eye socket. Baran got him real fucking good. He ain’t gonna win any beauty contests any time soon, that’s for sure. That’s what Tucker’d said, the moment Crawford made the mistake of accepting the video call, and the fucker ain’t exactly wrong.
Tug laughs, and then he squints through the camera at him, like he can see through his skin or something. “Seriously though, man, I gotta know. You threw them gloves down so fast I thought they were burning you. What’d he say that got you so good?”
Crawford shrugs, even though Tug can’t really see it at this angle. “Usual shit,” he says. He ain’t thought up a lie yet, but he reckons he’ll have time before anyone’s really asking him. It ain’t actually that big of a deal, a hockey fight. Sure, he got fucking got, which is embarrassing enough it’ll be chirping material for the rest of the season, probably, but it ain’t like everyone else in the locker room’s clutching their pearls and side-eyeing him for being from across the tracks or nothing. They’ve all gotten in fucking fights. It’s fucking hockey.
Tug’s just calling cause Tug knows how much Crawford doesn’t like fighting. Tug took and dealt out more than his fair share of blows meant for Crawford when they was growing up, Tug knows. 
No one else on the Metros would know enough to think it’s anything but a great fucking chirp. Hayden’s already sent him a hundred disappointed looks and then put him through two whole concussion protocols that he’d passed easily.
And Lachlan—maybe Lachlan would—if they were still—then maybe Lachlan would be calling him too, talking to him and shit, interrogating him the way Tug’s trying to do from a couple of thousands of miles away, but they’re—they don’t do that shit anymore, and it’s better this way. 
And it’s better this way. And it’s—
Crawford’s opening his mouth to test out saying something—he thinks it’d be a little funny to tell Tug that he’d tackled Baran for badmouthing peach pie—but before he can, there’s a loud pounding on his bedroom door that cuts him off at the knees.
No pause, no break between hits. One, two, three, four, five, six, seven—
“Alright, alright!” Crawford yells, getting up onto his feet and crossing the room with his phone held slack in one hand. “Jesus fucking wept, Tommy, I’m—”
But it ain’t Tommy on the other side of the door when he tugs it open. It ain’t Tommy breathing all heavy like he just ran up the stairs to get here instead of taking the elevator. It ain’t Tommy wearing a backwards cap and a flush on his cheeks and a hoodie and a loose-fitted pair of joggers, bag of clothes at his feet like he came directly from the rink.
It’s Lachlan.
“What--how'd you get--who let you—”

“Westley gave me the keycode, gonna be out late with the team," Lachlan rattles off, shouldering his way past Crawford and into his room like it's his fucking right. He turns around in the next second, puts his hands on his hips and glares at him the second he takes him in fully. "Jesus Christ, Hank Crawford. The fuck are you doing on your damn phone? Get off it now, I'm really gonna fucking kill you."
“That’s not really an incentive, man,” Crawford says, letting his mouth run without any input from his brain cause his brain can’t exactly be trusted right now. His brain’s trying to tell him Lachlan Pucey’s standing in his bedroom right now, looking angry as all get out, arms crossed over his chest and hair still damp from the rink’s shower.
“I ain’t playing around,” Lachlan says, and to be fair, he doesn’t sound like he is either. He sounds real fucking serious, actually. “You got your head damn near pummeled in, you ain’t supposed to be looking at fucking screens, you fucking—moron!”

“Hey now,” Tucker pipes up from the phone in Crawford’s hand. His voice sounds small from the distance, tinny, even if it’s deeper in tone than even Crawford’s. “He said he passed the protocols, fuckface, it’s fine.”
Lachlan narrows his eyes and then, like, between one blink and the next, he’s got Crawford’s phone in his hand, raised up so he can glare into the screen. Crawford should probably, like—right? He should probably say something. “And you fucking believe him when he tells you shit, man? They make anything other than idiots in Darien?”
“Alright,” Crawford interrupts, snatching the phone back from Lachlan before Tucker can say something worse. “Alright now, I don’t—I did fucking pass all the tests, and if I didn’t, man, yelling ain’t gonna ameliorate the fucking situation, is it.”
“Hang up the goddamn phone, Crawford, I swear to God,” Lachlan says, ignoring him so thoroughly that Crawford’s stuck wondering if he spoke at all. “We gotta talk.”

“Maybe I want a third party witness,” Crawford replies, and Lachlan jerks his head up to stare at him. It pins him in place, the way he looks at him. 
There’s nothing empty about his eyes now, even though Crawford can’t figure out how to read all the emotions that are there. Anger and hurt and fear and—worry, maybe. Concern, underneath all the fury.
Though what Lachlan’s got to be mad about, Crawford’s got no fucking idea. He’s pretty sure Baran didn’t say shit to Lachlan, was watching him the rest of the game and he didn’t get close to him at all. Probably cause he didn’t need to; the Trawlers'd scored an equalizer on the power play with Crawford in the box, and then they'd scored again later to save them all from having to go into overtime.
Maybe Lachlan’s upset that he scored a goal and Crawford still cost them the game. That’s probably it. That’s probably—
“H,” Lachlan says, and he uncrosses his arms, lets his hands fall to his sides. “Please.”
“I gotta go,” Crawford tells Tucker. He hangs up before Tug can say anything else, which is probably for the better. Who knows what’ll come out of his mouth? Who knows what Lachlan’ll hear that Crawford don’t want him to know?
“He hit you real hard,” Lachlan says. It ain’t casual, but his voice doesn’t waver or anything super embarrassing like that. “I saw you go down. I was watching.”

“I have a thick skull,” Crawford says. His throat’s scratchy and he’s got to shove his hands in his pockets just to keep them off his cross. It’s more effective, anyhow, probably, to look across the distance between them and stare at the neckline of Lachlan’s hoodie anyway. More handy to remind himself about Lachlan’s faith than to try and scrabble at the remnants of his own.
Lachlan’s mouth is twisted up into a frown, and his breathing’s ragged. He shakes his head and then takes his hat off, tosses it onto Crawford’s bed and runs his fingers through the wet strands of his hair.
“What did he say?” Lachlan asks.
“It don’t matter,” Crawford tells him immediately, which isn’t a lie and it isn’t the truth. It’s something that exists in between. It don’t matter. It won’t matter. Crawford will—he’ll make sure it won’t matter, cause he can’t live with the idea that Lachlan could lose a part of the respect he has for his daddy and that losing it would hurt him again the way Crawford’s already hurt him the once.
Except this morning, Crawford didn’t know he was doing it, didn’t know he was hurting him and what it looked like, and now he does. Now he knows what it looks like.
“It don’t matter,” Crawford says again, forceful this time. He rubs at his temple, and then drops his hand when he catches Lachlan watching. 
But Lachlan doesn’t say nothing about any possible concussion. He just crosses his arms again and pins Crawford in place with his eyes. “You was looking at me,” Lachlan says. It sounds a like an accusation. It sounds like half a puzzle, already solved. In the half-rotted cavern of his chest, Crawford’s heart starts to race so quick he gets a little nauseous from it.
“What?” he asks, mouth dry. “No I wasn’t—”

“You was,” Lachlan says. “You and Baran both were. I saw you. You was looking at me and then you were fighting. So what the fuck did he say, man?”
Crawford thinks, a little faintly, he’d sort of prefer another punch to the head if he’s being honest here. If God’s suddenly decided to start taking his calls.









  
    Chapter End Notes

    director's yapping corner
1) as usual starting small and from the top, sierra likes lilies the most because lilies are super cool. also, lilies are really toxic to cats, meaning periwinkle (and more broadly, what periwinkle represents re: the idyllic home crawford&lachlan made when hockey and the outside world was kept away from them) would in fact not be able to co-exist with the bouquet of lilies lachlan gives her
2) possibly an incomplete list of things that the characters are confused and/or just straight up wrong about in this chapter: lachlan confuses CPR with the heimlich maneuver. he means so well. the s word lachlan is trying to think of when talking with hayden is subjective. he is soooo close. he may never get there in the end. crawford calls it 'self-depreciatingly' instead of 'self-deprecatingly'. bless him. he of all people should know that one huh
3) the more i write this fic, the more i think hayden deserves some kind of mvp award. like the lady byng award but for single moms who work two jobs behind the scenes or something. yes his strategy is invite Sad Sacks Of Shit 1, 2, and 3 over and throw babies at them, but it works more often than it doesn't. also yes he was trying to parent-trap crawford and lachlan by getting them over to his house at the same time to look after his kids so they could talk it out. also yes he made a whole veggie platter for shane to eat (yes, shane did get privately emotional over the vegetable platter cause he made one for a party in a different life). also yes he can only have difficult conversations if he doesn't have to look the person in the eye, but hey! he's trying. mvp award for Trying The Hardest With The Least Amount Of Improvement To Show For It.
4)briefly on the fight and crawford's narration here, crawford's sort of going back and forth between his heartbroken emotions of last chapter (and his commitment to distance) and this sort of rotten, corrupting anger and sadness (and his commitment to distance) in this chapter, and i think that's a really big change in him because he's a lot of things but he's not explosively angry. and i think you can see that HE knows that too in his own narration. he knows that's something's different and that he's feeling off and wrong, he just doesn't know what to do about it until he snaps and gets into a fight on the ice. he ISN'T a fighter. getting into this fight is wildly abnormal for him and also he sucks at it lol #myfailwife #lachlansfailwife
for me, writing this temporary change was important cause i wanted to emphasize that there really are changes and consequences of that sort of negative self-talk and perception and internalized hatred and homophobia! crawford feels this newfound kind of anger and detachment because he's pushing himself away from some of the best parts of his life and letting his own internalized hatred color his outlook on everything. and then he hurts himself and he hurts lachlan and he notices how much he hurts lachlan and he takes it as proof that he really is as sick as he's been thinking he is, which starts that cycle over and over again. in this case, it breaks when he gets into this fight and lachlan comes to confront him but i think in a lot of my fics (and in this one), there's an undercurrent of characters choosing to be angry/act in an angry fashion because grief/pure sadness is too heavy to bear, and that's really true here, too. luckily, this is in fact the lowest it gets. lachlan to the angry/worried rescue next chapter!
5) i shan't lie, i spent many of my formative years on tumblr during the great soulmark trope boom of like 2013-2015, so a lot of times when im writing or watching/reading media, i hone in on the first words two characters say to each other and automatically rate them out of 10 for if they'd be an interesting soulmate story & words to have as a tattoo on your body for the rest of your life (a la the soulmate 'first words your soulmate says to you appear as a tattoo on your body' fanfic trope) and i gotta say, 'He said he passed the protocols, fuckface, it’s fine.' & 'And you fucking believe him when he tells you shit, man? They make anything other than idiots in Darien?' are 10/10 soulmate first words. very juicy. interesting narrative tensions. also, this is the nightmare scenario crawford doesn't even realize he has. in whatever alternate universe torment nexus that is, someone get that boy a gun with three bullets.
6) i tentatively believe that i can have the next chapter out by next thursday (9.10, not 9.3) and then try and get back to regular thursday updates give or take the odd, 2-week gaps. to tide you over until the next update, please imagine lachlan's disgust and disbelief and straight up befuddlement when he finds out that yes crawford (technically) fought someone over rhett pucey's honor


  


      

  












      Chapter 15: lachlan
  



    Chapter Notes

      jokes it turns out im physically incapable of having a finished chapter sitting in my docs for more than (checks notes) 4 hours before i have to post it. this is gonna ruin the world tour (the vague idea of my update schedule)

anyway this chapter is all fight and resolution or at least like. a peace treaty was signed. shakily. in blood. but signed. which means it was thrilling to write!! thank you everyone for the comments on the last chapter im sorry i didn't get to reply to more of them i started focusing really hard on this chapter to the detriment of my other free-time commitments. i really really enjoyed reading all of them though and especially the relief of the darkest most saddest parts being over! to that i say, in direct contradiction to my previous self well. like. sorta. sure! :)

new related works to this fic i have lost my mind about: blueheart_V drew an amazing mock-up of bluebonnet tattoo lachlan didn't get - which is frankly so stunning i said to myself well i have free real-estate on my ribs for a tat (to which my bank account said no you don't); i love the way the shading is done to make it look a little more masculine& i love the way the petals of the individual flowers look a little like butterflies!! it's beautiful!! i can't believe lachlan went with a rope!!

uchoplesk drew two different crawford&lachlans, both beautiful and so fun!! i love them. one sketch of them happy (which i assume is from the first couple of chapters HAHA i forgot they could SMILE lol) and one crazy beautiful drawing of their faces with so much detail!! i ADORE the penwork in these and how both of them look a) like boys but b) like boys who are going through that awkward phase of life where they are both boys AND men and their faces don't know how to reflect their rapidly changing emotions and outlooks and life. also the colors are crazy im obsessed! i looked at lachlan's and it was the first time i realized maybe i should've made him be the one with the explicit and crazy religious pressure and guilt and sense of hiding cause his coloring is screaming fox actually. whatever. ive subverted expectations.

finally CR8179 started recording a podfic of this fic, doing cold readings of the chapters which i think is soooo cool!!! i've only listened to the first three chapters so far and i have discovered so many new things about this fic i would have absolutely forgotten (and did forget about) if not for listening to it. it's so great, if you like podfics please check it out!! their reading of it is so well done it made me read bits of this chapter out loud to see what the dialogue/pacing sounds like in conversation, which is something i've always heard you should do and something i never really remember to do.

no need to thank coach nielsen today. there is no hockey in this chapter. just a whole lotta fucking verbal fisticuffs, thrown by men who would rather be cuddled up under a blanket reading a book together

(PS i am working on a short hollanov fic i will probably post before the next chapter of this fic - which is sorta yalls fault you told me you'd like to see it a few chapters ago, so....it won't be too long before the next chapter but it probably won't be this thursday either!!)
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  Lachlan could probably get in a car crash every day for the rest of his fucking life and not experience anywhere close to the amount of whiplash knowing Hank Crawford for the past six months has put him through.
It’s fucking insane, if you think about it, and Lachlan hasn’t been thinking about anything else, not for the last couple of hours, not since he bullied the access code and doorman’s name outta Westley after overhearing him making plans to go out with the team. No, before that, probably. Not since he watched Hayden yank Crawford towards the medical staff, gesturing to his head when one of the women leant into them to confer. Before that, even. Probably. He hasn’t been able to think about anything but Hank Crawford and all the ways the guy can make him feel insane since he got into that stupid fucking fight on the ice, shook off his gloves and lost to Clayton fucking Baran, like what the fuck, man, what the fuck. 
Not thinking is probably how he got here, actually. Lachlan doesn’t even remember—he can’t actually recall, like, leaving the rink or nothing. He got the address from Westley, got into his car. Got here.
He don’t remember it or nothing though. All he can think about is Hank Crawford and how fucking—angry he is. He’s so damn angry he can’t even fucking look at him for too long, gotta turn away from him and pace in a tight circle around his bedroom instead. 
It ain’t much to look at, Crawford’s bedroom. Ain’t much there. Got a desk in the corner that’s got a bunch of clothes thrown on top of it. Got a bundle of sticks up against the side of the closet, got a cardboard box beneath one of the windows, like he never finished unpacking from moving here in the first place, even though they’re near halfway through February now, and Crawford’s whole fucking reason to move out of their place in Laval before the lockout ended was so he could get settled in somewhere before the season started. 
A lesser man would probably kick at the cardboard box, but Lachlan’s been being good and shit lately, so he just turns around so he can’t see it no more. 
Crawford’s slumped up against the edge of his bedside table, arms crossed loosely and eyes glued on Lachlan like he’s some kinda unknown, a rabid dog or an unbroken horse or something, and that’s just real rich, ain’t it, ain’t that just
If Crawford don’t know him well enough to predict him, then that’s on him. Lachlan’s not gone anywhere since day fucking one.
He works his jaw back and forth, looking at Crawford looking at him. Except the more he looks at Crawford the more he’s thinking ridiculous things like Baran fucking missed a spot, rearranging his fucking face, and those are dangerous kinda thoughts to have, so he turns about-face, looks out the window in the room instead. Crawford’s got two, and a fancy skylight in the ceiling cause of course Thomas Westley’s gonna own the penthouse suite of whatever apartment building he’s living in. The city lights blink and glitter below him but Lachlan doesn’t give a fuck about Montreal or the view or any goddamn thing cause Crawford got into a stupid fucking fight, let Baran poke him into it, got knocked down and went down fucking hard, okay, it looked—
“You just ain’t gonna say anything?” Lachlan barks, turning around to glare at Crawford again.
He’s got a bruise blooming across his cheekbone, high up and over the dark freckle there just beneath his eye. His lip’s split and when he raises his hand to scratch at his nose, the knuckles on his right hand are torn, probably from catching himself on the ice too hard when he fell, gloves off, and not at all from punching Baran—he barely fucking touched the guy. Fucking awful showing of it. Fucking awful.
It was fucking awful. Crawford’s been banged up before, caught against the boards and shoved this way and that. Lachlan’s seen the bruises on his legs and his torso, the usual shit, it’s just the nature of the sport, especially when you’re young, and Crawford ain’t as fast as Lachlan, Crawford’s game is to get right near the other guy coming at him, get the puck from him any way he can, so he’s been black and blue and purple and green since the season started, but this—
It was fucking awful.

“Am I allowed?” Crawford asks, raising both his eyebrows like the asshole he is, and Lachlan can’t believe he was so goddamn worried about him on the bench, cause now he sorta wants to get his hands around his neck and just fucking throttle him.
Am I allowed. 
Am I allowed to say something to you.
Ain’t that Lachlan’s line?
God, he’s so fucking pissed at him he’s a little scared of it, honestly, the anger. 
He’s still a little scared, if he’s being honest, and that’s never been something he knows what to do with. Especially not like this, with Crawford and him and the way Crawford’d and Baran’d been talking on the ice during the pause in play, the way they’d both looked at the Metros bench and at Lachlan, they’d both looked at Lachlan, and does Crawford really think Lachlan wouldn’t notice that shit? He can count on one hand the number of times Crawford’s looked at him dead in the eye in the past month, and he wouldn’t even need all his fucking fingers, of course he noticed. 
Crawford’s still got his eyebrows all raised up like he’s waiting and running out of patience. He blinks at him, but his left eye’s a little fucked up and swollen from the hit, so it goes down slower than the other one.
He should look fucking pathetic, right, except Lachlan’s chest goes tight for a second like he can’t breathe, like he was the one who got the shit knocked out of him. 
And it’s so weird, right, being angry and scared and worried all about the same guy, who’s just such a fucking dick anyway, but—
But knowing it’s weird doesn’t make it not true and it doesn’t do shit for his heart rate either.
“You gotta tell me, man,” Lachlan spits out from between his teeth. He stuffs his hands in his pockets and then takes them out again. Shakes his head. “That was the stupidest fucking thing I’ve ever—you don’t do that shit, you don’t fucking know how to do that shit, what the fuck—”
“People get in fights all the fucking time,” Crawford snaps back. “It’s fucking hockey, man, he took me down, I was—”

“It was a clean hit, I watched the replay,” Lachlan says, even though he hadn’t because he hadn’t been able to look away from the ice the entire time, couldn’t have glanced up at the Jumbotron if God Himself was leaning on his shoulder, telling him to. 
Crawford scoffs, rubs at his temple, rubs at his uninjured cheek and then lets his hand fall. “Didn’t feel like no clean hit,” he says, like that’s an excuse. Like Lachlan’s gonna believe all it took was getting knocked onto the ice by a fucking New York Trawler for the guy who never fucking scraps over anything to throw down his gloves. 
Lachlan shakes his head again, and then again when all he feels is more angry and more shaky and less in control. Crawford just—Crawford does his fucking head in, more than any person Lachlan’s ever fucking met. “You were looking at me,” he says, again, slow and careful. Back to basics. “So I wanna know what you two were saying in the first place.”
“Nothing,” Crawford says. Too quick, which means it’s something. Then, “It don’t matter.” Which means it does. Then, “Not everything’s about you, man.” Which means it was. Then, “My head hurts like sin, Lachlan. Can’t we just do this tomorrow?”
Lachlan’s not a fucking idiot and Crawford’s a goddamn liar, and everyone knows the worst thing you can give a liar is time, so he says, “No. We’re doing this now.”

“This is my house,” Crawford says, which is real rich cause it’s Westley’s condo if it’s anything. “So I think you should—”
“I ain’t going anywhere,” Lachlan snaps and then he has to pace in a circle around the room again, distract himself with poking at Crawford’s lamp and the copy of The Great Gatsby he’s got sitting on the very edge of the desk for a second. It’s got a pen on top of it, but no bookmark inside it. He lets out a breath in careful stages. “You’re gonna tell me,” he says. 
“Why’s that?” Crawford challenges, and it really is like a stupid fucking challenge, his chin tilts up the way it’d go up when they were both lying on the couch and Crawford’d mess with the TV til it was playing the Chel theme, look over at Lachlan like you wanna go, man?
What a stupid fucking thing to remember right now of all times. It makes Lachlan hurt all over, and there ain’t nothing in his throat blocking his breathing, but it feels like it all the same. 
“Cause if you don’t,” he says, and he doesn’t even know what he’s saying til after he’s said it, until the words are out and in the air and they both gotta deal with them, “then I’m done, man.”
Crawford blinks at him. His mouth’s fallen open a little, he looks so fucking dumb. His eye’s messed up still, obviously, the swelling getting worse. Baran got him good. It was fucking awful. He sort of looks like Lachlan’s punched him again, same spot. Like the hit’s come out of nowhere.
Good, Lachlan thinks. Maybe he’ll fight back now.
“What,” Crawford says, and Lachlan’s gotta look away cause his eyes are too blue and too wide and his face is too broken, it shouldn’t look like that, Crawford’s a fucking idiot, it shouldn’t—-
He’s moving before he even knows it. Isn’t thinking about anything except that slow blink and the way Crawford’d let Hayden shove him towards the medical staff and the way no one even told Lachlan he was okay afterwards, no one told him nothing, and sure, yeah, okay, maybe no one ever gets real fucked up in a hockey fight. Not real bad or nothing, just bruises and cosmetic type shit. You don’t even see players losing teeth from fights, not unless the guy throwing the punch really means that shit and ice fights aren’t for when you really mean that shit.
No one ever gets fucked up from a hockey fight. Maybe a scrum, sure, when fists are flying everywhere and emotions are running so high it takes all the linesmen to calm ‘em down, but one to one? Nah, it’s not the fucking fights that get you more than a little banged up and uglier than before. It’s the play itself, everyone knows that shit. It’s the legal hits and the high sticks and slamming into the boards wrong that break ankles and collarbones and heads, that start the stupid fights in the first place.
It wasn’t Crawford’s fight that was so goddamn awful to watch, but that don’t make it easy to stand in front of him now and watch him struggle to blink around the swelling of his eye and the bruise on his cheekbone. Baran got him fucking good, clocked him right in the face, again and again.
Lachlan meant it. What he said. He didn’t realize it, not until he said it, but he meant it. He really thinks he means it. I’m so close to throwing in the towel, man. I can’t take it anymore.
So he shoves past Crawford, has to get out of the room all of a sudden, has to—Crawford goes what the fuck, Lachlan, behind him, sorta panicked, maybe, at least sounding so thrown off his guard that Lachlan almost wants to catch him or something.
He ain’t ever been to Westley’s place before, even though the guy sometimes hosts things for the team. Made a point of never coming, if he’s being honest. But places like this all look the same and they’ve got the same layout and Lachlan’s been here before, not this condo, but it ain’t the first time he’s ever stepped foot in a highrise penthouse, right, he knows where the kitchen’s gonna be and he knows roughly which of the fake looking white wall panels is probably gonna be the fridge, that the freezer’s gonna be probably real close to it and smaller. 
“Seriously, man,” Crawford says from behind him, at the edge of the kitchen, probably leaning against the breakfast bar cause god forbid he stands up straight for once. “What the fuck.”
Westley’s a professional hockey player getting paid the big fucking bucks to take care of his body and stuff, so there’s a whole shelf in his freezer that’s just fancy ice packs meant for athletes to wrap around their injuries to reduce swelling. Below that shelf though, there’s a couple of bags of frozen fruit. Lachlan grabs one of them, the mango one cause that’s his least favorite smoothie flavor, and shuts the freezer door.
He tosses the bag at Crawford, maybe a little harder than necessary, but of course the guy catches it real easy. “What, you want a snack, Lox?” Crawford asks, and he’s such a fucking dick.
God, he’s such a fucking asshole, but—
It was awful. When Baran checked him. He went down hard, lost his footing for a second and fell, just crumpled. And then he didn’t get up, not immediately. He didn’t get up for four whole seconds. Lachlan counted. They were awful. It was—and then no one told him, afterwards. On the bench. Crawford didn’t go down the tunnel or anything, but Coach didn’t put him back in either and he was sitting on the far end of the bench from Lachlan, no matter how many times Lachlan got sent out and then came back, he couldn’t ever get close enough to hear or to ask—so he didn’t know. Crawford got hit and he fell and he didn’t get up and then he did and then he was fighting and then he was on the bench and then he was being examined by the medical staff and then he was gone and no one told Lachlan, like. If he was okay.
And of course no one told Lachlan if Crawford was okay or not. They probably told Hollander, who probably told Hayden and Boiziau. And the coaching staff were probably told too, but why would they think to tell Lachlan? They’re not friends, they’re just friendly, just rookies together, and it wasn’t a big deal. Just a little blood, just a scrap. Wasn’t even the only fucking fight of the game. Why would anyone tell Lachlan?
“Put that on your face,” Lachlan orders. “Then tell me why the fuck you got in a fight with Clayton Baran or I’m serious, Crawford, I’m fucking done.”
Crawford flinches, just slightly, shoulders going back in a way like he’s bracing himself for Lachlan to come at him or something, and man, does that make him want to take it back. He means it, he thinks, he thinks he means it, but he doesn’t—it doesn’t feel good, watching the words hit Crawford. 
It just feels kind of awful all over again. 
“It don’t matter,” Crawford tries, raising the bag of frozen mango chunks up to his cheek and pressing it against the bruise. “Look, man, I promise, it ain’t anything—”
“I don’t care,” Lachlan snaps, putting his hands on the ugly granite of the kitchen island in between them. “I don’t care what you think it was, man, I ain’t asking for your goddamn opinion, I’m asking for the truth.”
No one had told Lachlan. If Crawford was okay or not. And now Crawford won’t even tell Lachlan what made him throw his gloves in the first place and he was looking at his fucking phone when Lachlan got here and Lachlan hadn’t even been sure, right, like, if he could call, if he was allowed to call, if Crawford’d pick up and that don’t even matter, does it, cause the line would have been busy anyway, and—and Crawford’s been watching a stupid fucking television show with Tommy fucking Westley and talking to the media team about it, like Lachlan hadn’t had to fucking beg to get him to watch the first episode with him, and, and—
And how many times, you know, can you call a telephone number without anyone answering before you realize maybe it’s just been disconnected, right? Like, it’s like that, ain’t it? It’s like how he wanted to play baseball when he was a kid, right, so he begged and whined until his daddy let him join the Little League team, but he fucking sucked ass, knew it when he couldn’t hit the ball even when it was balanced on the little stand, like—how many times do you gotta swing and miss before you just hang up the—mitt or whatever.
It’s just whatever.
Probably, Lachlan should have been done with Crawford ages and ages ago, but that’s just not the kind of guy he is. But it’d been—today’s just been—
Awful, start to finish. 
And it doesn’t even feel good, hurting Crawford back. Watching him flinch and stutter and look like he’s desperately trying to think up something he can say that ain’t the truth but that he thinks maybe Lachlan’s stupid enough to buy. 
Fuck.
What are they even fucking doing. 
No one told Lachlan shit about Crawford, and maybe they had a point not to. Maybe they was all saying, real sly-like, this ain’t yours, Lachy. This ain’t meant for you. 
In front of him, Crawford says, “You can’t just fucking—break in here and demand shit, man, that’s not how it works—”
“You know what,” Lachlan says, and the anger in his chest gives way, gives out. He’s real fucking tired all of a sudden. What are they even fucking doing. Maybe this is what done feels like, right. Like. He scrubs a hand over his face, along his chin, down to his chain. “Whatever,” he says, because it’s the only work he can think of that’s big enough to communicate everything he’s feeling. Crawford won’t tell him shit, not even when he’s begging for it, and it’s like—whatever.
No fucking point being angry about it. You only get so many chances to swing and miss before you’re out, right. Before you’ve struck out.
Crawford’s just making another judgment call Lachlan doesn’t agree with, but he ain’t been asked. So. 
“Wrap that in a dishtowel or something,” he tells Crawford, gesturing at the frozen fruit. He’s gonna get frostbite or something if he ain’t careful. Then Lachlan pushes past him. Gotta get his bag, gotta get his shoe—
Crawford’s hand clamps down on his wrist; the bag of mangos hits the counter and then the floor with a thud.
It takes both of them by surprise. Crawford blinks down at his hand like it’s this alien body part he isn’t in control of and Lachlan blinks at him, breath stuttering out of his chest. 
That's gotta be a foul, he thinks distantly. Unsportsmanlike conduct.
“Not a fan of mangos?” he asks, mouth dry, because he’s gotta say something. The silence is dragging on and Crawford’s eyebrows are bunched together and his mouth is pursed up and he’s real quiet. He’s been looking tired recently. He’s made it clear it ain’t any of Lachlan’s business, him being tired, but he can’t make him stop noticing. 
That’s what he needs to do though. He just needs to stop noticing, and that’s what being done means, probably. That Lachlan’s gonna make himself stop noticing until it sticks. 
“Least favorite fruit,” Crawford replies, sounding sorta far away, even though they’re real close. “Couldn’t have grabbed the frozen peaches instead?”

Lachlan tugs his wrist free. “Nah,” he tells him, bending down and picking up the bag of mango chunks so he can drop it on the counter. “Figured you could get your own damn peaches.”
Crawford dips his head. He looks, like. Lachlan doesn’t know. He looks like he’s thinking real hard about something and it’s taking all his big boy college brain and every bit of his attention. 
“Seriously,” Lachlan says. “Wrap that in a damn dishcloth, you’re gonna hurt your face worse otherwise.” Then he hesitates, cause there’s more he wants to say, but he doesn’t think it’d feel good to say and it wouldn’t change the situation and it wouldn’t take the anger away or anything, so there’s no point saying it at all. 
You were my favorite person. I think I’ll probably spend a whole lotta time unlearning that and I might never understand why you want me to, but for a little while there, you were my favorite person. And I can take that back but I can never go back to sometime before that was true and convince myself to never feel it. I'm always gonna know what it felt like, having you as my favorite person, even if it was just for a little while, grand scheme of things wise. Even if I find other people to make my favorite people. It's gonna be like a pothole the city did a shit job filling in. You're gonna be able to tell. I'm gonna be able to tell. We'll both spend a whole lot of time pretending we don't notice til the pavement's been rubbed smooth again by erosion and we can get better at the pretending. Even then, you're still gonna have a spot in my prayers cause I can't imagine what it'd be like to be so ungrateful as to one day forget to thank God for those months I got, back when I could have been so alone and so trapped and so directionless and I had you instead.
It’s whatever.
Lachlan turns to grab his bag outta the hallway. The anger’s probably gonna come back later if he thinks about it too much, but for right now, he thinks probably he just shouldn’t—be here. He ain’t needed here. And he ain’t wanted either, so.
Crawford clears his throat from behind him, and it startles Lachlan so bad he almost trips over nothing. He does bang his hip against the cream-colored couch’s arm rest though. It hurts like hell.
“What if,” Crawford says, like he’s measuring out his every word. “What if I don’t wanna tell you cause I’m—cause it’d be shit to hear?” 
His tone’s crazy, like he’s posing a question and a challenge all at once, like this is some kinda debate Crawford’s gonna—logic himself into winning. “You’re gonna—you don’t wanna know, man, I swear—I’m just trying to…I want to…”
The whiplash is back. Lachlan turns too fast to look at Crawford and the ache radiates all over his body at the abrupt stop and start. “You can’t protect me, man, I ain’t your fucking girl,” Lachlan says. “It ain’t your decision to make—”

“You’re my friend,” Crawford snaps back, reaching up and carding his fingers through his hair.
Lachlan hears himself scoff. It’s a real bitter, poisonous kind of sound. “That’s news to me.”
“You’re my friend,” Crawford repeats, like Lachlan can’t see the way his shoulders come up like he thinks Lachlan’s gonna swing at him or like he already has. “Damn straight I wanna protect you—”

“It ain’t your call, Crawford!” Lachlan yells, cause the anger’s back, like the whiplash, and it’s roaring and heaving and burning hot and it’s gotta go somewhere so it takes the easy route outta his mouth. “Fucking Christ, man, I’m telling you I don’t want that shit from you, I’m asking for the goddamn truth—”

“But it’s gonna hurt you,” Crawford bites back, not shouting but close to it, like he’s angry too. Like he’s got any fucking reason to be angry. “It’s gonna—”
This is hurting me, Lachlan thinks, sorta wildly, sorta out of nowhere. He’d never fucking say that shit, but that’s the bare-bones truth of it. It’s gotta be written all over his fucking face, right? If Crawford was paying just a lick of attention to him, he’d be able to see—
He shakes his head, runs his hand through his hair in a way he never fucking did until October. “I’ll find out anyway,” he says instead, cutting Crawford off, clean through the middle. “Shit, man, you don’t think I won’t? You think I don’t know guys on the Trawlers? I could get Baran’s number tonight, if I fucking wanted to, man, I could—so it ain’t—this don’t end with me just not knowing, just cause that’s what you fucking want, Crawford. Something’s gonna fucking—hurt me, I’ll look it head on. You don’t wanna tell me, fine. We’re—we’re done then. You got your fucking wish. I’ll go ask someone else.”
Crawford works his jaw even though clenching it like that’s gotta hurt. Lachlan watches him run his tongue over the edge of his split lip, feeling a little like he’s just been bag-skated to death, like, that’s how hard it is to breathe right. 
“That’s not what I want,” Crawford says. He ain’t looking at Lachlan’s face anymore. He’s looking at his chest instead, maybe. His shoulders.
“What?”
“My—wish. I don’t want—”
Crawford stalls out and then swallows. Lachlan waits, crosses his arms and then uncrosses them when it makes him feel too much like he’s on the defensive. This isn’t his fault. He’s gotta remind himself of that. Maybe he’s trying to toss in the towel, but Crawford’s the one who’s been ducking his calls and turning the other way and being a shitty fucking friend since the start of the season. Not Lachlan.
“What’s done mean?” Crawford asks, finally meeting Lachlan’s eyes again. He’s got his eyes narrowed, like he’s—like he’s—
“What, you weighing your fucking options, man?” Lachlan says, a little fucking disbelieving even though Crawford probably would, right, he probably is, trying to see if he’d rather tell Lachlan the fucking truth or risk whatever done means, and that should be answer enough, right, that should be all she fucking wrote, it’s—
“Just trying to get a clear fucking picture, is that a crime now?” Crawford snaps back, and it ain’t a crime but, Jesus fucking Christ. 
Jesus Christ.
“I don’t know,” Lachlan bites out. The anger is making it hard to breathe again, or maybe it’s just the hard lump in his throat. “I haven’t had a chance to work out all the specifics yet.”
“I’m not asking for a game plan, I'm—”

“But what I do know is that I can’t be friends with someone I don’t trust, and—and I can’t be friends with you if—”
The lump wins out, sitting so high up in his throat now it’s practical in the back of his mouth. He shakes his head and looks away, out the windows of the condo. There’s so many fucking windows in this place, you’d think the architects thought Montreal was worthy of being looked at from every angle.
“If what?” Crawford says, sounding agitated as all get out, and he takes a step forward.
Lachlan looks back at him for a second and then down at his feet. He’s wearing mismatched socks; one’s got a hole in the toe. Lachlan’s never met anyone so fucking lame, can’t even get his socks matching, can’t even—
He hadn’t known if Crawford was okay. And that made him—so fucking afraid. He’d been so fucking afraid that he wasn’t, even after everything. Even after all that’s gone wrong between them and all the missing and the hurting and the wondering. He hadn’t known. No one told him. 
He can’t be friends with Hank Crawford if it’s gonna be like this. If he doesn’t get to have more of him than he had tonight. He just can’t. He ain’t strong enough to carry the not-knowing. So either he’s gotta be told, he’s gotta know, he’s gotta—have Crawford available and willing and open to telling him these kinds of things whenever Lachlan wants to know, or. Or he’s gotta be done.
“Lachlan, it was—it was one shitty fight,” Crawford tells him, low and soft, like he’s soothing a startled horse. Not so far from the truth, actually. Really. Lachlan sorta feels like a spooked horse, and maybe Crawford’s got a second career in the pipeline or something, cause something about his voice like that really does smooth out some of the fear.

“You fell,” Lachlan hears himself say, honest and small. “And then you didn’t get up again.”
Crawford blinks. He looks taken aback, like Lachlan’s really managed to go and surprise him with that.
He shakes his head when Crawford opens his mouth, steamrolls forward, words falling out of his mouth like milliseconds off the clock. “And no one told me if you was okay, cause we ain’t friends enough for anyone to think I’d wanna know, but, man, I wanted to know cause it didn’t look like it, but no one was sayin’ nothing and I wasn’t gonna ask, I just wanted to be told, and so, like—if you can’t—if you can’t tell me this shit, the goddamn truth when I’m asking for it, then I just gotta stop, right, I gotta stop wanting to know. About—about it.” 

“It,” Crawford repeats. He’s got his eyebrows furrowed down over his eyes like Lachlan’s speaking in tongues or some shit, and maybe he is. Fuck, Lachlan doesn’t know. Maybe he’s not making a goddamn ounce of sense, but it feels sorta good to say anyhow. 
You’re my favorite person, he doesn’t say, cause he can’t, so he says everything around it instead, and he says it mad, cause he is. 
He’s fucking pissed, cause Crawford’s not letting him be done yet, stopping him from leaving and then saying nothing either fucking way.
“Yeah, it,” he spits, crossing his arms. “All of it, man, I—gotta stop waiting to be told about all of it. Everything. About how your day’s been and if Coach is pissed at you and if you actually passed your stupid concussion test and if you think Tremblay’s haircut’s as fuckass ugly as I do and—and if you’re good. If you’re—if you’re sleeping alright and if you’re eating shit that ain’t just on the meal plan and if you miss that goddamn cat the way I do, cause fuck, H, I—”
He stops. I do, he almost said, which is probably too fucking much. All of it’s been too fucking much, and he’s split down the middle about it if he’s being real honest.
Part of him is thinking, like, okay, might not be such a bad thing, telling Crawford all this shit. There’s no shame in putting all the cards out on the table, right?
The other part of him is in strict disagreement with the first. There’s a whole lotta fucking shame in it, actually, and it’s clawing at his stomach right now. Too much like begging, saying all that shit, and he’s not gonna—he’s not gonna beg Crawford. Not for anything.
“Fuck it, whatever,” he says, rubbing his palms against his thighs. “I’m gonna go actu—”
“He was talking shit about your dad,” Crawford blurts and then looks real sorry he even spoke at all.
Lachlan, on his part, feels fucking—checked against the boards, but, like, by a five year old or some shit. It's just such an unexpected hit that it bowls him over. He blinks, opening and closing his mouth, but his mind’s fucking empty except for a big, neon WHAT THE FUCK sign flashing up there.
“Just, like, rumors and shit, nothing—I mean I don’t know nothing, if he was saying like, true shit or not,” Crawford adds, stumbling over his words and then his feet when he takes another step forward. “Everyone, like, knows Baran don’t know shit about anything, man, I was just—he wouldn’t shut the fuck up.”
Lachlan blinks again. “You got in a fight,” he says. “Cause Clayton Baran was talking shit.”
“About your daddy,” Crawford says. 
“Right,” Lachlan says. “Baran was talking shit about—Rhett fucking Pucey.”
Crawford rubs at the back of his neck, eyes on the ground. The funny thing is, Lachlan believes him if only cause it’s the craziest thing he’s ever fucking heard, so it’s probably the truth. Crawford ain’t creative enough to come up with that kinda lie, otherwise.
Even though it don’t make sense. Rhett? Crawford threw his fucking gloves down over Rhett? Lachlan’s Rhett? Rhett fucking Pucey?
“And you, like. Took that personally,” Lachlan tests out the words.
Crawford scowls so hard Lachlan thinks the scab on his lip’s gonna burst open from it. “He’s your dad, man.”
“Sierra’s my girl, you weren’t looking to scrap with Briker over that shit he was saying about her,” Lachlan points out, cause God, he’s still mad as fuck about that shit if he thinks about it too hard.
If anything, though, Crawford’s scowl gets darker. “That shit’s different,” he snaps. “It was on ice, alright, and Baran’s not fucking team, and—” his ears are red. “And I wasn’t thinkin’ straight,” he ends up mumbling. 
“What’d he say?” Lachlan demands. Crawford jerks his head up to look at him, and he crosses his arms over his chest, raises both eyebrows up high the same way Crawford had. “Rhett Pucey ain’t got a lotta fucking honor for you to defend, man,” he adds. “Musta been pretty fucking awful.”
Now it’s Crawford that looks caught-off guard and shit, which is at least a nice change of gameplay. “I, uh,” he stutters. He blinks at him, uneven and slow. 
“Sit down,” Lachlan decides, stepping back out of the mouth of the hallway so he can stomp back into the kitchen and retrieve the abandoned bag of mangos and a dish towel hanging off the oven door. He thrusts both into Crawford’s hands and then takes a seat on the very edge of the sectional, as far away from him as he can get. As he can stand. 
Same difference, probably.
“What the fuck,” he says, when Crawford doesn’t say anything even though it’s his goddamn turn.
Crawford blinks, looking all kinds of confused and hesitant and whatever, and maybe Lachlan shouldn’t have moved or nothing, just have just stood there frozen and careful, the way you do when you don’t wanna disturb the cat sniffing around, trying to get comfortable with you. Crawford can be real skittish, sometimes. 
Lachlan probably shouldn’t have moved, but someone needed to remember to ice Crawford’s face and it wasn’t gonna be Crawford, apparently. 
“I—Baran just said—sorta implied, I mean,” Crawford winces a little, flattens out his mouth. “Your daddy, uh. Was stepping out on your mama.”
Lachlan blinks and then nods slowly. Crawford’s watching his face real closely, which is crazy, cause Lachlan doesn’t know how to deal with the full weight of Crawford’s attention anymore. It’s been ages since he last had it. Who does he have to thank for getting it again? God, Rhett, or Crawford? Is it too late to matter? Crawford threw his gloves down cause a guy said something about Rhett cheating on Lachlan’s momma, okay.
Lachlan ain’t even sure he’d throw gloves down for that, not unless he or the other guy was mic’ed up, if there was a chance someone else would hear about it and then wonder why he didn’t.
Fuck, it’s not like Baran’s wrong or nothing. Baran ain’t wrong about nothing. Probably for the best then, that Crawford hardly managed to get a hit in himself. 
“It might not be true,” Crawford says. He looks all kinds of torn up. Lachlan doesn’t get it. He doesn’t get why. “Lox, it might not—hockey players talk shit all the time. That don’t make what they say true, it’s just—”
“It’s true,” Lachlan interrupts. He jerks one shoulder up and then down, a weird shitty shrug. “He, uh. Yeah. He did.”
Crawford drops the mango chunks into his lap. “But,” he says. “But I heard you tell Spencer that your parents’ marriage was, like, your blueprint or whatever, your jersey number’s the—”

“I mean, yeah,” Lachlan says. He almost just tells Crawford the truth, almost just says, like, yeah. He was fucking lying to Spencer’s fucking face, didn’t have anything else to tell the media team other than that story about his jersey number when they wanted to talk about love. Couldn’t exactly talk about Sierra. Would’ve been fucking insane to talk about Sierra after barely a month of knowing her and less than that of being a couple, to talk about her when it came to love. 
Talked about his parents instead. Hoped, a little, that they’d both see the video and that it’d sting.
But Crawford’s sort of looking at him like he don’t recognize him. Like Lachlan’s a stranger to him, and Lachlan’s sort of shocked to realize that he doesn’t want that. He can’t stand that, much as he was thinking just a few minutes ago that he was this close to being done with Hank Crawford. Dreams and shit are easy to imagine, it’s dealing with the real life logistics and stuff that’s the hard part. He’s known that since he was a kid.
So he doesn’t say he was lying and he doesn’t say that he’s known for years and years now and he doesn’t say that he and his brother got into a fight over it so bad they’d gone to an emergency dentist a few days before the draft to get five of his teeth fixed and he doesn’t say that he’s never looked at anyone in his family the same way since he got old enough to realize what cheating meant and what staying meant too, and he doesn’t say that the love is still there, it’s just complicated and twisted up and strange. Uneasy. 
He shrugs instead and says, “I forgave him.”
Crawford has the gall to look like he doesn’t believe him, which is a little offensive. “You forgave him,” he says.
“My momma forgave him,” Lachlan makes himself shrug again. He dips his head. “Didn’t make sense holding a grudge when she wasn’t bothering to.”
“Baran said there’s probably a bunch of little half-Puceys runnin’ around,” Crawford tells him, intense, looking at him like he’s trying to pull him apart with his eyes. “And that’s just alright with you.”
Lachlan doesn’t wince, but he almost does. He has to tell himself he don’t feel nothing, and then he has to tell himself that that’s real good. “It’s not about if it’s alright with me or not, Crawford,” he says. “It’s just—I forgave him for it. So did my ma.” 
Crawford’s got his eyebrows scrunched up again, narrow-eyed and assessing in a way he probably picked up from one of his coaches. “Okay,” he says. “Then why is your jersey number #22?”
“Cause of my parents, man, keep up,” Lachlan tells him, pushing himself back against the cushions and crossing his arms. “I’m not—that wasn’t like, a story or nothing. It’s how old they were when they met.”

“Rowan wears #29, is that how old your daddy was when he cheated?” Crawford asks it like a challenge.
“Fuck you,” Lachlan snaps, because that ain’t fair. Crawford winces back, like he knows it. “Love’s hard work, man,” he adds. “That’s—what the #22 is for. Alright? It’s just, like, a reminder. You can meet someone you love and shit, it can be so easy, but it’s still—you still gotta work for it, if you want it to work out. You gotta put in the work.”
It’s the only thing his daddy’s ever really failed at, Lachlan thinks but doesn’t say. Cause his momma’s never forgiven him, not fully. Not really. She just stayed, cause they—cause there are a whole bunch of different types of love, and being Rhett Pucey's wife made her fall in love with a whole bunch of other things she wouldn't have as a divorced woman, livin' by her lonesome in Dallas. But they was never the same as they must have been when they were younger, cause his daddy didn’t work at it hard enough and he failed.
And Lachlan’s wearing that number, that #22, like the reminder it is every time he gets on the ice. He isn’t sure where he gets that from, his daddy or his momma. Maybe that sorta cruelty just came from inside himself and he didn’t learn it from anyone else. 
Crawford’s looking at him with big eyes again. Well, one big eye. The other one’s more swollen now. He got into a fight over Lachlan’s daddy’s reputation.
Shit. Lachlan could fucking piss his pants laughing if he could get the air into his lungs to start. You can’t make this shit up, man. The fuck. 
“You really knew,” Crawford says slowly, eyes darting in between Lachlan’s like he’s looking for the lie, which he ain’t gonna find. Crawford’s a liar by habit and nature, but Lachlan’s got him beat in this. He’s a liar by profession, which means he’s been trained.
And anyway, that’s the truth this time. “I really knew,” Lachlan agrees.
“Well, shit,” Crawford says. He slumps back into the couch. “Maybe say something next time, man, I got my ass fucking handed to me by a fucking beast over your ass.”
Lachlan laughs, startled into it so suddenly it takes him by surprise. “Baran’s like five foot ten,” he points out.
“No way,” Crawford says. “Gotta be six foot, at least.”
“He’s like one eighty with all his gear on, H,” Lachlan says.
Crawford splutters. “Fuck you, he ain’t. Google that shit right now.”
“You google that shit,” Lachlan snaps, but it’s different from all the other times he’s raised his voice tonight. It’s so familiar and soft that his body aches with the desire to just melt into the moment. 
“I would, man, but some five foot nothing fucker saw me on my phone earlier and went ballistic,” Crawford chirps and Lachlan launches the closest throw pillow at him. Gentle, on account of his fucked up face and all.
He also pulls out his own phone from his sweats and Googles Clayton Baran’s MLH profile, swiping away all the notifications on his lock screen before he can open his phone. “Five foot ten, fucker,” he crows and Crawford groans, long and loud and over the top. “One ninety.”

“Well he punches above his fucking weight class,” Crawford grumbles, and Lachlan laughs again, the really wheezy one. When he looks at Crawford, he’s already looking back at him with this face that Lachlan doesn’t know how to interpret.
“What?” he asks, a little slow, cause Crawford’s expression is reminding him of black ice on the highway, like. Slow down. Drive real careful or your wheels are gonna spin out from beneath you all over again.
Crawford shakes his head. Looks away, looks back. Hesitates, opens his mouth, says, “Do you want that?”
“Want what?”
“To be done,” he says. “With—you know.”
Lachlan stares at him. “What.”
“I mean, I dunno,” Crawford says. He runs his hand through his hair, tilts his head back to look at the ceiling for a second like he’s asking God for a script. “You said it, man.”

“I—” Lachlan shakes his head, blinks. Whiplash again. He even saw it coming this time and couldn’t brace for it. “Crawford—man, do you want to? This whole thing’s been—”
“It’s not about what I want,” Crawford snaps and then presses his lips together like he’s gonna be sick or something. 
Lachlan scoffs. “Could’ve fooled me, man,” he says. “You’re the one who’s been weird since the lockout ended, I’m not gonna—”
“You’re the one who said you was done—”
“Don’t I get to be? After all this shit—”
“Like a stupid fight on the ice’s the thing you can’t—”
“You ain’t talked to me outside the rink since fucking December, what am I supposed to—”
“Tossing around ultimatums like they’re fucking—”
“Do you respond to anything else, man?” Lachlan snarls and he’s up on his feet again, glaring down at Crawford. “No, seriously. Would you have fucking told me otherwise?”

Crawford’s jaw is tight. He looks like he regrets the fucking question, bringing it up again. But he’s just gotta get in line or some shit, cause Lachlan’s got regrets that stretch all the way back to whatever the fuck happened over Christmas that left them like this. Twisted up and complicated and strange and uneasy, except for when they forget and then it’s so goddamn easy again, it’s like no time’s passed at all. Like Lachlan just—made it up. Everything.
“I dunno,” Crawford admits quietly, making himself settle, which is at least honest. “I don’t want…” he trails off. Shrugs. Lachlan wants to let him off the hook so fucking bad, it’s sort of pathetic, but it’s like.
If he does, then what? Then he walks outta here tonight and goes back to his basement apartment and goes to practice tomorrow and then nothing’s changed? Crawford won’t look at him on the ice, won’t talk to him in the locker room and they’ll just slide back into their new normal, like this didn’t happen at all?
The thought leaves a real sour taste in Lachlan’s mouth. It ain’t fair. He doesn’t want that. He’d rather—he’d rather be done than go back to that, he thinks. At least then, he’d stop looking behind him so often, right? If he could just draw a line and then learn how to not cross it.
He sits back down on the couch, spreads his legs a little and rests his elbows on his knees. “You gotta tell me, H,” he says. The words are quieter than he thought they’d be. “What you’re thinking, what you want, cause, man, I got no fucking idea, dude. And I’m real worn thin, trying to figure it out.”

Crawford’s lip’s bleeding again, and the idiot’s not put the bag of mango chunks back on his face. Lachlan sort of wants to reach across the gap between them and do it himself, but he probably wouldn’t be allowed to even if they were real close again.
“Alright,” Lachlan says. He’s sorta running low on words. Talking to Crawford when the fucker doesn’t want to talk can be like—trying to get pucks past a stonewall goalie. Ain’t no use, even if Lachlan’s made a lifestyle outta trying.
Except he wasn’t lying, earlier. He’s real worn thin right now. He’s real tired from it. All of it. “Well, you know where to find me when you figure it out,” he says, standing up again. Less time than he would have given Crawford before, but maybe more time than the guy deserves now. Should be a simple sort of question and response. Just tell me what you want. Lachlan’s fucking clueless, but he really might just lose his fucking shit if Crawford asks him if he wants to be done, just one more time.
The fucking nerve. The fucking—fuck.
“What if—” the words burst outta Crawford like they hurt him to say. He’s on his feet again too. “What if what I want—it’s not, like….”
Lachlan looks at him, waits. 
“I think maybe you should be done with me,” Crawford admits finally, real careful and real stupid. “It ain’t about—what I want.”
“You don’t get to decide that for me, man,” Lachlan says, just as careful cause he thinks he’s gonna start screaming if he ain’t real aware about every exhale that leaves his body. “Is that what you’ve been—when’d you decide that? How’d you figure?”
“I didn’t—”
“No, seriously,” Lachlan says, holding his hand up cause he ain’t finished yet. “Who the fuck did you consult on that one? Cause you didn’t talk to me. Not once, man. I would’ve fucking remembered.”
Crawford drops his eyes, fiddles with his cross pendant and glares at the floor. “No one,” he mutters, even though that can’t be true cause he went home for Christmas with a smile and then came back with a sledge hammer.
But instead of poking at him, Lachlan just shakes his head and lets out an exhale. “Well, shit, man,” he says, putting his hands on his hips. “I don’t know where that leaves us. I damn well told you what I want, so—I dunno. I guess—just let me know. Whenever the fuck you want.”
It ain’t the most powerful ending out there, but Lachlan’s never really believed in the miracle of the knockout hit. He’s always so goddamn tired by the end of the fight, he can’t imagine swinging with enough force to really pack that kind of punch.
He steps away from the couch and like fucking clockwork, Crawford’s hand’s back on him, grabbing at his arm just above his elbow, making him stop.
“Would you quit that?” Lachlan snaps, but he don’t really make a move to shake Crawford off either.
“It’s really fucking stupid,” Crawford says. He blinks unevenly at Lachlan with a whole lot of intensity in his eyes. Lachlan blinks back at him, like. What.
“What,” Lachlan says. 
“Tremblay’s new cut. It’s real fucking stupid. I think he did it as, like, a cry for attention.”
Fucking—whiplash. The guy’s gotta be doing this on purpose. It’s gotta be some kind of psychological torture trick he learned in college. What an asshole.
But just hearing the words makes Lachlan’s chest feel ten times looser, and maybe that’s showing on his face somehow cause Crawford tightens his hold on his arm and says, “I tried telling Pitchy when he took his hat off on the plane, but he thought I was just being mean.”
“Right,” Lachlan says. “Well, sorry he didn’t—”
“I miss you,” Crawford says, and nothing about the words sounds easy to say. They’re rough and tumbleweed out of his mouth, thorn and bramble and blood. “All the damn time, man.”

Lachlan’s own throat feels raw, which don’t seem fair at all. “Do something about it then,” he tells him like a challenge, same way he’d turn to him right at the beginning of their running route and say, see that tree right up there? and same way he’d say, if you don’t want me talking, you can make me shut up during a movie they watched spread out on their couch.
Except this time instead of wrestling Lachlan into the cushions and trying to suffocate him with a pillow, Crawford lets him go. He takes a step back, til his knees about hit the edge of the coffee table. “Yeah, okay,” he mutters real quiet, like he isn’t sure he should trust his voice.
Lachlan blinks at him, but he doesn’t make another move, not when Lachlan lopes over to the hallway to grab his bag of clothes from the floor and not when he hesitates in front of the door. He looks a little winded, Crawford does. He looks like he’s grinding his teeth together real hard.
It’s, like, actually hard. To put his shoes on and make himself leave. He should stay, right. He should stay and he should sleep on the couch or—or the floor next to Crawford’s bed or something sorta insane like that, right, he should—Crawford said he passed all the concussion tests and shit, but Westley’s not back yet and he shouldn’t be on his own, right, he said he missed him, he said that, so really he should—
But that’d be, like. Too much, probably. Lachlan can see, just, abjectly and all, like. How that would be being too much for any normal person. 
“You’ll be good,” Lachlan says in a way that’s half-question, half-command, half-plea for Crawford to say no, actually, you know what, do you wanna kick back for a bit and play a game or two of Chel?
Crawford’s lips twist up into a smirk that looks all kinds of empty, but then he makes a big deal about putting the bag of frozen fruit over his cheekbone. “I’ll sure try my best,” he says, like there’s something real funny going on in his head he don’t want to share with the class.
So Lachlan goes. He feels weird about it, the leaving. At least when he was arriving here, he didn’t have room in his head to feel weird about it, not around all the rage and the fear and the worry. Now most of that stuff’s gone and he’s just got a lot to turn over in his head and he don’t actually know where he and Crawford are standing anymore or who won the fight or if they’re not still fighting and they have been since Christmas.
He just don’t know.
But when he gets his phone out of his pocket to plug it into the dash of his car, he’s already got a text waiting for him from Crawford and that’s—that feels pretty damn good, progress-wise. He ain’t good, he thinks, about giving up on the people he loves. He gets that from his momma, he’s pretty sure. Sure as hell ain’t something he gets from Rhett, at least.


Hank Crawford [delivered 10:56PM]
Some five foot nothing guy gave me a golf club membership for Christmas
wanna check out the place? Next week if you’re free?
After the yonder game, we got the day off
Hank Crawford [delivered 10:59PM]
If you ain’t doing anything with your girl
It’s february, man
Hank Crawford [delivered 11:03PM]
Look at you passing concussion protocols they ain’t even making you take
You show-off
Jesus Christ get off your fucking phone
But yeah
Let’s do it
 
Crawdad [delivered 11:03PM]
awesome ok
dope
putting the screens away now i promise
gn 
 


Sierra Nirvana [delivered 10:08PM]
shit
i'm sorry babe that was really close 
shit puck luck, good players (and I'm saying that as a Toronto girl!)
your goal though!! way to go!!
Sierra Nirvana [delivered 10:19PM]
I know you're probably still in the room but if you want to come over tonight
you always can
well not always but abby's with her gf, so you definitely can tonight
you looked really stressed during the third
Sierra Nirvana [delivered 10:42PM]
essay first and then bed in an hour or so
don't be too hard on yourself lachlan 
you played well

shit im so so sorry baby
I went over to crawford's place after the game
I totally forgot to check my phone I was worried about him
No excuses though, I'm really sorry, I should have thought to check
I would of loved seeing you tonight


Sierra Nirvana [delivered 11:06PM]
you're fine!!
is he ok?
but really that was a no pressure invite
just if you wanted to after the game
you didn't stand me up or anything
good. but still
yeah he's good
im sorry sierra, i was just really distracted tn

Sierra Nirvana [delivered 11:07PM
i'm glad he's ok
probably for the best anyway though
got way more work done than I would have otherwise...
it's not even that late if you wanted to come over now though....
God I wish I could, but I'm wiped baby
just gonna go to mine and crash before practice
But I'll be at yours for the movie night tomorrow yeah?


Sierra Nirvana [delivered 11:09PM]
yea of course
take care of yourself pucey

that means so much coming from a guardians fan
even more coming from my girlfriend
Sierra Nirvana [delivered 11:09PM]
kiss-ass 
goodnight lachy
goodnight baby


goodnight h





  
    Chapter End Notes

    director's notes
1) only one really notable correction here is lachlan says abjectly when he means objectively. he may never get that set of words correct. bless.

2) this fight is so totally opposite from clearcut and straightforward. i think the big drawback to it is that as a reader it's a little confusing because what is lachlan actually upset about?? why he is fixating on the idea that the fight was about him and why does his ultimatum come only in regards to crawford telling him the truth about what baran and him were saying, especially when crawford has at least a solid case of feeling like that information can be and should be private? it's just really messy and unpolished all around and i played with the idea of cutting it down and making it more clear and actionable but i figured that was a disservice to how much both characters are feeling and how poorly they'd be able to separate those threads of anger and fear and worry and hurt.

so what you get is a whole bunch of emotions bubbling over with twelve different lit fuses and a lot said and not a lot said all at the same time. which! confusing ! but also i think more in line with how both lachlan and crawford have been moving through their emotional turmoil this entire time.

also i think lachlan's very clearly mad about the reasons behind the ice fight but also just coasting off his fear turned worry turned anger from watching the fight AND his anger and hurt about having been pushed so far to the peripherals of crawford's life that no one thought to tell him about crawford's condition, not even crawford, which sort of manifests in this anger that crawford's keeping this information (what started the fight) from him too the way he keeps everything from him and holds him at a distance....and some of that anger gets addressed and solved but the undercurrent (lachlan not knowing the reason for the distance) is still there and something i think'll rear its head a few more times before they can put it to rest. like crawford couldn't give any sort of explanation for the distance and the ignoring and stuff, and lachlan's gonna need something. probably. he should need something at least. he's pretty thrilled with the golfing plans, but. he should get some kind of explanation and apology too, probably.

i just didn't think, as teenage boys, they'd be able to talk about all that in one go. talking about even some of it straightforward like that felt a little OOC anyway at points. no way they'd tackle two (2) Great Elephants Of Agony And Miscommunication in one singular fight, while sober. pls. don't make me laugh

3)meanwhile crawford!!! he definitely has soooo many questions re: the rhett pucey thing, and lachlan isn't actually done talking about how rhett cheating affected his life and views on love and relationships and fathers. he's just easing back into letting himself be vulnerable and earnest around crawford which is going to be so fun to write i think (crawford not understanding why lachlan is a little more guarded around him than he was vs lachlan not wanting to be too much and be left behind again? delicious.)

we won't get crawford's pov of the fight because i generally dislike re-covering ground to write what someone else was feeling during a past scene, but i can tell you flat out he was Not Having A Good Time. like last chapter i was really torn over who i wanted to give this fight's POV to before deciding it had to be lachlan, and that made this even more interesting to write because i think crawford has so much going on in his head that he never lets leave his mouth, and that's hardly ever noticeable in lachlan's pov -- except i wanted to think about what that would be like in a fight, when you're arguing with someone who is so clearly thinking things and not saying them. frustrating! he says so little! he touches his hair so much! and his necklace! i think in crawford's mind he really did bring himself to the edge and was like 'ok. good. i have been told exactly what to do in this situation that will result in lachlan hating me and never talking to me again which would probably kill my tendencies towards him and save his soul. i just won't say anything about the fight, which i don't want to do anyway.'

but THEN he just CAN'T when it boils down to it, he wants to think he's an altruistic person who will let lachlan go like that, but he can't!! he clings. he explains. he's really really bad at it when he tries to say more, but he does try. he asks in a small voice, like it's the worst thing he can think of in the world, 'do you want to be done with me'... man, was he internally not having a good time after externally also not having a good time last chapter!!

4) 'do something about it then' ...maybe the sexiest thing you could say to someone? jot that down, jot that down!!


  


      

  












      Chapter 16: lachlan &amp; crawford
  



    Chapter Notes

      ah so unfortunately i did NOT get my hollanov fic done when i wanted it done by but these deadlines i set for myself are completely nonsensical, some could say arbitrary (that will be a little funny in 19k words), and thus cannot hurt me. have another chapter of this fic instead while i rework ilya's voice for the 15th time :)
this chapter went through so many iterations actually because i knew what i wanted this chapter to do, but i wasn't quite sure how that would look and read best, so outlines were made and tossed aside and important scenes were deleted that may later come back in a later chapter (i.e., lachlan going out to drinks with his dad after his game against the pantheon. Very Important. Didn't Make This Cut. also, crawford and lachlan's dad meeting! very interesting to think about. didn't make the cut but man did i have a good giggle about what kind of 'your daughter calls me daddy too' vibes fail-flop-still-bruised-from-his-awful-on-ice-fight hank colton crawford, known lachlan lee pucey incorrigible number one fan, would try to give off when meeting known lachlan lee pucey degrader rhett pucey)
but before getting into the chapter, some people posted absolutely amazing art for this fic and i want to share it here!! MangoMoons drew a stunningchristmas in laval scene of crawford and lachlan decorating their tree - crawford's leaning against the wall and everything! he LOVES leaning against things and making judgy, fond noises and that's exactly what he's doing here <3 i think the shading and the lighting is just beautiful in this picture, it does such a good job of creating a cozy holiday glow of the warm inside apartment vs the harsh cruel cold world outside like! they can never go back but look at how sweet and happy they were while they were there! and look at periwinkle, already plotting how best to knock over all the ornaments and blame crawford!!
show_you_a_body drew these amazing head portraits of lachlan and crawford, calledBagsy and H and i'm obsessed. i love the pencil work and the loose sketching lines and the sharp details of both of their faces? this is just so much talent crammed into a profile sketch. i also just selfishly love the way both boys look here, crawford's profile is absolutely perfect no notes, look at his NOSE and his EYEBROWS & lachlan has my whole heart he looks like he could have played peter pan in a high school production and done really well (/compliment) - i look at this sketch and im like ok maybe they're onto something when they call each other beautiful and cool in their heads. i've been so big on them just being unreliable narrators, but actually....maybe they ARE beautiful and cool, look at how beautiful and cool they look in this drawing!!
shanesboobs wrote a FANFICTION for this fanfiction of this other fanfiction of the tv show adapted from the book that was once a fanfiction and it's absolutely amazing!!! i've read it three times now, it's called (tree) stand by me and it's a fic snippet of crawford&lachlan putting up their christmas tree - their voices are impeccable, i adore the banter and the way the author uses dialogue and tracks their emotions and how that impacts what they're saying and thinking and what's implied. this is like a pitch perfect lachlan&crawford and it was so fun to read. just what an absolute stellar job!!! crazy and amazing!!!
and finally anon fan artist drew lachlan here with a multi-colored colored pencil and i actually have no idea what that is and/or looks like in real life, but i love the way he looks in iridescent colored pencil!! i adore the way this artist draws both of them but especially lachlan - he always looks so, like inquisitive that i can't believe anyone could ever hurt him! look at his big round eyes and his freckles and his bombastic side-eye...if he hates you, you deserved it somehow....anyway, this is just such a cool and funky style of art, i've literally never seen anything like it (/such a high compliment!!); also i would die for this lachlan.
song for this chapter is...well tbh i made a whole short playlist for this chapter cause it's 19k and everyone's thinking a bunch of different thoughts, but if i had to choose one song, it'd be ms lucy dacus again with 'most wanted man' - obviously not a one-to-one, but man. man do some of these lyrics fit. crazy well!


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  “I don’t know if I’m feeling what I’m supposed to be feeling,” Lachlan admits.
“You’re not supposed to be feeling anything,” Sierra assures him, squeezing his hand and then letting go to adjust the edge of her shirt. “I don’t want to scare you, but there’s no right or wrong way to do this.”
“I just feel like maybe you’re feeling something I’m not,” Lachlan says, and Sierra laughs. 
“Babe,” she says, “it’s a painting. You can’t be bad at looking at paintings. Turn off the athlete part of your brain, and just—look at it.”
Lachlan huffs, but turns back to the painting on the wall in front of them. It really isn’t all that much to look at, even though they’ve been standing here for the past five minutes doing nothing  but looking at it. The little plaque next to it just says it’s a color field, painted in 1951 by Mark Rothko. No. 6. 
Lachlan’s real fucking surprised that the guy did six of these things and no one told him to maybe try out a different career or something. It’s like. Just three boxes of color, stacked on top of each other sorta, except one is longer than the others and it’s green, and then the one on top is, like actually on top of the bottom one, right, like painted over it, thin enough that the red from the bottom one is peaking through the coats of blue paint.
He thinks about pointing that out, that maybe this Rothko guy should have put some more blue paint on the canvas if he didn’t want the red to peek through, but then he glances at Sierra, who’s looking real considering at the painting like there’s something about it that’s speaking to her.
She’s got her hair up today in a braid that, like, curls around and eats itself up into a bun at the back of her head, and she’s wearing glasses. Lachlan didn’t find out she wore glasses sometimes until the third time he slept over at hers when he’d been in the kitchen trying to figure out if it was safer to order in breakfast for them or try making eggs himself, and she’d come out of her room wearing them with her hair going in every direction under the sun and her pajama shirt buttoned the wrong way around. He’d nearly dropped his phone into the sink when he saw her like that then, and it still makes him a little breathless looking at her now. She’s got a black turtleneck sweater on, cause it’s cold as hell outside, and a pair of green corduroy pants, and she’s beautiful. 
Way more interesting than anything Rothko could paint, that’s for damn sure. 
But she’s looking at it like she’s seeing things Lachlan can’t see, and that’s making him feel a little stupid and a whole lot competitive, so he glances back at the painting and tangles their fingers together. “Can you give me a clue?” he whispers into her hair, and she snorts and shoves him away. 
“This isn’t a test,” she tells him, shaking her head. “You’re just—what are you feeling? Looking at it.”
“Like I’ve been standing here for ten hours,” Lachlan says.
“It’s been two minutes,” Sierra says, but she’s smirking and her voice is all soft and amused, the real kind of amused, so he doesn’t take it personally. Especially not when she leans her weight up against him and lets her head fall onto his shoulder for a second. “You’ve definitely noticed one thing about it.” 
“It’s Metros colors,” Lachlan says because it’ll make Sierra laugh, and it does. She cackles in that big way of hers, even though the art gallery around them is mostly quiet and this really old woman turns her head to glare at them like they’re tracking in muck all over the tiles just by standing there.
“There’s green,” Sierra points out, and Lachlan shrugs.



“Metros colors with a bit of mold on them,” he decides. “Or—pond algae, do you know what I mean?”
“Not even enough to pretend I do,” she tells him like she’s happy about it and then she pulls him away from the painting to settle down a few steps further back, on the low and uncomfortable bench in front of it. “Tell me about it though,” she demands, and so Lachlan does.
In the summer, for at least a little while, a week or sometimes two if they were real lucky and could fit in between summer tournaments, they’d drive out to the ranch. Lachlan fucking loved the ranch, it was—he thinks, like, if he had to pick, that’d probably be one of his favorite places. Maybe his favorite, hands down. His favorite place, on the planet, hands down, and it just happened to be a coupla hours away from where he grew up. They’d spend a week out there, maybe two, hottest part of summer.
It’s—you know my tattoo? I got it cause-–it reminded me of the ranch, which—is the best part of Texas, hands down. Only thing I–only thing I could get, really, for a Texas tattoo. Yeah, my grandparents own it, I think it’s been in the family a little while. Yeah, born and bred Texan, on my momma’s side, but we moved all over growing up, cause of my daddy. But, uh. Anyway. There were a couple of ponds on the property, at the very edges, and they’d get these huge algae blooms in the summer, turn the water green. My granddaddy always said it was probably from fertilizer run-off, man, he hated those fucking things, spent half his life trying to fix it so it wouldn’t happen again, but it was always like—absolutely fucking pointless, yeah, I mean we’d be up to our waists in that rank-ass water, sometimes, trying to balance out the nutrients again to kill the blooms, but it was like, you’d blink and it’d be back and all you’d managed to do was waste a day and get yourselves stinking to high heavens. I always thought they was sort of pretty, in a way, like. Couldn’t swim in that shit or anything, and it made the water toxic for drinking, we had this barn kitty there that got real sick cause she got into it, but it always—it was a nice green. Sorta like that green, yeah. The pond water was never that blue though. But sorta—but you know what, it looks sorta like, twilight? That hazy dark blue the sky can get, right before the moon really comes out. When all the lightning bugs are out, blinking at each other. That red, though—hell, I dunno. Ain’t nothing natural about that red, I think this Rothko guy really fucked up with that one. And—what? What are you smiling about?
“Baby,” Sierra says, pushing their shoulders together. “That’s art.”
“What?”



“That’s what art is, Lachlan,” she says, blinking up at him. “I mean, when was the last time you thought about—algae blooms in the pond by your grandparents’ house?”



Lachlan doesn’t know. Ages, maybe. At least, it’s been ages since he saw it last. He hadn’t made it out that way this past summer. He’d thought about it, about maybe bringing the Cup out there for his day, but it hadn’t felt right. Not when the win didn’t really feel like his own. 
“Exactly,” Sierra tells him. She leans back on the bench, one hand holding herself up while she gestures to the painting with the other. “Art’s just—looking at something and letting it move you into other things.”
“Huh,” Lachlan says. He looks back at the painting and then back to Sierra. “So I’m crushing this shit?”
She cackles and shakes her head, but in the way she does when she means yes instead of no. 
He grins back, and then asks, sorta joking, but seriously curious, too, “What do you see? Looking at it. Where’s Rothko taking you with No. 6?” 
Sometimes, he thinks he’s never gonna know all the stuff he wants to know about Sierra Bahari, just cause she won’t let him. And that don’t sit right with him, but he doesn’t think that’s—it ain’t a bad thing, necessarily, he’s just being greedy by wanting everything. It ain’t that she’s quiet or reserved or nothing, cause she definitely isn’t. She’s loud from her laugh to the volume of her voice. It’s just—Lachlan doesn’t know. It’s hard to define, he thinks, how it feels watching someone carefully decide what they’re gonna give away and what they’re gonna keep. Sierra Bahari’s like if a yard sale was a person, maybe. Anything on these here tables, that’s up for grabs, but that don’t mean you’re allowed in the house to start inspecting the state of everything else they own. 
But he can’t help it, the wanting. He wants too much. He can call it being driven, but that don’t mean it ain’t anything but greedy dressed up in a package that makes people nod their heads and call him a special player.
Sierra tilts her head. A curl’s gone loose out of its bun, hitting her cheek when she moves. Lachlan reaches out automatically to fix it, thumb brushing along her temple as he tucks it behind her ear. She shivers a little bit and then shrugs. “I don’t…” she hesitates, and her cheek indents a bit when she bites at the inside. She’s looking at the bright red at the bottom of the painting, the color that the blue and the green are painted on top of. “That red,” she finally says. “It’s the red of a pomegranate. Not the seeds on the inside, but its skin.”
“Oh cool,” Lachlan says and blinks at the painting, trying to remember the last time he saw a pomegranate. He’s pretty sure he knows what they look like, or at least what they taste like. His momma used to buy the seeds from Whole Foods, already washed and ready to be eaten in those little snack-sized containers. “That’s really red,” he adds, sorta lamely.
“Yeah,” Sierra agrees. She stops and then says, “You can spot them in the trees easily. They look like round red birds, except they’re heavy enough to make the branches droop.”



“Hey, I’ve seen some pretty fat birds,” Lachlan says, and Sierra smiles.
“Whenever my grandmother saw a cardinal in Toronto, she would call it anâr kuchak, or—uh, little pomegranate. She always said they’re almost the same shade of red, except the birds are probably a little easier to get down from the trees than the pomegranates ever were.”
“Do they—uh, get more red? When they’re ready to be picked?” Lachlan asks, and he’s thinking about apples mostly. Or, actually, really, mostly he’s thinking about how much he doesn’t know about Sierra and what she’s thinking and what the words she says means, cause sometimes he thinks they mean, like, twelve different things and if he was only a little smarter, maybe he could figure out the right combination of questions to ask to hear everything and then understand it, too.
But he can’t and he’s not, so he asks about the ripeness of a pomegranate, trying to picture one hanging off a branch and swaying in the wind. They must grow them in Iran. He’s pretty sure they don’t grow ‘em in Toronto at least. 
“Yeah,” Sierra says. Then she pauses. “Or—I don’t know, actually. I’ve never been to a grove.” She laughs a little, mouth twisting. “Mostly, I know how to tell if they’re ripe at the store. They never really are if you hear Maman talk about it.”
“Oh yeah?”



“Yeah,” she says. “It’s not about color, I think. It’s—heaviness, maybe? I don’t know.” She shakes her head, tucking that same loose curl behind her ear again. “She probably told me, a couple of times. But I guess I wasn’t listening.”
Lachlan hums a little. “We can google it, if you want,” he offers and Sierra gives him this small little beautiful smile, the kind that’s more with the eyes than with the mouth.
“That’s alright,” she tells him, clearing her throat a little. “I think I’d like to be surprised.”
“Well,” Lachlan says, turning back to squint at the painting. “I guess I gotta hand it to Mr. Rothko, if art’s really what you were saying, about just thinking about other things for a bit. Guess he’s alright.”



Sierra’s smile gets bigger and she nudges their shoulders together before she pulls away. “Rothko’s one of the best modern artists in history, Lachlan,” she says, amused.
“Eh,” he says. “I’m not buying it,” which makes Sierra snort and shake her head. The loose curl slips out from behind her ear again, and another lock of hair joins it, falling out of the braid. He thinks he should probably reach over and fix it, but he doesn’t. He likes her like this. Beautiful and undone a little, just around the edges.
“Okay,” she says, sitting up straight and gesturing towards the painting with both hands. “So—see how big it is?”
“Yeah,” Lachlan says, joking. “I got that far, actually.”
“Shut up,” she says. “It’s big on purpose. You can’t pay attention to anything else when you look at it. It swallows you up and it’s all you can process, right? You don’t have, like, a choice, to look or not. You have to. And then—look at the violet, how it blends in with the red. Rothko’s use of blending and brushstrokes, and—and layering the paint thinly so it creates a…depth to the color—it’s technical perfection. I mean, I don’t know, I guess—have you ever been impressed by something just because it’s technically—like, in a technical sense, objectively—just beautifully done?”
Lachlan can feel his nose scrunch up a little. No, is the first thing he thinks. Not really. He doesn’t like beautiful, flawless things. He likes—it’s gotta be a bit messy. His favorite moments in a sitcom are when an actor flubs their line or drops their prop and you can see how the other guys on camera crack up. Or at birthday parties, when the cake’s icing is melting and sliding off the sides cause the person who baked it was too impatient to let it cool all the way through. Given the choice, right, between fine art and the finger-paintings Jade and Ruby make, smeared with their tiny handprints and so much color it’s all just this murky brown weighing down the paper, Lachlan’s gonna choose the second one hands down.
But he’s pretty sure that’s not what you’re supposed to say in an art gallery, so he shrugs.
Sierra makes a noise, tongue clicking against her teeth. “Like—have you ever seen a guy skate for another team and he’s so good, it’s like you hate it but you also have to admire it a little, too?”



“You know, I can understand things that have nothing to do with hockey,” Lachlan points out, laughing a little. Sierra blinks and then grins back, sorta embarrassed looking. 
“You’re the one that said it was Metros colors with some mold,” she defends.
“You said there weren’t no wrong answers!”
That makes her laugh. She always laughs a little more, when Lachlan lets his accent run wild. A part of him hopes his grammar never gets better. “And you’re not giving me an answer at all!” she replies, tucking the strands of hair behind her ear again. “It’s okay, you can admit it. Who on the Guardians blows you away every time they’re on the ice? Let’s compare lists.”
“Fuck off,” Lachlan bumps their shoulders together, makes a point of shaking his head. “Ain’t nobody on that damn team that’s doing more than a peewee could, and you just need to face facts.”
The actual answer is a little—it’s a little complicated, right, because the league is small and great players cast large shadows. Lachlan’s spent most of his life looking up to guys he plays against on the regular now. That ain’t something you can just turn off, you know? God, he sure wishes he was the type of person who could just turn off his admiration for someone, like it’s a faucet, but he can’t. It just pours outta him most of the time, and even when it doesn’t, it still drips. 
“Alright, what about—Ilya Rozanov,” Sierra guesses, and Lachlan rolls his eyes while she giggles back at him.
“Everyone likes the way he skates, have you seen him on the ice?” He looks at her sort of incredulously, and she puts her hands up in defense. “Man, even Hollander’s been praising him for years for the way he moves out there. Nah, that’s just an objectable fact.”



“Objective,” she says.
“Whatever. And before you ask, everyone knows Hollander’s gonna break all of Wes Greenwood’s records, but he’s on my team anyway, so he don’t count.”



“Oh, a Wes Greenwood throwback,” Sierra says. “You ever watch him skate in old tape?”



“Nah,” Lachlan replies easily. There ain’t enough time in his day to watch old tape of the hockey greats. He’s up to his eyeballs most days in tape of hockey’s current average joes. And besides, “My buddy trained with him for years when he was growing up, if I wanted to watch Greenwood skate, I could just watch—” he cuts himself off suddenly and shrugs. He doesn’t really want to talk about Crawford, even just like this, without using his name or looking at him straight on.
But Sierra doesn’t get the message, cause she says, “Wow, I didn’t know Greenwood got into coaching. That’s fascinating.”
“Fascinating, sure,” Lachlan says. It doesn’t feel like the correct word, but there’s a difference sometimes, between how he and Sierra view stuff like this. He’s living it and she’s got enough distance to be able to look at it and call it shit like fascinating. He thinks if Crawford was here, he’d probably get his feathers ruffled by it too, cause fascinating is a word all the evil scientists use to describe animal behavior in the movies and it’s also the word the talking heads use to describe the rise and fall of hockey players during any given season. 
Sierra’s got that light in her eyes that means she’s gearing up to say something else in a similar line of thinking, but Lachlan doesn’t think he necessarily wants to hear it right now. Usually he would, cause he likes the way she talks about sports, like it’s this thing she thinks can be understood and picked apart all without ever breaking a sweat and getting your knees dirty from the diamond or your teeth chipped from a high stick. He finds it fascinating, the way she talks about sports and the game and what it means to everyone watching and even what it means to everyone who don’t and why they don’t.
He doesn’t think about that stuff all that often; mostly, he’s just concerned with playing and getting the pucks into the net and creating opportunities for the other guys on his line.
So it’s real interesting stuff. It’s the difference, he thinks, between watching a game from the bench and watching one from the nosebleeds, but he ain’t rightly in the mood right now. To talk all that much about Wes Greenwood, which would really just be talking about Crawford. 
They’re good now. Or they’re better. Or they’re getting to good and it’s slow moving cause neither of them knows how to trust the foundations beneath ‘em. Yesterday, Crawford skated over to stand next to him on the ice after practice, when they were huddled up and listening to Coach. They sat next to each other at a dinner with the team the day before, and Crawford looked the other way when Lachlan took the Rookie burden of paying the bill, which was probably the kindest thing they both could do for each other then. 
And they’re going golfing in a couple of days; Crawford had asked the night he got his ass handed to him by a Trawler and then he’d followed up later, made plans and picked a time and even fucking–called the club, so. They’re golfing in a few days. Fucking incredible, difference a week can make in a guy’s life. They’re friends again. Or—they’re on the way to it. They’re on real thin ice that they’re doing jumps and pirouettes on and shit, but they’re—
It’s good. 
It just feels weird, to talk about Crawford to someone who don’t know him and his life and how he met Wes Greenwood and how he got around to being coached by the guy, which—Lachlan don’t know know the whole thing either, obviously, but he knows more than what’s publicly available and he knows more than he thinks Crawford’d appreciate him telling Sierra, and if he can’t tell Sierra the truth of it all the way he sees it then there ain’t all that much point in talking about it. 
So he clears his throat and says, “Greenwood’s a great skater anyway, but what made him the greatest wasn’t his skating style. They were built different back then too, like—their games. All of those guys prioritized a different style of play, right. Physical shit. Not something tapes will help me with.”
Sierra nods, furrow between her eyebrows for a second before it smooths out. “And your dad?” she asks. “What about him?”
Lachlan’s knee starts bouncing which is real funny cause the rest of him freezes over for a second before he can move again. “My daddy’s a pretty good skater, ask anyone,” he says and he smiles.
“I’m not asking anyone,” Sierra says, real quiet and just for them. 
Then it’s Lachlan’s turn to look at No. 6 and get swallowed up by all the thin layers of reds and the blues and greens. It’s blurred around the edges, but it’s hard to pay attention to the edges, where the colors seep together and then soften into fuzzy lines, when the middle and the top and the bottom and every other part of it’s so full of color. Green like pond algae and blue like lake water right before the sun sets and red like a dawn no sailor’s gonna trust, and red and blue like the Metros colors, and green like the Drivers, and red and blue like the lines on the ice and green like the color of his laces on his very first pair of skates. 
Or, no. That was Rowan with the green laces. That’s right. Lachlan had wanted them too. He’d thrown a fit when he saw he had a bright yellow pair threaded through his shoes instead, because he only wanted what Rowan had, but not to have it instead. Just to have it with. He’d have thrown a fit, too, he’s pretty sure, if his parents had given him the green laces and Rowan the yellow ones. It wasn’t ever really about the laces or the color or about anything but wanting to match: colors and laces and footprints and ice tracks.
“My brother,” Lachlan says. “I guess if I had to pick, like. A guy on the ice I’m admiring.”
“Rowan?” Sierra asks, like Lachlan’s got another brother. “He went first for the Pantheon a few years before you did, right?”



“Yeah,” Lachlan says. He looks away from Rothko’s color field, fingers adjusting the chain around his neck and the crucifix so it hangs even against his chest beneath his sweater. “I’m always looking when he’s on the ice. Habit, I guess. From when I was real young, but—”
“But he’s pretty good,” Sierra finishes when he cuts himself off and Lachlan shrugs and laughs and agrees. Rowan is pretty goddamn good. Lachlan knows, probably better than anyone.
“Yeah,” he says. He hesitates for a second, thinks about saying more, cause there’s more to say there. He was three when Rhett put him in skates and got him on the ice, and Rowan’d already been out there, clutching at a little hockey stick with one hand while the other was held out in front of him, like he was waitin him to grab it. 
It’s not actually something he remembers, not really. But his momma took pictures and so it’s like having the memory, sorta. Having the proof of it. Rowan’s laces were green the first day Lachlan got on the ice, and Lachlan’s face was all blotchy and red cause he’d cried up a storm when he’d seen his own yellow ones and realized they were different from Rowan’s.
“I mean,” he adds. “Nothing to write home about or nothing. Whole family’s washed in my opinion.”
Sierra turns her head to stare at the side of his face and he blinks back at her with wide eyes until she breaks and cackles that laugh of hers that makes him feel warm down where the ice can’t touch. “I don’t know if I agree with that one,” she tells him, reaching out and linking their hands together before she stands and tugs him to his feet. “I think you’re pretty good at some things.”
“Oh yeah?” he asks, and he takes two steps more than he’s gotta so he’s in her space, balancing himself with his hands on her waist. She beams up at him and her eyes are soft behind the glasses and her skin is soft when he brushes his hand down her cheek and her hair is soft when he tucks that same strand behind her ear. “Like what?”
The tip of her tongue flashes between her teeth for a second when she smirks. “Well,” she says. “Not looking at art, that’s for sure.”
“You said there was no wrong answers,” he groans, all big and dramatic. “You said—”
“There’s not, there’s not,” she tells him, laughing and pulling away til he has to either follow her or let go of her hand. “There’s just, you know. Some are better than others is all.” 
“We can’t all take classes on abstract art in college, alright, not everyone knows shit about color layering and—and brushstrokes—”
“You think I took a class?” Sierra asks him, raising both of her eyebrows. Her eyes are laughing still. “Is that what you think when someone knows something you don’t? They must have studied it in school?”



“I mean, yeah,” Lachlan shrugs, thinks about all the things Crawford’s told him before that Lachlan would never have known otherwise. “That’s what school’s for.”
“Baby, Lachy, I googled the shit out of modern art over breakfast this morning,” Sierra tells him.
He blinks at her. “What,” he says, and she shrugs. 
“You suggested the art gallery,” she says. “I wanted to make sure, you know, like, if you were really knowledgeable on the visual arts, I could keep up.”



“What about me,” Lachlan says flatly, “gave you that impression?” 
Sierra laughs again and shakes her head. Another strand falls out of her up-do. Lachlan likes her—so fucking much. “Maybe I just wanted to make sure I’d have better answers than you.”



“Competitive, I like it,” Lachlan says, and he does. God, he really—he does. “I mean, that’s totally a foul though. You can’t look up the answers ahead of time. One hundred percent that’s gotta be some kind of penalty. Cross-checking.”
“Cross referencing,” Sierra suggests. 
Lachlan snorts and then looks over her head at the painting behind them. “Okay, Smarty-Pants,” he says. “What’s this one mean then? Light Red Over Dark Black, it’s our dude Rothko again. 1957.”
Sierra turns to look at the painting on the wall behind her. She makes a big show of tapping her chin with her finger and tilting her head left and then right. Finally, she says, slow and like every word’s got a great amount of weight to it, “Well, obviously, Rothko selected black and red because of the dramatic and melancholic effect the heaviness and brutal, uh, reality of the colors sits on the viewer’s mind…engulfing the audience in a funeral shroud of—eh, melancholy. And also, red and black are the Ottawa Centaurs colors, which only make the melancholy worse, as the Centaurs do suck.”
Lachlan laughs so hard he wheezes and tugs her up against his chest so he can rest his chin on her shoulder. “Okay,” he says. “That, we can agree on at least.” 


Crawford jolts awake at the same time the door to the bathroom ensuite closes with a click. Pitchy’s a considerate kind of guy to room with on roadies, far from the worst option on the team, but he fucking hates taking a shower after Crawford’s gone first. Something about Crawford steaming up the room and using all the hot water, even though the hotels they stay at are nice enough that there’s probably, like, infinite hot water being generated and running through the pipes, but Crawford doesn’t know enough about that shit to point that out.
It ain’t that big of a deal or nothing anyway. It just means that in the mornings, Pritchard wakes up earlier than even Crawford does so he can get first dibs. 
Which is fine, except Crawford’s a light enough sleeper that he always fucking wakes up too.
Which is fine too, except he ain’t really been sleeping all that well in the first place. Not lately. Not for a while.
Slow and easy, Crawford rolls over onto his back and blinks up at the ceiling. Alright, so. His head hurts and his mouth is dry. His knee’s twinging a little still and his lower back aches like it could do with a roll-out or fifteen minutes with a trainer back in Montreal.
He ain’t hungover or anything at least. That’s a relief. Most of the team except for the old marrieds’d gone out drinking last night after the game against the Blazers ended in a shoot-out loss that was at least a little less painful than their usual flavor of losses—at least it wasn’t a regulation loss.
Another regulation loss.
So the mood’d been grim as shit when they hit downtown Philly after showering off the game, and no one had stayed out longer than a couple of rounds at a table in the back of a sticky bar and a couple of songs on the dance floor. Crawford’d been sober and tired and aching in every one of his muscles when he’d crawled into bed, must have been a little past midnight, so it’s not that he expected to be hungover or nothing, but it’s still nice that he ain’t.
Small blessings and all that. 
As for the rest of the exhaustion in his bones and the tension headache between his eyes, well. It’s like—
Crawford turns his head just enough to see the hotel window. Watery winter light spills through the crack in the curtain, makes a weak attempt at brightening the room. He can tell already just looking at the morning light that it’s gonna be a long cold day in Philadelphia, which means it’ll probably be a longer and colder day in Montreal.
Behind the bathroom door, the shower sputters to life and Crawford lets out a breath. Pitchy takes short showers in the morning. They’ve got maybe an hour and a half to get to the bus, but it’s not like they have to pack up their stuff or anything. Neither of them unpacked in the first place. Crawford just needs to duck into the bathroom, brush his teeth and then he’s pretty much good to go. He’ll shower and stuff back home. It’s an off-day, technically, even though they’ve got a few hours of travel to look forward to before the day’s really theirs. He should probably go to the practice rink anyway, do a light circuit of the gym and then stop into see a trainer, get a massage and another foam roller to take home. 
Tomorrow they’re going up against the Yonder, then the day after that, Crawford’s going golfing.
With Lachlan.
It’s like—
If Crawford closes his eyes and focuses real hard, he can just make out the beats of music coming from Pritchard’s phone. He really does try to be considerate, playing it so low. It’s real polite of him, even if it’s a lost cause. Even if Crawford’s already awake and only pretending not to be now.
Lachlan only ever woke up before him a couple of times the whole three months they lived together. Every time it was like a marching band had broken into the condo and took up residency in the living room, that’s how Lachlan moved around when he was still mostly asleep and righteously furious with the world for demanding his attention. 
He weren’t never so polite as to play his music quietly or shut the doors gently behind him as he went. 
And still—Crawford misses him. Crawford would take having Lachlan as his roommate over anyone else in a heartbeat. Would choose Lachlan over a whole lot of people. Most of ‘em, really. For most things: roadtrips and exploring new restaurants and picking running routes and then running them and seeing movies and cooking dinner and being, right, just being.
It’s fucking pathetic, but it’s the God’s honest truth.
Absently, he tangles his fingers in his chain, thumb smoothing over the edge of the cross. He’s started trying to pray in the mornings recently, read online that some people find it helpful to get their thoughts centered and organized unto God’s grace or whatever before taking on the day and that’s why most church services are still on Sunday morning, beginning of the week. 
Crawford doesn’t believe that shit in the slightest or anything, about church in the mornings and about getting his thoughts neatly aligned with God’s Will before stepping out into the world, but it’s sorta like—well. Lachlan always prayed at night, and Crawford figures most people do, right, that’s what he was always taught to do in Sunday school. So maybe the phone lines won’t be near as busy in the morning, you know? Maybe his call’ll get through.
Mostly so far all he’s gotten is staticky silence; but to be fair, mostly all he’s been able to give is dead air. 
He ain’t the praying type, is what it boils down to. Same way he ain’t ever been the church-going type when left to his own devices; same way he ain’t ever been a devout believer, except for when it’s time to beg. It’s crazy, ain’t it, what desperation can drive a man to do.
Shower’s still going; it will be for at least another ten, fifteen minutes maybe. 
Crawford looks up at the ceiling. He considers getting out of bed for this, right, getting down on his knees, but his knees are fucking sore right now from the hockey, and he thinks it’s asking a lot of him, praying on his knees when he already feels like he’s crawling. God’ll understand.
He opens his mouth and shuts it again. 
He’s been thinking lately, about what Pastor Williams said. Sin is like a stain and if you don't wash it outta you, you’ll carry it forever. Crawford’s been thinking about what you can carry forever and how heavy it is and if some things are worth the lift, you know, he’s been thinking—really stupid things, lately. Last night in the tunnel before warmies, Lachlan’d shouldered his way up next to Crawford and tapped his fist against his chest; Crawford’d kept that close the whole game. He’d carry it for longer too, probably. The loss hadn’t even managed to touch that shit. 
So maybe all stains ain’t bad, cause Lachlan’d seemed real pleased to smack him and Crawford’d been real pleased to stand still and let him. 
But that ain’t fair. Cause Lachlan doesn’t know. Not everything Crawford knows. If he did, he’d probably, like. Punch him for real. Then, like. Pray for his soul.
Wouldn’t be too bad. Lachlan’s probably way better at praying than Crawford is, it might actually help the situation if he got someone else involved.
He’d never, of course. Not in, like, a thousand years. 
But it’d probably help.
There’s a faded watermark on the ceiling, just a little brown stain spreading outward. Real interesting. Looks like a little cloud or a bloodstain or something.
Crawford’s been spending a lot of time lately trying to figure out what Pastor Williams meant when he said he should be praying and asking God for help while he’s waiting for a sign from Him. He could spend ages seeing signs and stuff if he wanted to, has fucking tried, but he don’t need a sign, these days, he needs like a written word and a burning bush and something that says, straight-up, commandment type shit, THOU SHALT NOT DO THIS. HANK CRAWFORD I AM LOOKING AT THEE.
Like, it’s just—
He’s running out of ways to send out a signal flare, you know, wonders how many times people who are shipwrecked on a deserted island light their fire and rebuild their SOS out of rocks on the beach before they just sorta give up and face facts that this is their life now. Probably healthier, in the long run, right, to come to terms with the reality of your situation or whatever.
Crawford sorta wonders if this is his life now, and he wants to ask, except he ain’t sure he wants to know. He wants the tendencies to just—go the fuck away; he doesn’t want to have to leave for them to. It’d been a real hard adjustment period that first time around. It’d taken ages, and he’d been—Mass had been real cold and weird and lonely, at first, before he got a handle on things. 
Leaving’s not an option this time around though, obviously. He’s got a contract. You can’t reason with a contract. You can’t tell a contract about the war you’re waging in your head and the worry you’ve got real deep down inside you that every choice you’ve made’s been the wrong one. Contracts don’t give a shit about your tendencies so long as you don’t let them get in the way of your play, and Crawford’s been trying so fucking hard to keep ‘em in check, keep an eye on ‘em. He’s been trying to—it’s been—
He thinks, like, maybe he shouldn’t have tried to starve it out, the—thing in his chest. He thinks maybe what happened was it just learned how to live off scraps and now there’s no shaking it, and maybe this is what it’s gonna be like forever, just—just him walking around with this walled-off section of his body even he’s too scared to access, right, like. 
Either someone’s gotta tell him this is for the better or someone’s gotta tell him this is gonna be over soon, cause. Crawford’s flat out of ideas, how to get out from the place he’s found himself, trapped between a rock and a hard place, without cutting parts of himself off trying to get free.
He opens his mouth, casting around for something he can say to God; the words don’t come. 
It’s real hard, it turns out. Praying. There’s only so many times Crawford can ask for forgiveness, it turns out. 
He hasn’t done nothing, except for all the lying and the coveting and shit. Except for how when Lachlan told him he was gonna cut him loose, Crawford knocked the knife outta his hand before he could.
Except for that, Crawford ain’t done nothing.
He breathes out, looks at the watermark on the ceiling. John 1:9. God can’t forgive you for your sins if you don’t fess up when He asks who broke the vase. 
I still can’t get the stain out, he thinks, which is a step closer to confessing. And I don’t know what to do and I don’t think it should be up to me to decide, man, I can’t be unbiased about this, I can’t—
I missed him so goddamn much that I went and I got him back even when I knew it—even when it could ruin him too, maybe, even then. And he don’t know about none of it. 
He still hasn’t forgiven me, actually. For before. He’s got a stubborn streak even if he pretends he don’t, and he still hasn’t forgiven me for the stuff I was trying to do to help him, and honestly, Man, it’s a toss-up. If I want his forgiveness or Yours more. Except it ain’t a toss-up at all. I figure this stain’s bone-deep now. Nothing’s coming out in the wash. What does Your forgiveness even feel like? Lachlan’s is like a couple of taps up against my chest. What do you have that could beat that, Dude? Streets lined with gold? 
Crawford turns his head just enough to look out the window again. His mouth’s all dry and he’s pretty sure no one on the fucking planet’s as bad at praying as he is. Is that a sin, too? 
He looks back up at the ceiling. “John 1:9,” he whispers. “Gotta be honest, man, I'm getting real close to being done.”
It’s part prayer and part plea and part threat. 
Truth is, he ain’t got a leg to stand on here. God’s made it pretty damn clear He ain’t interested in taking away Crawford’s sinful thoughts, and Crawford’s made it pretty damn clear he’s too fucking selfish to do the right thing. When push came to shove and he should’ve let distance swallow Lachlan Pucey up whole, he—didn’t. He didn’t, cause he couldn’t, and so now everything’s sorta thrown up into the air. Like, where does that leave them? Crawford and Lachlan and Crawford and God and Crawford and the guy Crawford wants to be if his stupid fucking tendencies would stop slithering into his lungs every time he tries to catch his breath. 
But he’s just. Hand to God, he’ll swear on whatever they want him to, he’s so close to being done. He don’t know what that looks like and he don’t know what that means, he’s just real tired of waking up with his stomach already twisted up into knots and his nervous system on high alert, and he’s just—he’s gotta say it.
It’s sorta like the only thing he can think to say that could maybe work, just cause it worked on him when it was Lachlan saying it to Crawford, and God’s supposed to be real merciful and forgiving, even to the sinners, so he thinks, you know, maybe—it’s a long shot, but maybe—maybe God’s gonna realize how much Crawford means it now, and then He’s gonna be real apologetic about the whole thing and He’s gonna, like, appear to him in a dream or something and say, Oh man, I’m really sorry, dude, I thought you could handle it, but I see now it was a shit test to give you cause I never said if it was timed or nothing and yeah, no wonder you were worried that it would go on for forever, yeah, I should have given you a countdown clock or something, that’s My bad, man, I thought you could handle it and all, and Crawford would say, like, yeah, man, I don’t know where you got that impression from, dude, I’m just a hockey player, man, I just got this one thing, I ain’t trying to carry Your name into crusades or anything, I ain’t trying to be Your strongest soldier, man, I just want to do this one thing I’m good at and do it with people I love the normal way, and God would say, yeah for sure, man. That makes total sense, I feel you, you should have said something earlier, man. And Crawford would say, man, I know, I have been, I’ve been trying to reach you for ages, and God would go, oh shit, no way, really? Oh man, I’m sorry dude, my answering machine’s full to bursting lately, you know, a lotta people in the world’s trying to get in contact with me, you know, man, you know—a lotta people have it a helluva lot worse than you. And Crawford would say, like, yeah, man, I know. I know it, man, but you gotta—you gotta believe me when I tell you, this has been pretty bad too, like. Just being honest with you here, cause someone told me once I gotta be honest in front of the Lord to cleanse me of my unrighteousness, you know, 1 John 1:9, I know my good book, I swear, I just—this has been real bad too. 
But Crawford ain’t holding his breath or nothing.
Mostly, he thinks it’s like—nothing’s changed, really. Nothing’s really changed about the circumstances of it all, cause there’s still this pit inside of him filled with nothing but sin and—and and and he still thinks these things he shouldn’t when he catches sight of Lachlan when he ain’t expecting it and he’s still real scared sometimes of slipping in his own oil spill and getting all that’s wrong with him on someone else, but. 
But he had his chance, didn’t he. 
He could have let Lachlan leave. And he was real mad too, Lachlan was. Lachlan was so upset that Crawford’s pretty sure he really meant it when he said they’d be done if he didn’t say anything and if he left. 
And Crawford could have—but who the fuck is he kidding. He couldn’t have, really. Not actually. Could have, sure, if you’re talking purely hypothetical situations, things a two-dimensional puppet person could have done in some sort of simulation of reality, right, like when you’re playing a video game and you have to choose between three options of actions to take and all of ‘em are equal possibilities.
But Crawford couldn’t have done that, not with his hands and his head and his heart. 
Put him in that situation, and ten times out of ten, he just wouldn’t be capable of letting Lachlan Pucey walk, not after being given clear instruction on how to get him to stay.
Maybe it’s like. A relief, a little. Like, maybe he should be thinking about it like that, in those terms.
Like, now he knows. Right? Like. He knows the kind of man he is and what he’ll do and say and risk to keep the things he wants real close to him. That’s sorta nice. Not many people get those kinds of moments of realization. They just gotta muddle along thinking they’d do the right thing if they ever ran into a tough situation. But Crawford knows.
In the ensuite, the water shuts off and Crawford closes his eyes and rolls over, burying his face in the pillow.
He stays in bed real still as Pitchy opens the door to the bathroom and then starts moving around the room, getting changed and drying his hair and tripping over one of their shoes and biting out a curse he don’t let get all the way to its feet.
I’m serious, man, he thinks up to God, but it’s an empty threat. Like registering a complaint you know no one’s ever gonna read. He can’t even pray for strength or for purity or for any of that shit, cause when Pitchy’s gone, he knows already he’s gonna get out of bed and he’s gonna get dressed and he’s gonna brush his teeth and then he’s gonna go find Lachlan Pucey, and he’s gonna be twisted up and hurting about the idea of hurting him, but he ain’t gonna sit somewhere else on the bus or on the plane, long as Lachlan lets him. God could give him all the strength of will in the world, but Lachlan Pucey’s already told him, you know, basically, what he wants. And what he wants, boiled down, is like—for things to be back the way they were. 
So God can give him whatever sort of blessing he wants, all the  strength and perseverance and wisdom in the world, and Crawford’s gonna sit next to Lachlan on the bus anyway. 
It’s sort of like. Either God can take it all away from him, amputation style, dredge him like a lake and stuff him full of cotton and antiseptic and whatever else you give guys who’ve had an infection eat away their whole fucking chest, or He can just—like. Fuck off, you know?
Which, like. Maybe it’s a no-brainer why none of Crawford’s prayers have been answered as of late, but he’s just trying to keep it honest down here.
He makes it to the hotel lounge where breakfast’s being served thirty minutes before the trainers will start herding them towards the buses. His stuff’s crammed into his bag back at the room, but he’s just planning to grab a muffin and, like, a yogurt cup or something, eat it quick and then go back up to get it.
And then he gets halfway through the door to the breakfast lounge and he’s gotta stop right there cause he’s almost bowled over by this crazy strong feeling of deja vu.
Right there at the edge of the room up against the glass windows, Lachlan’s got a spot by himself at a six-top table, head resting on his palm while he blinks down at a plate of gross-looking hotel eggs, coffee mug next to him and eyes mostly closed.
A few tables away, Pritchard’s got a book out in front of him and an empty plate pushed across his little table, legs crossed over each other and a napkin in his lap.
It’s weird to see it look so cold and gray outside; for a second, looking between a half-asleep Lachlan and a distracted Pritchard, Crawford almost expects it to be summer beaming through the window behind Lachlan’s shoulder.
It would make sense, probably, for Crawford to sit with Pritchard. They room together on the road, they’re friendly, they’re friends, Crawford’s read the synopsis of the book Pitchy’s currently reading and he’s seen the movie, so he could probably hold a fine conversation about it. He read the synopsis just so he could have a conversation about it, in fact. 
But that ain’t—who the fuck is he kidding, right?
He thinks, grabbing a plate and filling it with sausage and fruit, a little muffin and a cup of greek yogurt, like. If God wanted Crawford to have even the slimmest chance of passing His stupid fucking test and not give into the sin of wanting something he shouldn’t even be looking at, then He shouldn’t have made it feel so fucking natural to walk over to Lachlan and sit down across from him.
Lachlan blinks at him, looking confused for a second before he gets with the picture. “Hey,” he says, gravelly voice cause that’s always the last thing to wake up fully, his vocal chords. He sits up straight at least at the sight of him and knuckles at his eye, staring at Crawford like he isn’t sure he’s real. “No coffee? Brave man.”
Crawford grins. It feels crazy good to let himself. Natural. It feels natural.
He probably looks fucking crazy or something, grinning at Lachlan who ain’t even doing anything but existing in front of him and being a bitch about the early call, like he ain’t lived half his life getting up early in the mornings. God, but Crawford really does—miss him. Still, even like this, when they’re closer than they’ve been in a month—physically closer, right. Like, he’s right there, just across the table. And he still misses him, a little, cause there’s—it ain’t ever gonna be the way it was again. It ain’t ever gonna be summer in Montreal, second day of rookie camp again. There’s always gonna be this thing between them, Crawford’s thing. His tendency to look longer than he should and want to be closer than he’s got any right to, and so they’re never—
Lachlan frowns a little, eyebrows furrowing down, like he’s seeing something on Crawford’s face he shouldn’t be.
So he leans over quick and steals Lachlan’s cup, right from beside his elbow. Lachlan lets out this indignant, high-pitched sound, full on squawk of offense that makes Crawford snort, but he moves way too slow to stop the theft and Crawford takes a sip of the coffee under Lachlan’s resentful glare. 
It’s black cause Lachlan likes sugary vanilla lattes or plain drip coffee, nothing in between. Crawford makes a face at the taste, but he takes another sip anyway, just to piss Lachlan off.
“Thanks for the reminder, Bagsy, really hit the spot,” Crawford says, passing the cup back to him before he can start swinging. Lachlan grunts and cradles it in between his hands, narrowing his eyes at him like he don’t trust him not to try again.
He’s way more awake now though.
“Fuck you, man, get your own goddamn cup of coffee.”



See, talking in full sentences and everything. Crawford deserves some kind of medal of valor or something.
“Nah, I’m too tired to get up now, man,” Crawford says, leaning back in his seat and taking a bite out of the muffin. It’s got little fake blueberries in it. It mostly just takes like dry air, but hey, it’s a little morning treat. “You know what my TOI was last night?”
“Twenty-three minutes,” Lachlan tells him, even though it was mostly a rhetorical question. Him having an answer at all makes Crawford pause for a second, blinking at him. Lachlan’s ears turn red and he stabs at the eggs in front of him, taking a bite out of a clump before making a face. Probably cause they’re cold as shit by now and tasted awful even before that, if Crawford had to guess.
He forks over one of his sausage patties onto Lachlan’s plate instead, cause there was a reason he got four. Lachlan scowls, opens his mouth probably to say something either jokingly mean or something real cutting, like I don’t need you to protect me, I ain’t your girl, so Crawford gets in there first.
“Exactly,” he says loudly. “Twenty-three minutes cause Coach was having fucking fun with the pairs, and now you wanna make me go get my own coffee, man? I could barely get down here this morning.”
“Don’t make it sound like you took the damn stairs, I know you used the elevator,” Lachlan sneers, but he’s smiling too, this little quirk of his lips Crawford’d have to be blind or cured to be able to overlook.
“It was already heading in this direction,” he says. “Anyway, I got outta bed at least. How’s that, that was real difficult.”
Lachlan hums, drinks his coffee. “Mostly gravity, not too hard,” he says, and Crawford rolls his eyes. 
“Yeah, yeah,” he says. “Eat your sausage. Ungrateful fucker.” 
Lachlan raises an eyebrow, grinning a little bit like he can’t help it neither. Maybe he can’t. Maybe shooting the shit and kicking at each other beneath the table’s just as familiar, natural feeling to him as it is to Crawford. He’d ask, but it’d probably ruin everything, the asking.
A hand clamps down onto his shoulder before he can say anything else at all, which is sorta a blessing and sort of a curse. 
“Be gentle with my guy today,” Tommy tells Lachlan, shaking Crawford by the neck in direct contrast to his own words. “Probably still sore from getting shot down by an absolute ten at the bar. Brutal to fucking watch, woulda rather seen Philly take another dub over that.”
“None of that’s true,” Crawford protests, shoving at Tommy’s side when he drops into the seat next to him. “Wasn’t tryin’ to get with her, she was just from Atlanta, we was chatting—”
“Oh, sure, just chatting,” Tommy grins real sly over at Lachlan, who ain’t smiling back even a little bit. Instead, Lachlan’s scowling real hard at the pair of them.
“You went out last night?” he demands, and Crawford blinks and shrugs back at him cause, like. Yeah. Half the guys went out last night, even though, yeah, Lachlan didn’t. Crawford hardly noticed cause Crawford was putting a real concentrated effort into not noticing how Lachlan stayed at the hotel with the rest of the old married’s and how he probably called Sierra Bahari and let her talk him off the ledge after his missed shoot-out goal and how he didn’t say nothing to Crawford on his way out.
“You let him go out with a fake I.D.?” Lachlan asks Tommy, face screwed up like he’s getting real offended on the other side of the table. “Y’all are always telling me no if we ain’t in Canada, what the fuck, and I know Pennsylvania’s a backwards-ass fucking state, but ain’t no way it’s legal for him here either—”
“Uh,” Crawford says. He clears his throat. “I’m, uh. I’m twenty-one, Lox.”
Lachlan’s mouth falls open. “What? No, you’re twenty.”
“I was,” Crawford says, real careful now that he’s looking at Lachlan looking at him like he don’t understand any of what he’s saying. “I didn’t celebrate or nothing, it wasn’t a big deal,” he adds, trying to get ahead of whatever’s brewing up in Lachlan’s head. 
“You turned twenty-one,” he says, all slow. “In—when?”
“I’m gonna get a plate,” Tommy interrupts, clapping Crawford on the shoulder and lifting himself out of his chair. “Please be through with whatever the fuck this is when I get back, I want to drag Crawford for his shit dance moves.”
“Like you can talk,” Crawford chirps at his back; it’s weak fucking game, obviously, but he’s a little thrown for what to say, how to regain control of the moment and get his feet back under him. “Don’t listen to him, Tommy sucks ass on the—”
“January?” Lachlan demands, leaning over his plate like he’s gotta get closer to Crawford despite the table between them. “Or February? Or was it before and you just didn’t tell me?” 
“I didn’t say nothing cause it wasn’t a big deal,” Crawford tells him. 
Lachlan doesn’t look like he believes him. He takes a sip of his coffee, narrowing his eyes at him over the rim, eyebrows all knotted together and a real deep-looking frown tugging at his lips.
Crawford gives in a few seconds later. It’s not like he was keeping anything from him anyway. It wasn’t a big deal. 
“6th of January,” he says. “We was already up to our eyeballs in practices then, no one was gonna be up for anything, and—”
And he and Lachlan weren’t talking all that much right around then anyway. The lockout’d just ended and Crawford moving out a few days early was still this raw and untreated wound right in the center of them. He hadn’t been up for going out and getting drunk to celebrate turning twenty-one. He’d just wanted—well. To be twenty again, when it was easier and he wasn’t—
But anyway, he hadn’t really thought getting drunk was gonna fix anything.  And then being sober hadn’t either, but before he knew it, it was the seventh of January, and then it was the eighth, and now it’s the eleventh of February, and Crawford’s still twenty-one and it wasn’t time that fixed nothing, but rather Lachlan Lee Pucey saying he was almost run out of it.
“January sixth, Jesus Christ, Crawford,” Lachlan shakes his head and then seems to decide something cause his expression goes from confused and a little upset to steely determination like a coin being flipped. “Well, we gotta do something.”
“It was a month ago,” Crawford points out.
“Fuck you. We’re doing something,” Lachlan snaps. It’s dark enough everywhere now his freckles are fading a little bit and his skin’s gone real pale, and Crawford sort of wonders if he could see the missing freckles, like if he looked close enough, you know, spots on his cheeks and nose that are just a little, tiny bit darker than the rest of him.
That’s the kind of thought that God would probably take away, if He was keen about letting Crafwford catch a break now and again, the Fucker.
Crawford runs a hand through his hair and shrugs. “Sure,” he says, cause of course he’s gonna fucking agree. He ain’t gonna take it for granted, Lachlan asking to do something. Or—like, telling him, he reckons. He reckons he’s just been told they’re gonna celebrate, and that’s fine by him.
A week ago, Lachlan was telling him they were done, and he was looking—Crawford doesn’t like to think about the expression on Lachlan’s face when he was saying all that. Like it hurt him having to tell Crawford, but like it’d hurt him more not to say anything either. 
So that was a week ago. And nothing’s changed about anything, except something’s sure different, cause Lachlan’s already gone back to slicing up his sausage into little bite-sized pieces, like that’s the end of that. Like he can just decide this stuff, and Crawford’s gonna agree and then it’ll be—easy. 
“Day after golf,” he suggests. It’s the frst thing he can think of. It’s sorta pathetic, like. Cause they have the game against the Yonder tomorrow, right, and then they’re going golfing the day after that, so it’ll be three days in a row if they hang out again the next day, and Crawford doesn’t care about that stuff. Crawford’s never fucking cared about that shit.
But something about it makes him feel exposed to the elements anyhow. Too vulnerable, too transparent, you know. It’s one thing, saying, sorta vague, we gotta do something, it’s another thing to say in response, when’s the next time I can see you again? Let’s do then, if not before. 
“Sure,” Lachlan says, all molasses-slow. His smile drags itself across his face like a cat stretching in the sun, taking its time. His eyes crinkle up into nothing, and Crawford looks at it and him and for a second, he can’t remember why the fuck it was pathetic in the first place, the wanting, when the reward is the having. 
He grins back, sorta helpless. 
“Oh shit, wait,” Lachlan frowns, pulls out his phone to check the screen. “Nah, that’s Valentine’s Day, I gotta take Sierra somewhere nice.”
“Oh,” Crawford says. He’s nodding his head. “Yeah, no. Shit, yeah, no, yeah. You’re totally good, man. Can’t miss Valentine’s Day.”
Lachlan nods back, like Crawford’s in on the joke or something. “Got no fucking idea what to do,” he admits. “But I wanna make it good for her, obviously.”
“Obviously,” Crawford agrees, nodding. He feels a little like he’s swallowed half an ocean and any second he’s gonna be seasick. “Well, we can—whenever’s fine, dude. Ain’t a big deal, like I said. I’ve been twenty-one for weeks now, it’s chill.”
“No, don’t—it is,” Lachlan says. His eyes are round and he’s got that stubborn steel backbone in his voice, like he’s digging his heels in and preparing to wait out a storm a normal guy would have run from. “It is a big deal, and we’re gonna fucking do something, just not—I gotta make plans that day.”
“Sure,” Crawford nods. “Maybe—I dunno, we can wait out the month maybe, celebrate March 6th or something, make it nice and even. I got a buddy visiting a few days after that, but any time before’s good.”



Lachlan’s still frowning a little, but his shoulders have dropped back down. “Yeah,” he says, and he opens his mouth to say something else, but then Tommy drops back down into the seat next to Crawford, plate of shitty breakfast food in front of him, and that’s the kind of beautiful, God-send of a distraction that Crawford needs.
“Tommy,” he says, real quick, “what were you doing last Valentine’s Day? Weren’t you seeing that girl for a while? Bagsy here needs ideas of where to take his girl.”
Tommy doesn’t need much more encouragement than that before he’s turning to look at Lachlan and launching into a recounting of his top five most amazing Valentine’s Day dates, complete with hand gestures and encouraging nods and shit. 
Crawford gives it one hundred and twenty-five seconds before he slips away under the pretense of grabbing his stuff from the room.
Or—it ain’t a pretense at all. He needs to get his stuff from his room. And it needs to be right now, this very second, cause he just needs—a second. To figure out a way to corral the stupid, silly feelings back into the cavity of his chest, cause they almost slipped out there for a second. They almost ran loose and then where would that leave him? Shit, it ain’t like it’s a fucking surprise or anything, Crawford tells himself, leaning back against the wall of the elevator and breathing out and then breathing in. It ain’t a surprise. Crawford’s been preparing for this shit for months now. Always was gonna happen, and he’s real happy for Lachlan and his girl and he’s gonna get his stuff from the room and then he’s gonna get on the bus and then he’s gonna get on the plane and if it’s brought up again, if Lachlan—if Lachlan says anything about it again, then Crawford’s gonna be better this time, gonna. He’s gonna be better, make it real clear how happy he is for his buddy. 
Except, just in case he can’t and just cause he’s a little bit of a coward, Crawford gets his stuff and then waits til they’re already boarding the bus to get on it, and he makes sure he’s got his hoodie up over his head and his headphones on so everyone thinks he’s real tired and not in the mood for conversation. Tommy passes him by and puts his hand on his head, shakes it a little cause he’s fucking annoying. Hayden rolls his eyes and settles into the seat a few up from him and tosses him a bottle of Tylenol like he thinks he’s really hungover after only four beers.
Then Lachlan thumps into the seat next to him, travel cup of coffee in his hand that he thrusts in Crawford’s direction immediately, and Crawford can’t sit up fast enough, tugging one of his earbuds out and blinking a little fuzzily at Lachlan.
“You didn’t come back,” Lachlan says, wriggling the cup a little. “Figured maybe you wouldn’t have time to grab this if you hadn’t packed yet.”
“I don’t drink it black,” Crawford says, a little stupid, even as he takes the cup from him.
 It makes Lachlan roll his eyes. “Yeah, I know,” he says. “One cream, half a sugar. Fucker.” 
Crawford takes a real small sip. One cream, half a sugar. “Did you figure out your Valentine’s plans?” he hears himself ask, already feeling his muscles tense all over. Preparing to nod, maybe. Preparing to be super fucking supportive and interested and normal and natural. 
Lachlan scowls. “I ain’t taking Sierra nowhere Tommy fucking Westley’s taken his girls,” he says, like the thought’s deeply offensive or something. “You know he rented out the butterfly greenhouse garden a couple of years ago? What the fuck, man. Lame ass shit like that? No way.”
“Does…Sierra not like butterflies?” Crawford asks. 
“Well, I dunno,” Lachlan says, looking away for a second. “I mean—I’m thinking just…a nice dinner or something.”



“Right,” Crawford agrees, and he nods. A nice dinner definitely sounds nice. “So not something you’re cooking then.”



“Ha fucking ha, man,” Lachlan says. “But actually, real funny you say that—”



“I thought so too, but I appreciate the feedback—”



“Cause I was thinking, like, for your twenty-first, right, maybe we could—”
“Again, man, it was a month ago—”



“For your twenty-first, I was thinking, there’s a culinary school in Montreal that does themed nights for one-off cooking lessons, they’re doing an Italian night at the beginning of March, I looked up their schedule already, what do you think? It’s spaghetti, I figure, we could kill it there, maybe hit a rooftop bar afterwards. Real classy shit.”
Crawford blinks. “Dude, the one thing I got on lock is spaghetti,” he points out. “Why the fuck would I need a class for that shit?”



“I’d say you have room for improvement,” Lachlan sniffs and then he raises his eyebrows, jutting his chin up.
“Room for improvement—”


“Anyway, this is from scratch, man, with like—flour and eggs and stuff!” Lachlan adds quick. “That’s fancy. And we gotta get you sophisticated and stuff quick, now that you’re old. A cooking class is, like, definitely a step in the right direction. I’ll be there the whole time, you know, in case you get scared.”
“Fuck off,” Crawford says, automatic, just to drag out the moment. He’s already gonna say yes, obviously. He was always gonna say yes. “I don’t need to be sophisticated.”



“You sure do,” Lachlan argues. He’s grinning a little, triumphant, like he knows Crawford’s right where he wants him. He shifts in his seat, pulls out his phone and swipes it open. The page with all the cooking shit’s already pre-loaded, like Lachlan really was just looking at it a few minutes ago. “How you gonna get a girl otherwise?”



Crawford barks out a laugh before he can bite his tongue. When Lachlan shoots him a curious look, he’s already nodding along, total agreement. 
He takes a sip of his coffee, one cream and half a sugar, and thinks privately to himself and then also to God that it’s a good thing forgiveness probably ain’t a two-way street when it comes to people forgiving the Lord for the shit He puts them through.
Crawford’s thinking a lesser Christian would start holding a grudge. 


Lachlan starts laughing the moment Crawford gets out of his car in the parking lot. Crawford looks startled and a little bit sheepish and a little bit pleased, grinning back at him and adjusting the red deer stalking hat so that it’s sitting more snugly over his curls.
His feet crunch on the icy gravel as he draws level with Lachlan. “Sup,” he says, and Lachlan wheezes. 
“You look so fucking stupid, man,” he finally gets out and Crawford shoves at his shoulder.
“You’re just jealous cause my ears are gonna be warm,” he sniffs, but he’s grinning. Lachlan’s grinning too. 
They’re both like thirty minutes early to when they agreed they’d show, not planned or nothing,  just the same type of eager, and maybe that’s part of the joke. Maybe everything’s a little like part of the joke right now, today, cause last night they fucking won their game against the Yonder and it’s like a weight lifted clean off Lachlan’s chest, tasting the win. He’d forgotten how sweet it was, winning in the MLH. Winning like this, part of the team.
“Hey,” he tells Crawford, voice bubbling with the leftover bits of joy he can’t push down. To be honest, he ain’t trying that hard. He was up real early this morning to get out here on time. Got kicked outta Sierra and Abby’s place just cause he wouldn’t stop moving around. Had to stop by his place to change out of his game day outfit from last night, had to go to Hayden’s to pick up the clubs he’s borrowing. Thought about getting coffee for the both of them, him and Crawford, decided he’d probably vibrate out of his skin if he added caffeine to his system, thought maybe Crawford would want some anyway, stopped the car sorta paralyzed in the parking lot for a little longer than he’d ever admit.
Got to the club, like, an hour earlier than necessary, but that’s okay cause it meant he got the time to work out all the logistics and talk to the staff and pick out the colorful golf balls they were using so they could find ‘em easier if they hit ‘em into the snow.
“Hey,” Crawford says back, and Lachlan was gonna wait thirty more minutes just sitting around in his car in the parking lot, killing time til Crawford showed, but here he is. Early too, like maybe he didn’t need an alarm either this morning.
Lachlan grins at him. “Bright red like that’s not really your color,” he says, and Crawford shoves at him again, so hard that Lachlan has to grab onto the edge of the golf cart just so he doesn’t fall down. Worth it though, cause Crawford’s cheeks are a little pink, high up near his temples and not from the cold. That is his color, actually, but Lachlan’s pretty sure he’d really try to shove him into the snow if he said anything about that to him.
“You’re the one who—” Crawford starts mumbling, real sullen-like, but he cuts himself off quick. It makes a pang of irritation shoot through Lachlan, the half-swallowed sentence and the way Crawford swipes a hand over his face like he’s rearranging his features before he’s all smiles again. It’s fine, it’s whatever, and Lachlan’s still feeling amped up and like he could run a marathon or something, but it’s annoying too.
Just cause it ain’t fair for Crawford to—
Whatever.
“It’s real fucking cold, man,” Crawford’s telling him, shoving his hands in the pockets of his coat and looking around the parking lot. 
“At least it’s sunny,” Lachlan points out, cause it’s so bright outside it’d be the perfect day for golfing if it was about sixty or seventy degrees hotter. He ain’t got on sunglasses, cause it feels stupid wearing sunglasses in the snow, but he’d been real tempted to bring a pair. Beanie’s not doing shit to shield his eyes from the glare of the sun off the white-ass snow.
Crawford levels a look at him, paired with a finger. “Don’t you dare jinx that, Bagsy,” he warns. “One single little cloud gets in the sky, I’m getting the hell out of dodge.”



“Quitter,” Lachlan taunts, and Crawford just shrugs. He makes it look cool, somehow, despite the fuck-ass hat.
“Lord only knows,” is all he says, like he’s gotten his chirps from his Sunday school or something. Before Lachlan can hit at him for it, Crawford’s waving at the golf cart behind him and saying, head tilted a little, “So we doing this or we just sayin’ we did this?”
Even just from his tone, Lachlan can tell Crawford’s got a clear opinion on the subject. “Get in the damn cart,” he says, swinging himself inside and behind the wheel before Crawford can wriggle his way over to the driver’s side instead. Like fuck he’s gonna drive this golf cart, man. Lachlan got here first. “Unless you’re afraid of losing,” he adds, which is pretty weak. 
Effective though, at least, cause Crawford shrugs the bag off his shoulder and clips it into the back of the cart. “Oh, I really ain’t,” he tells him, sliding into the seat next to him and rubbing at his thighs. He’s grinning a little, like Lachlan’s told him some kinda joke. “I’m real good at golf.”
“Didn’t your momma ever tell you? Cocky ain’t a good look on anyone, Crawdad,” Lachlan says, putting the cart in motion. He goes slow though, mostly cause he figures the wind whipping by them with any sort of speed’ll cut them to their bones real quick.



“Ain’t cocky if it’s true,” Crawford sings and Lachlan’s got half a mind to shove him outta the golf cart, but he’d never. 
After all, Crawford’d got an assist on Adder’s goal last night. He can live, like. As a reward and everything. 
“Anyway, I got my lucky knee brace on, so I’m feeling pretty confident you’re goin’ down, man.”
“Lucky—you don’t even fucking believe in—” Lachlan can’t hold back his urge to laugh, and it bubbles out of him in between words. “Who the fuck’s got a lucky knee brace anyway?” he asks. “Like damn, man, I thought you was turning twenty-one, not sixty-one.”
Crawford tips his head forward when he laughs. It ain’t something Lachlan’s forgotten he did or nothing, but it’s sure sweet to see it again. “You’ll understand when you’re older,” he says, all calm and wise and shit, even though his grin’s sly as a fox’s. He must be really in the market for a punch to the jaw, even if he don’t know it yet.
Lachlan shakes his head, can’t stop himself from smiling though. It’s cause they won a hockey game, finally—finally, and now they’re here and it’s fucking crazy and ridiculous being here right now, Hayden’d checked, like four times they weren’t flying to Florida or something without telling anyone when Lachlan’d asked to borrow his golf clubs, but that’s fine, that’s alright. It is crazy, it is ridiculous, but Crawford’s sitting next to him, so close on the little bench seat they’re pretty much up against each other, pressed side to side, and they won yesterday and the sun’s out today and for some reason, even after moving places and pretending for a little bit like he didn’t know Lachlan from Adam, Crawford kept the deer stalker hat he got him for Christmas. He even showed up wearing it. 
It looks stupid as shit. Totally washes him out, clashes real fucking awful with the dark brown of his curls. Probably does keep his ears warm at least.
Montreal in the dead of winter’s damn cold outside; Lachlan ain’t feeling it. Not in the slightest.

Lachlan ain’t laughing anymore, three holes in. Crawford twirls his club and tries not to be a dick about it. 
“Take off the damn knee brace,” Lachlan demands, squinting at the couple of feet in between Crawford’s ball and the hole.
“No,” Crawford says, and sinks it.
Lachlan’s scowling something fierce; Crawford can’t tell how much he means it, but he figures he’s having fun underneath all the bitching and moaning, cause every time Crawford sneaks a look at him from the corner of his eyes, he looks pleased as fucking punch to be here. It’s almost worth it, freezing his nuts off, just to see Lachlan grinning to himself looking out at nothing. 
“Seriously take it off or I’m gonna tear it off my damn self,” Lachlan says, shooting Crawford a glare over his shoulder as he lines up to take his own shot.
Crawford leans back against the golf cart and takes a breath, then takes another one, then says, so fucking normal, “I ain’t letting you tear my damn pants off me in sub-zero conditions like these, Bagsy, no fucking dice.”
Lachlan fumbles his swing, and then it’s Crawford’s turn to laugh, even though it ain’t really all that funny. It feels bad, but a little good, like a barrier’s been overcome or something. Like Crawford’s a runner, not a hockey player, and he’s just cleared a hurdle. It’s like in the movies, you know, the apocalyptic ones or the war ones, when the guy gets fucked up, bit by a zombie or torn through by a kill-shot, and he’s bleeding all over the snow but he’s got enough pizzazz left in him to say something stupid to cut the tension, something like good thing it missed my pretty face, or I’ve had papercuts hurt more, something like that. It’s like that. It’s like—look at me joking about the thing that’s killing me, how ugly and vicious and bloody it is. Can’t be that bad though, not if we’re still laughing.
“Fucker,” Lachlan curses up a fucking storm, and Crawford’s laughing for real now cause somehow he managed to forget how goddamn competitive this guy can get in the last couple of months. 
He remembered so much about him that he was a little afraid he wasn’t gonna be able to keep hockey stats and draft years straight in his head cause he reserved all that space for Lachlan’s favorite foods and television shows and coffee orders and shit, but hey. He forgot this, or maybe he just got used to it, the way Lachlan gets so fucking competitive over everything he could possibly win or lose. 
Hockey’s one thing, obviously, that’s different. That’s hockey, and they’re professionals here. But Lachlan—Crawford grins, thinking about being out at a bar with him and a few of the Mag guys, back in November, the way Lachlan’d bitched Kitchy out when the guy beat him at darts and the way Crawford’d been the only one Lachlan could rope into playing again after he threw a tantrum, basically, over having lost.
They must have played, what, four rounds of darts before they’d stopped for the night. It’d taken hours; Lachlan’d won three of the four rounds, but losing one’d been enough to necessitate the others, even if it was only Crawford he was playing against in the end, and they weren’t playing for nothing more than whatever cash they had in their wallets.
So it’s fucking hilarious here and now, seeing him crouch down and take the measure of the golf ball in the brown grass, narrow his eyes at how far away it is from the cup, as if it’s the ball’s fault.
He opens his mouth to see if Lachlan remembers that night out, with the darts, but he gets distracted before he actually says anything about it. Lachlan’s stepped up to the side of the golf ball, parting his feet and rolling out his shoulders to relax ‘em, and it’s real—Crawford doesn’t know.
The tips of his hair fan out from the edge of his beanie, catching the sunlight and glinting gold as he moves his head like he’s visualizing the ball popping into the cup. Most of his face is hidden from the angle and the winter protection he’s got wearing, but the truth is Crawford don’t even need to see all of him to think: beautiful.
It’s like an instinct now. Like a goddamn kick in the teeth, like tripping over a hurdle and having the track surface rush up to meet your face.
It ain’t even all that much of a surprise. Course he’s beautiful. Crawford’s just noticing shit. God gave him eyes, after all. He can’t hold it against him for using ‘em, just like He can’t hold it against him for the way his lungs sometimes stutter when he catches sight of Lachlan like this. The Lord hand-crafted his lungs. Surely He remembers what makes ‘em stop working properly.
In front of him, Lachlan gives the ball a little tap. It’s got too much power in it, Crawford knows as soon as he sees him swing. The ball jumps up into the air and then falls down, rolling to a stop a few inches away from the hole.
“Fucker,” Lachlan hisses beneath his breath, Crawford can hear it from where he is even if he’s trying to be contained about it, and it makes him turn away to hide his snort.

Lachlan ain’t looking at Crawford cause if Lachlan looks at Crawford right now, he’s gonna throw his goddamn club at his face and then where will they be? Blood all over the snow, probably, a broken nose, and Crawford not talking to him again but for a reason Lachlan can put his hands on this time.
It don’t matter anyhow though, whether he’s looking or not cause he can still hear the fucker giggling to himself over at the edge of the green. It takes another tap to get the ball into the hole and it don’t even feel good cause Crawford’s been waiting for him to be done for the last, like, hour or whatever. Five minutes. Same thing. 
He scoops the ball out of the cup and turns around to glare at Crawford, who’s migrated to sitting behind the wheel now with a shit-eating grin on his face and his arm looped over the back of the seat like he’s got all the time in the world to sit out in the freezing fucking cold. Moment he catches Lachlan looking, he makes a big show of putting his hands together in a light clap that makes Lachlan see red. 
“Gonna give you a reason to wear a damn knee brace,” he mutters real quiet under his breath as he stomps back over to the cart, just cause it makes him feel better. Crawford blinks at him all innocent-like and still smiling, while he goes around the back to slot Hayden’s club back into the bag.
It’s a softer smile that he’s wearing now though. Genuine enough that it changes the shape of his face, makes him look way younger than he should.
If Lachlan’s being honest, it fucks with his head, knowing he’s twenty-one. Not that that changes anything or like it’s actually a big deal, like. There ain’t no big difference between twenty and twenty-one, it ain’t like Lachlan woke up from a coma or something to find out Crawford’s ten years older and married with a kid, right, like, he’s the exact same as he was when he was twenty, except he’s twenty-one now, legally and everything, and it’s just—weird. It’s just fucking with Lachlan’s head a little, if he’s honest, cause, like.
He was there, and he missed it. He was there but he wasn’t. Cause Crawford didn’t—like.
Crawford didn’t let him in, didn’t tell him, so he didn’t know and so he missed it. Even though he was right there.
And it ain’t a big deal, except it sorta rubs Lachlan the wrong way when he thinks about it, cause it sorta proves, like. How easy it was for Crawford to just stop telling him things, even the big things, even the things like his twenty-first birthday. And then Lachlan didn’t know. And maybe he could have found out if he poked around on Google for long enough, it’s not like this information’s private or nothing, but he wasn’t ever gonna think of doing that. He was always just gonna wanna know, from the horse’s mouth, right, he was always just gonna want Crawford to say. And it sorta begs the question, like. What else is Crawford just—not saying nothing about? The stuff Lachlan can’t google, the stuff he’s gotta hear straight from him. What else is there and is it—
Like—
That ain’t yours, Lachy, that ain’t meant for you, some voice in his head says, and he hates to think that maybe it’s got a point, but maybe it’s got a point, you know? 
Like he’s reading his fucking mind or something, Crawford clears his throat the second Lachlan’s settled back into the golf cart. “So, uh,” he says, moving his hand from behind the seat to grasp at the wheel. “You get your Valentine’s Day plans sorted?” he asks.
He’s driving as slow as Lachlan was, but he’s focused real hard on the little path they’re on, even if there ain’t much snow there to begin with.
It’s real funny, actually. Lachlan can’t remember the last time he’s seen Crawford driving with both hands on the wheel, all tensed up like this. Maybe he’s just really shit at driving golf carts. Which, like. Crawford put himself behind the wheel, so.
“Yeah, we talked it over,” he says. Then, “Dude, do you want me to drive? You’re gonna break your teeth if you keep grindin’ ‘em like that.” 
“What, I ain’t,” Crawford says, which is a bold-faced lie. He glances over at Lachlan with his eyebrows all pulled down over his face and then back to the road. His jaw moves a little, like he’s making a point of relaxing it. “I’m fine, it’s fine. I was just—what do you got planned then, man? For the big day?” 
Lachlan narrows his eyes but lets it go, leans forward in his seat and puts his arms up against the small dashboard of the golf cart. “We’re in agreement actually,” he says. “So we ain’t doing nothing. We don’t like the holiday. It’s obituary.”
“What?”
“Yeah,” Lachlan shrugs a little and looks back at him. “Like, we both think it’s a stupid day, so we’re not doing anything outta the ordinary for it.”
“Obituary,” Crawford says, drawing the word out. “Ain’t that them death notices in the paper?”
“Nah,” Lachlan says, cause Sierra had used it just like that when she said it. I’ve always thought Valentine’s Day was a little obituary, she’d said. Like, it’s just a day in February, why do you have to get me flowers? Get me flowers in March, they’ll be in season then, right? “It means something’s just sorta stupid and based on nothing but a person’s liking.” 
“I’m pretty sure we wrote up an obituary when my gramps died,” Crawford argues, and Lachlan shrugs.
“Maybe it’s one of them words that mean two things depending on how you use it,” he suggests. “Like racecar.”
Crawford shoots him a look. “What the fuck else does racecar mean other than racecar?”



“Well—I dunno,” Lachlan says. “I just know it’s like—it’s got two meanings or something. Do I gotta know everything around here?”



“I don’t think you know nothing,” Crawford shakes his head and his stupid little ear flaps move from the motion. “Are you talking about a pal—a…pally….”



“See,” Lachlan says, leaning back in his seat and crossing his arms. “You don’t know either, so you can just get off your damn high horse.”
“I do fucking too,” Crawford snaps, but he scrunches his nose like he’s thinking real hard. “Racecar’s a paloma.”
“Nah, you’re thinking of palomino, that’s a horse breed,” Lachlan corrects, and Crawford shakes his head.
“I promise I ain’t ever thought of horse breeds once in my goddamn life,” he says, and Lachlan laughs.
“Man, I know it, remember when you thought ponies were just baby horses?” he snorts, and he’s grinning over at Crawford before his brain can warn him that maybe he shouldn’t say that. Like. Maybe they don’t joke about the stuff they said before Christmas or, like, over the holiday. Lachlan doesn’t know. He remembers that phone call, obviously, remembers faking an emergency just to leave the charity dinner for a few minutes so he could talk to Crawford, remembers hanging up, all warm from the alcohol and the conversation, looking around and seeing one of the waiters leaning up against the wall a ways down from him with a cigarette between her fingers, remembers thinking they were both sneaking out of where they were supposed to be to get their fix. Hers of nicotine; his of sanity.
But that was sort of Before Everything, even though Lachlan don’t really understand what Everything even really means, and he’s thinking maybe he won’t ever and he’ll just have to figure out how to live with that, even though he thinks living with it’s always gonna feel like living on shaky fucking ground, worrying that the rug's gonna be pulled out from under his feet again.
“Yeah, whatever, man,” Crawford says, but his cheeks are real pink, just up near his ears. “Why the fuck don’t you like Valentine’s? I thought it’d be real up your alley.”
Lachlan digs his phone outta his pocket and sends a quick text to Sierra cause the golf cart’s slowing down as they get to the next tee box. To Crawford, he shrugs and says, “I dunno what to tell you, man, it’s like—I think if you’re with someone, and you love ‘em, you should be showing them, like…that’s an every day thing, loving them. Not just on special days.”
There’s more he could probably say, right, cause he heard all the arguments and he was paying attention and really listening, practically taking notes. Sierra’s not a fan of the day and neither is Abby, and he’d made the mistake of asking Sierra about it when Abby was in the kitchen, so he got a fifteen minute earful about the whole thing, and it’d been real interesting to hear, all this shit about markets and demand and over-consumerism and heteronormativity.
What it boils down to for him though, is like. You should be buying your girl chocolates and flowers and making her dinner and opening her car door and trying, really trying, like you know she’s special, every goddamn day. It’s that simple.
If you’ve found your person, right, and if you love her, if you really love her and you wanna be with her forever, then you show ‘em and you show up. Every day. It ain’t enough, just taking the one day out of the year to be a good boyfriend or—or husband. That shit’s gotta be daily, you know. Put your money where your fancy fucking chocolates are. 
“Huh,” Crawford says eventually, quieter a little. He puts the golf cart into a stop, turns it off. “You got some real pretty ideas about love, Lox, I’ll give you that.” 
Lachlan shrugs and gets out to tee up first this time. Mostly, he just doesn’t want to look at Crawford anymore, cause he isn’t sure if he should say anything else. He doesn’t—he’s thinking about that phone call now, the one from a few days before Christmas, before Everything. He can’t remember everything he said or even really what they talked about; he’d been maybe a little too tipsy, stomach a little too empty and champagne hitting a little too fast. But he remembers the feeling, obviously. Of demanding he be called and of feeling—he doesn’t know. It’s hard to put into words. It wasn’t relief, it wasn’t joy, what he felt when Crawford called him cause he asked him to.
It was like—he didn’t feel anything at all, but not in a bad way or nothing. It was just—it was just, like, yeah, of course. Lachlan asked; Crawford followed through, had his back. Yeah, of course. It was just, like, expected. He didn't think nothing about it at all, cause it was just expected.
But then a few days later, not even a goddamn week after that, Crawford was moving out and moving away, and now—
Lachlan doesn’t know, right. If Crawford would call him again, here and now, if he asked. But he doesn’t know if he’d ask either, and he doesn’t know what to do with that. If that’s something that can be changed or if it's just the way things are now. 
And so he has like—all these things, knocking at the backs of his teeth, right, things he’d have said back in Dallas over Christmas, things about his father and his mother and their marriage, things about him and Sierra, things about Rowan and his girls, things about all the ways he's afraid being bad at love's something you inherit from living in a house that was terrible at it in all the ways that matter. These things, yeah, that he wouldn’t even have thought twice about forking over to the Hank Crawford who called him when he needed to be called. But he just don’t know anymore, which Hank Crawford this one is, and so he’s—so he tees up first instead of saying anything at all.

Crawford’s swallowed a brick or something in the last ten minutes, and it’s sitting heavy and awful and demanding in the pit of his stomach. Or—maybe he’s been guzzling concrete and it’s hardening into a permanent cement block right there in the length of his windpipe. Either way, he ain’t quite sure he can speak around it, but he thinks he probably should try. 
He thinks, like. There’s a whole lot of things he could say, and there’s a whole lotta things he should say and some he shouldn’t and a whole lotta things a better guy would say, and he just don’t know which cards to put down, but something’s gotta give. Someone’s gotta fold.
He lets his head drop back over the edge of the seat, looks up at the roof of the golf cart and listens to the loud THWACK of Lachlan striking the ball. 
“You see Shane’s text?” he asks. It’s his turn to tee up, obviously, but he lingers in the cart. Like this, he can’t see Lachlan and maybe Lachlan’s doing him the favor of not looking at him either. 
“Which one?” Lachlan says, which is fair, as far as questions go, even though it’s pretty obvious which one Crawford’s talking about.
Like, c’mon. “The party,” he says. “He’s having a get-together at his place tonight.”
There’s a pause. A thud-thud. Crawford imagines Lachlan kicking the toe of his winter boots against the head of his golf club. Thud-thud-thud. Didn’t no one ever teach that boy to stand still?
“Yeah,” Lachlan says. “Was thinking about going.”



“Same,” Crawford says. The concrete’s in his mouth now. Maybe he’s turning to stone from the inside out or something. That’d explain a whole lot of shit. “I think I will actually. Would be good for, like. The team and stuff.”



“For sure,” Lachlan agrees, real quick. “Same, yeah. We gotta celebrate, man.”
He sounds so fucking happy that Crawford’s gotta look. He’s just gotta.
Lachlan’s grinning over at him, dimple fucking out and eyes near gone they’re so crinkled up. 
“We won,” Crawford tells him, even though his mouth’s all dry and his tongue’s solid concrete. He even smiles too, cause goddamn. They won. Against the Yonder, sure, whatever. It’s already February, sure, whatever. Their track record’s still abysmal and Crawford barely got his hands on anything he wanted for himself back in August and everything he does have is sorta nothing compared to everything he wants, sure. Whatever.
But they won last night’s game.
And, like. They’re here. Now. Him and Lachlan. And he don’t know how to feel about it all the way, got this aching tug in his gut whenever he tries to figure out what he should do and what he can do and what the bridge looks like connecting them, but. It’s gotta be alright, that they’re here and doing this, together. Cause it’s still the most natural thing in the goddamn world, to look at Lachlan smiling at him like that and smile back.
So that’s gotta mean something, don’t it. God can’t be capable of that much cruelty otherwise, not the God Lachlan prays to all the time.
“You bringing your girl?” Crawford asks as he gets up to the teebox. Lachlan steps away, all obliging as he watches him squat down to set his tee up in the ground. It’s a fucking hard push; dirt’s frozen over, but the ground underestimates how little Crawford wants to look at Lachlan right now. He’d probably, like—dig to the center of the earth if he had to, if it meant he didn’t have to look at his buddy when he says—
“Nah, I thought about it, but it’s a late invite,” Lachlan tells him. “And I don’t know if—you know. A party’s the best place. With those guys.”
There’s something dark and angry in his voice suddenly, and Crawford turns his head to take his measure.
“Not sure how much I trust ‘em not to make her uncomfortable,” Lachlan says. He’s looking straight at him, which ain’t all that special, but there’s something sorta daring in his eyes. Challenging. The concrete’s heavy in Crawford's stomach. There are cards in his hand he’s gotta put down. 
“Right,” he says. He stays down near the ground. It just feels sorta right to. He swallows, says, “But they shouldn’t say nothing, man, she’s your girlfriend—no guy’s gonna say shit.” 
“Right,” Lachlan says, and his mouth purses up and then down and his eyes are tight and he ain’t smiling anymore. “Right, but Crawford, like. You get that—they shouldn’t have said that shit in the first place, like. Even if she weren’t my girl. Right?”



Crawford looks at him. “I know,” he says, and it’s fucking weak, like. Even to his own ears, his voice is so fucking small. Like he’s a little kid again, getting a slap on his wrist from Mrs. Parker for cutting in line waiting for recess.
He sorta wants to say, like, of course he knows, man. Of course he does, but don’t Lachlan know too? How the fucking world works. Why does he get to be the good guy, why does he get to act like—of course Crawford knows, but doesn’t Lachlan know the first fucking thing about survival? You do what you can, and it’s enough just if you don’t think about all the stuff you should’ve done instead.
Hole in one, he thinks, lining up to take the shot. It ain’t a prayer, cause he doesn’t know how to do that. It ain’t really a challenge, either, except it sort of is, if challenges can look like suicide notes. Hole in one, and I tell him everything, swear to God.
He hits the ball; it goes flying through the air in a blaze of bright neon yellow, lands solidly in the green and rolls to a stop, a couple of feet from the cup. Easy to knock it in with another stroke.
“Fucker,” Lachlan curses from behind him. “And Sierra texted. Word was arbitrary.”



“Told you it wasn’t obituary,” Crawford says, sorta absently. 
“Close enough,” Lachlan argues, cause of course Lachlan fucking argues.
“Close don’t count,” Crawford tells him, and Lachlan starts bitching and moaning, earlier tension forgotten for a second or at least shifted around and made bearable. He hikes his club up against his shoulder and nudges Lachlan hard in the side to get him moving back towards the golf cart, and Lachlan follows pretty easy, at least. “It’ll be your go first,” he says when he gets the cart started again. “I’d get to visualizing if I was you.”



“Fuck off,” Lachlan snaps, “I don’t need to visualize shit.”



“Uh huh,” Crawford agrees. “Sure you don’t.”

Fucker gets an albatross. Lachlan’s gotta pull out his phone and google it to make sure that’s the right word for when you do, like, miracle-level shit in golf, and it is. Three under par. Crazy. Lachlan would hate him, maybe, if he could. Like if he was capable of it, like, at all.
“Are you fucking bad at anything, man?” he asks, and he’s only half joking, cause Crawford’s leant up against the front of the golf cart with his hands shoved into the pockets of his winter coat, cheeks red from the cold, and that stupid hat on his head, and he still somehow looks like the coolest fucking guy in the entire world. 
It makes him duck his head and laugh, the question. Lachlan stands there, hands on his hips and his own golf ball just a foot away from the cup, five strokes past Crawford’s. Lachlan ain’t fucking bad at golf, man. He’s pretty fucking good, actually. Crawford’s just—fucking—
“Told you I was good,” Crawford points out. “Fucking warned you, man.”
“Fuck outta here,” Lachlan says, and he taps the ball into the hole, lets it go round and round before he bends down to collect it. “Let’s fucking go. C’mon. We’re on a deadline here.”
Crawford laughs again, a little, but he gets behind the wheel too, drives them to the next one. His face looks a little pinched when Lachlan looks at him sideways, and his jaw’s clenching and unclenching. It’s sorta weird, or maybe Lachlan just feels weird looking at him looking like this, cause, like. He wants him to have fun. 
What the fuck kinda kiddy thing is that to think, right, but it’s just the truth. He just—he wants Crawford to have fun today cause Lachlan is, even if Lachlan’s losing and playing like shit and freezing his balls off and—it should be enough, that they’re—it should—
“Hey,” he says and he doesn’t even know where he’s going with that, what he wants to say, if he wants to say a joke or a stupid little fun fact or recount a story he heard or something he did with Hayden’s girls or what, he doesn’t know, he just—
“About your girl,” Crawford interrupts, real sudden. His foot’s off the pedal, they’re basically stopped, middle of the path, right, but it ain’t like anyone’s gonna come complaining to them about it. “I’m—that locker room shit.”
Lachlan blinks at the side of his face, and then he’s gotta run the words through his head like four times before he even figures out what he’s talking about. “What,” he says. Just to be sure.
The muscles in Crawford’s jaw bunch up and then he relaxes them and turns his head to look at Lachlan. His blue eyes are sharp and clear and it’s like being thrown straight into the path of an iceberg, looking at them. “I probably coulda handled it different,” he says. “Maybe,” he adds.
Lachlan blinks at him again. “Is that, like, the closest you get to an apology, man?” he asks, and a part of him thinks it’s real funny, like. Crawford’s so fucking clumsy with his words. Can’t even say sorry. Says I probably coulda maybe handled that different. This fucking guy.
Another part of him—and this is real weird, this is crazy—another part of him doesn’t want to hear it. Doesn’t want Crawford to apologize to him cause of the stuff that went down in the locker room, him holding Lachlan back from going for Briker, him not saying anything when he could’ve. 
Cause, like. 
Obviously, like, if Crawford’s picking apologies out from between his teeth, then, fuck yeah, he should be apologizing to Sierra probably, but. 
But, like. He should be apologizing to Lachlan too. First. For all of it. For the Everything. For the Before Everything too, if the Before didn’t mean shit, right, like if he was just fucking around, didn’t actually care, was just pretending—he should apologize for that first, right, like. 
Fucking crazy and fucking weird as hell, being jealous of his own girlfriend cause his buddy’s trying to be a decent person. But his girlfriend ain’t freezing her balls off in the Montreal winter in this here open-air golf cart, so like. Lachlan deserves something too, right, like, it’s only fair.
“—fucking stupid, still, like, to be fucking clear,” Crawford’s saying when Lachlan tunes the fuck back in. He’s got one hand tugging at the edge of his hat, like he’d be running his hand through his hair if it weren’t for the obstacle in his way. “Cause you just can’t go around doing shit like that, even when they really fucking deserve it, man, you can’t, cause I’ll—”
He cuts himself off and Lachlan’s gotta bite his cheek bloody not to say anything at all. He figures the best thing he can do is just sit real quiet and real still and wait him out. Crawford doesn’t exactly sound like he’s thought any of this shit out, which means, like. Maybe it’s all the truth. Off the cuff kinda shit. He doesn’t sound like he’s lying, at least. That’s something. 
Crawford blows out a breath that billows out of him like a smoker’s exhale in the winter air. He shakes his head. “I’ll have your back better next time,” is what he says, and Lachlan gets the idea that that ain’t what he was fixing to say at all. “It shouldn’t, like, happen again, cause—cause she’s your girl. But if it does. No one’s gonna fucking throw a punch, alright, but—but I’ll do better. Cause you’re right. I was just….”
“What,” Lachlan says, when Crawford trails off and a few seconds have passed without him picking up the thread of his thought again. He wants to kick himself afterwards, that ain’t being fucking patient, but it don’t matter, cause Crawford’s dragging a hand over his face and then looking up at the roof of the cart and then over to him and smiling this lopsided kind of smile that Lachlan hates on sight.
“I wasn’t thinking straight, I guess,” he says, and then he shrugs. “But I swear, man. It happens again, anyone says anything about you and–Sierra, I’ll have your back. I'm real happy for you, Lo-Lachlan.”
It ain’t—it ain’t exactly what Lachlan wants to hear, if he’s being honest. But it’s. It makes something loosen up in his chest anyhow. Like. Just the confirmation from Crawford’s own lips that he’s thinking of himself as in Lachlan’s court. That he’s gonna—that he’s saying Lachlan can depend on him. 
And maybe only time’s gonna tell if that’s true or not, you know, maybe Crawford’s saying this shit now and then he won’t say nothing when some asshole’s throwing out shit in the room and thinking Lachlan’s gonna take it sitting down, but maybe—maybe not.
Maybe he means it. He sounds like he means it. He’s looking at him like he means it.  And Lachlan really, really fucking wants him to mean it. Cause if he means it, then they’re like, one step closer, you know they’re—

It’s like there’s a great big crack in the very middle of him, this giant end-of-the-world, tear-in-the-fabric-of-the-universe splitting him neatly in two between the parts of him that want to duck outta the golf cart and just head for the hills and the parts of him that want to be closer, somehow, want to figure out how to be even closer than they already are. Cards on the fucking table, Crawford doesn’t even know what he’s saying except he had to say something, didn’t he, he had to give Lachlan something, did he, didn’t he, he’s been thinking about this for ages, he’s been wishing he could have—

“I—thanks, man, I mean. I believe you,” he says, cause Crawford’s looking at him like he needs him to say something back. He even smiles a little bit, and then he can’t control it, has to smile more. There’s a whole bunch of weird feelings in his chest, all these things he doesn’t know what to do about, but there’s this thing solved now. Crawford’s gonna have his back.
Crawford’s gonna be in his corner. Crawford said. Crawford swore. 
If Lachlan texted him and needed him to fake an emergency call, Crawford would pick up. Crawford swore. 
It’s not—it’s not like it was Before. But it’s like. 
“I mean,” he adds, “I really hope no one throws a punch, cause we’ve all seen how you fight, H. You’re not lasting that long if fists start flying.”
“Oh, fuck off, man,” Crawford shoves at his shoulder and Lachlan shoves him back automatically, hard enough that his foot jams into the pedal and they jerk forward a couple of feet before Crawford slams on the brakes.

“What, I’m winning on the course, so you gotta try and kill us both?” he asks, flicking the cart off and shoving at Lachlan again, grabbing him by the edge of his coat and shaking him a little.
“You ain’t winning shit,” Lachlan snaps, but he’s wheezing and he’s grinning, fucking open-mouthed and shit, fingers coming up to grab and tangle at Crawford’s hat which is dirty fucking pool. 
Crawford gets his hands up and in Lachlan’s face in retaliation, pressing agains the crooked line of his nose and the indent of his dimple for a second before he’s gotta shove him away, he’s gotta, he’s gotta—

Man, he thinks, I really fucking want to believe you when you—

Say you forgive me, say you forgive me, what can you forgive me? What’s the limit and what’s the price? Hole in fucking one, man, and I’ll ask you and then I’ll pay it, whatever it is, we got—

Four more holes before we’re halfway done, and then what, can we do nine more afterwards? Can we loop around, start from the beginning? Best of three. Let’s stay out here til our fingers are fucking blue, fuck the party, fuck Shane Hollander, man, I want—

You drive me fucking crazy, man. You don’t even—

Realize, do you? I don’t think you get it. Fucking idiot. Can’t believe I’ve—

Missed you so goddamn much. Jesus—

Christ, man. I’ve missed you too. You idiot. 










  
    Chapter End Notes

    director's notes:
1) someone take the scene-break/pov shift line away from me lol but how else to convey the relaxation and easing back into each other in fits and starts than to have their thoughts and pov segments slowly shorten over the course of the last scene until they're seemingly exchanging thoughts, rapid-fire, talking past and to and through the other before they're in the end thinking the same thing and the reader has difficulty tracking who is thinking what, when all indicators are removed except for the volley back and forth because what one gives the other must always give back etc etc
2) so to be clear, no you can't golf in the winter in most places (but not all places, and there's apparently a thing called snow golf which does look cool); in the home economics fic, i wrote the party scene between hayden&shane&lachlan&crawford for a couple of reasons, but mainly to underscore how out of the loop shane feels and how much of a different position he is in in comparison to the other hockey guys--and i picked golf as one of those things that sets him apart in the fic, sort of in a tongue in cheek way cause of how many irl NHL players play golf, but there it's this language he doesn't speak and needs a translator for (hayden) and also can't really care about either way. lachlan's character was meant to effusively praise his teammate and buddy, something shane cannot do in the present and never let himself do in the past when his teammate and buddy was also ilya, who he was in love with, and lachlan's praising crawford in this over the top fit of touchy drunken honesty in a direct compare/contrast to how shane and ilya comport themselves in their switzerland party scene, and he's doing it in this language (golf) that shane can't speak. and i threw in a line about crawford bringing his own clubs for some goddamn reason (= i've found that small details about characters that don't matter make them feel real because we notice small things about people we see or talk to once and never again), which all just comes together to mean that in this fic, they do golf. at home, so crawford can bring his own clubs, mid-winter. and we all just gotta live with that. in a similar vein, lachlan cannot still be 19 if he was born in august and they wouldn't have played minnesota in a compressed season, because minnesota and montreal are in different conferences. And Other Things That Have Been Bugging Me But I Will Not Correct.
as for the actual golfing scene(s), i actually wasn't sure how much i wanted to include of it! originally, it was meant to be more of an example of the kinds of things they do/the fun they have, and not necessarily something that holds any sort of significance (i.e., we won't see crawford's 21st birthday spaghetti cooking class in this fic - it's enough to know it happened, the details aren't for me to tell you), but then it became a good avenue to track their friendship recovery, which i think is the bare bones of the last 7k of this chapter. you see them naturally start laughing and having fun and joking together and then sort of pull back when one of them accidentally brushes against an unresolved issue and then it's awkward for a few minutes before they can't help but laugh together again. i'm gonna beat this dead horse into its goddamn grave but it's like. take away all the complicated bits, and they're just best friends, who like each other so much and get along so well. and then you add the complicated stuff back and it's like getting things stuck in the wheels of a machine, like, sometimes it stalls out and there's like. lowkey agonized screaming in the background constantly lol
and originally in my outline for this chapter, they were supposed to talk about a lot more stuff and hit at least nine holes, but (tired author voice) um actually i think it works better for them to not talk about everything now and also um stop in this in-between ground of the course between destinations in a way that represents the in-betweeness and liminality of their relationship at this moment
3) diversity win! the woman character is not a cuddler! this does not affect the love she has to offer or the affection she feels towards the male character. she just has a low tolerance level for being touched.
4) rapid fire notes: crawford is born on the sixth of january aka ephiphany, which i thought was fitting; palomino is a horse breed, paloma is a cocktail, palindrome is a word that is the same spelled forwards and backwards; obituary is a death notice published online/in newspaper articles; an albatross is when you take three less strokes to get the golf ball in the hole than the course thinks you would need; reddit says maman is an acceptable name to call your grandmother, though it varies by family the way it varies by family all over the world; rothko's paintings are pretty cool actually


  


      

  












      Chapter 17: crawford
  



    Chapter Notes

      it's honestly so crazy how writing works in that you can absolutely have the time and drive to write and know exactly what scene you want to do and what the words will look like and even what the words will BE but then for some reason they are not coming out the way you want even if you spend hours trying to write them....only for something to shift and you CAN once again write so you have to cannibalize the 1.5k Struggle Words you typed out and write 4k in 3 hours because you hit a flow state

and that second thing is always like right when you should be doing something else (i need to pack for a trip im leaving on in....6 hours. however. i finally finished this chapter instead) (which is also how i wrote the last 3k of home economics lol im never getting better writing habits OR less screen time before bed)

anyway due to the whole of the above all the notes are awfully short this chapter but this is also mostly a fun and filler chapter to re-establish certain crawford&lachlan truths (they're a - annoying, b - codependent, c - twin menaces, d - the bane of hayden pike's life, e - idiots, f - unable to communicate with each other without bickering)


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  Coach is going easy on them today, and Crawford can’t really figure out why but he’s not gonna look a gift horse in the mouth or nothing. They’ve been playing real well lately. Not anything like  the well-oiled sort of Montreal machine he’d watched the last couple of years from the outside looking in, but still well. Better. On the up and up.
It’s like they turned a corner, beating the Yonder, or at least changed a lane or something. They fucking smashed it in the game against the Pantheon, won 4-1, then took out Tampa too. They dropped the next game against Buffalo but netted an overtime win against the Admirals, and then took the one after that against the Trawlers in their own barn on Long Island, which feels especially good even if Clayton fucking Baran was a scratch for the game so Crawford can’t even spend his time off the ice imagining how it’d feel to lay him out and get him back.
Not like he would or anything. Not like he could, probably, if he’s being real honest with himself.
Woulda been nice to think about anyway.
Now they’re facing down a three day mini-break from the grind of the compressed season, just to give them all time to breathe before they face up against Boston on home ice on the tenth, and Coach’s got a vein throbbing his temple and his face is red from the shouting, but he’s letting them go a few minutes early instead of keeping them later to bag-skate them til the cows come home, so all in all, Crawford’s pretty fucking happy by the end of practice. 
Most of it, he can admit, is leftover happiness from the course of the last few days, the last few weeks, combined with the pleasant soreness of extending his muscles and pushing himself right up to his limit and not past it. It’s good. It’s not—like, it ain’t—gone. None of it’s gone. But some of it’s good. 
So Crawford’s feeling good, for the most part. Loose-limbed and laughing while waiting for his turn to shuffle off the ice, shooting the shit with Bruntley, who’s being a fucking dickhead and only replying in rapid-fire French Crawford’s trying his hardest to decode, it’s—he’s—right now, right exactly now, he’s alright.
Like a fucking call to arms, a body collides into his side and an arm wraps itself around his waist and Crawford knows even before he opens his mouth who it is. Ain’t no one else treat his body like a cannonball the way Lachlan Pucey does.
“That French?” Lachlan demands, arm moving to clutch at Crawford’s shoulder instead as he rests up against him and peers at Bruntley. “Crawford can’t speak a lick of it, don’t let him fool you.”
Crawford shoves him into the boards between them, making Bruntley swear and jump back. “Fuck off, I can, I can speak more than you—”
“Crawdad can’t even point out France on the map!” Bagsy chirps, laughing, pushing at his helmet with the hand not holding up his stick.
“Like you can—”



“I’ve been, man, course I can, we went there on vacation all the time when—”
“Oh yeah, and how much French’d you pick up while you was on summer vacation over—”
“I picked up French kissing,” Lachlan says, which don’t even make sense and Crawford facewashes him for it cause Crawford spent half the summer knee-deep in French conjugations only to come out not remembering shit, but at least he fucking tried, man, c’mon. Some of them’s never been to Europe in their fancy hoity-toity private jet or whatever, and if Lachlan forgets that then it’s Crawford’s job to remind him.
“The French didn’t fucking invent kissing with tongue, you idiot,” he tells him, tugging Lachlan’s body away from the gate and sending him back onto the ice just so he can get on solid ground first. Lachlan scrabbles at the back of his practice jersey, gets it halfway off his head through sheer force of will alone before Crawford can yank himself free and off the ice.
He prods backwards at Lachlan with his stick and gets a whack on the back of his knees in return, barely gets to the entrance of the tunnel before Lachlan’s arms are wrapped around his neck again like he’s thinking about strangling him and he wants to try it out before he commits or something. 
Crawford lets him hang, mostly cause if he knocks him off there’s a chance he’ll go flying into Drapeau’s back—or worse, Hollander’s, just in front of them—and that feels like more trouble than it’s worth.
“I know that,” Lachlan complains, like, directly into his ear, and Crawford can feel the puff of air he exhales up against the side of his neck. The sweat there’s cold now and it makes him shiver, the feeling of his breath right there.
He shoves him off. Looks around for Bruntley, but the guy’s decided to hang back on the ice, talking with Adder—in English, the fucking asshole—as Briker and Powell nudge in front of ‘em. 
“Bet you didn’t,” he says to Lachlan, just to keep his mouth moving to match his feet as he pushes down the tunnel. Lachlan’s got his stick up against Crawford’s back, poking at him in between the shoulder blades til the second he’s gotta slot it back in its holder next to the doors, and Lachlan makes a face at him. Crawford grimaces back and then ducks out from beneath Bagsy’s arm when he tries to get back at him again.
The good feeling’s still there in his chest, but it’s a little more hollow now than it was, which is probably—like. For the better. 
It’s just so fucking easy with Lachlan, most of the time, that he forgets. He forgets way more than he should, like. Why it’s dangerous. 
It sorta reminds him of how it was learning how to skate, back when he was real young and the hockey skates felt real heavy, like two separate bricks he’d strapped to his feet. Even then, despite the weight, it was easy. It was fun. But one wrong step, and he was on his back on the ice, all the breath knocked out of his lungs. 
Dangerous, to get over-confident like that when falling’s so goddamn easy it’s almost expected.
Lachlan’s making offended sounds with his mouth that are probably supposed to be words that Crawford’s probably supposed to be listening to, but Crawford’s just taking a second to get his bearings again, get his lungs back in working condition. His neck feels all over-sensitized, and his back’s gone cold now that Lachlan ain’t hanging half-off him. Hypothermia’s setting in or something, and he’s gotta get used to the chill real quick.
They gotta shower, they gotta get changed; Crawford’s gotta get Lachlan to the airport. 
Crawford’s gotta get Lachlan and Sierra Bahari to the airport. 
That’s probably what’s got Lachlan excited like this, the three-day break and the fact he’s using two days of it to take his girlfriend on some kinda romantic getaway Crawford ain’t trying to hear the details of.
It don’t matter. 
The locker room door’s in sight, peeled open and Crawford can hear the guys hooting and hollering from within. Lachlan gets an arm around his waist again. This time, Crawford lets it linger, cause it don’t—it don’t matter. He’s gonna have to let go eventually. He’s got a flight to catch. 
And Crawford’s got—well. Tug’s coming up tomorrow. He’s got places to be, too.
So he lets Lachlan press up against him even if it makes his skin feel tender all over, beneath his gear and on places of his body he ain’t sure have ever been touched, like the back of his knees and the insides of his elbows. 
It’d been so fucking easy, last night, when they’d gone out for Crawford’s late birthday, done a cooking class and then hit up a bar after. Honestly, the fucking cooking had been the hard part. Being with Lachlan, standing next to him at the industrial counter and losing his mind trying not to laugh out loud while the teacher was talking, that was so goddamn easy that it’s no wonder he’s falling and winded now.
He got too confident on the ice, but it’s so fucking easy, so who can blame him? With Lachlan, it’s so fucking easy. It’s like skating, it’s like breathing. It’s like—
“Hey, Rookie, hang back for a second,” Hayden calls in his Alternate Captain voice. He’s standing a little ways down the locker room doors, hands on his hips while one of the assistant coaches walks away, probably just as excited to be done with the Metros for the moment as the Metros are to be done with their coaches.
Pitchy sticks his head back out the locker room door at the call, and Hayden waves him away. “Not you, you’re golden,” he tells him, looking so pointedly at Crawford and Lachlan that Crawford’s getting a little offended. Especially when Pitchy nods like he expected this and ducks back into the room without even asking any fucking follow-up questions.
Whatever.
“What can we do for you, AC?” Crawford asks, by-passing the locker room to meet Hayden up by the wall. Lachlan slinks off of him to stand up on his own merit, like he ain’t just been rough-housing like a little kid. 
Crawford don’t shiver, but it’s a near thing. He can feel it running through him, head to toe.
“AC,” Hayden repeats, sounding a little confused, eyebrows getting all heavy as he looks between the two of them.


“Alternate captain,” Lachlan says helpfully.



“Also air conditioning,” Crawford says, less helpfully, and Hayden rolls his eyes skyward for a second. 
“I’m not a fan,” he says, and Crawford opens his mouth to make a joke about fans and air conditioning and shit, it’s like, right there, right, except Hayden’s not looking particularly receptive to jokes, so he just shrugs instead.
“What about HP?” he asks, falling into the concrete wall of the hallway and leaning his shoulder up against it to take the weight off his left leg. His knee’s been aching something fierce since Scott fucking Hunter laid him out on the ice last week, the fucker. He crosses his arms though, slouches his shoulder a little to make it look like he don’t care more than anything. He’ll ice it later, maybe wear a knee brace for the duration of the break. 
It turns out all hockey is at the professional level is taking hit after hit and learning to love the pain as much as you love the game. 
Crawford’s getting real good at that, at adjusting what he loves and how he loves it and rolling with the punches and absorbing the ones that knock him straight into the chest. Lord knows he’s been getting a lot of practice.
“Like the printer,” his favorite punch to the mouth says from right next to him, and Hayden makes a face.
“Like the steak sauce,” Crawford says, trying to pretend he ain’t winded in the slightest when Lachlan makes that wheezy laugh of his and leans up against him to do it, arm on his shoulder and his other hand on his bicep. 
“Like—those—health points, in video games,” he offers up and Crawford turns to grin at him, cause what a fucking nerd.
“What a fucking nerd, Lox,” he chirps and Lachlan lets out an offended noise, kicks at him with the toe of his skate.
“You said—”



“So what,” Hayden interrupts. He’s got his eyebrows raised up now, looking back and forth between the two of them like they’re un-fucking-believable or something. “You make your little fight everyone’s problem, and now you gotta make your—this everyone’s problem too, huh?”
Lachlan don’t so much as freeze as he does sorta relax into careful stillness, letting out this real awkward chuckle that makes the hairs on the back of Crawford’s arms stand up. 
For his part, Crawford don’t—it’s sorta a real strange feeling, when you’ve spent ages tiptoeing through a minefield, like just—been careful for so fucking long you don’t remember how it feels to walk flat on your feet, and you’re just starting to think maybe you can make a real nice life plotting out the edges of all that’s safe and never going anywhere near where the ground’s gonna give—and then some goddamn fucking elephant just comes stampeding past you like there ain’t nothing to be avoided at all. 
The problem is, Crawford and Lachlan got to better and then got to good and they didn’t talk about shit. Or, probably, more accurately: they got to good because they didn’t talk about it. Cause Crawford—what the fuck’s he supposed to say? He’s been fucking terrified outta his mind since mid-February that Lachlan’s gonna scrounge up another ultimatum or something, decide he’s gotta know why Crawford—you know, went a little distant on him, and then what’s Crawford supposed to do? No lie he can think of’s big enough to cover the truth, which is worse than anything he could possibly say. Lying’s bad; it’s a fucking sin, everyone and their mama knows that. But the truth’s worse sometimes. That’s what no one tells you. The truth can fucking suck.
And sure, it’s—sometimes it’s the way it was back in October, right, when everything was—but most of the time, it’s good in this new sorta way, where it’s only good if you look at it outta the corner of your eye or some shit. Like—the difference between looking at your reflection in a mirror, where it’s solid and stable, and looking at your reflection in the surface of a pond. Only good so long as everything under the surface stays real still and nothing disturbs the water. Otherwise, all you get is a bunch of ripples and everything gets ruined.
A real goddamn integral part of doing better, getting to good, is not fucking talking about the bad, and Hayden fucking Pike just threw a fucking rock straight across the surface of the pond and now all Crawford’s seeing is ripples and Lachlan’s all still and tense next to him, and now he’s gotta fucking figure out if you can defuse a landmine someone’s already run over.
“Hah,” he says, making his exhale sound like a snort. “What can we say, HP, we’re the real heart and soul of the Metros. The young core, you gotta remember how that was right?”



“Been too long for him,” Lachlan says, beat-perfect, right on his cue. “He’s retirement-core now, ain’t he? Got a bad hip, likes yelling at kids, hey, I heard him complaining about gas prices the other day, too—”



Hayden makes a real indignant noise, but the elephant don’t get to be fucking offended.
“Oh, nice hit, Bagsy,” Crawford says, nudging at his side. “Minus ten HP, that’s not looking good for AC here, man.”



“Quit it, both of youse,” Hayden snaps, cutting his hand through the air and then pinching at the bridge of his nose. “Why I even…”
Lachlan snickers, and Crawford glances over just to see what the smile looks like. Not cause he’s forgotten or nothing, but it’s a little like—he doesn’t know. Maybe he’s stockpiling them. He’s cold all over; gotta get through the winter somehow.
“You,” Hayden says after a second. He points at Lachlan. “Get. I want to talk to Crawdad for a second.”
Crawford blinks, looks at Lachlan just to find him already looking back, just as confused. “I mean,” he starts to say, but he trails off. There ain’t a good way to finish the sentence. He sorta wants to tell Hayden that Lachlan could probably just stay if he wants, that he’s gonna find out whatever Hayden wants Crawford to hear anyway cause Lachlan’s like a dog with a bone when something’s got his interest piqued and there ain’t no way he’s uninterested now. 
But that’s, like. No way that could come out sounding normal, so he just shrugs when Lachlan looks at him, and then shrugs again when Lachlan frowns a little. 
“Guess I’m getting kicked off the team,” he jokes, even though just saying the words got his stomach sinking to somewhere south of his knees. 
He ain’t been doing bad. Like, on the ice and stuff. He’s been—he’s been doing alright. He’s been putting up points the rate you’d expect from a d-man in his rookie year, like, there ain’t no highlight reel out there that mentions his name, sure, but he’s gotta coupla goals in on goalies who were probably having real bad nights, managed to take a puck and give it to one of the vets more often than’s worth counting.
It’s not, like—Crawford ain’t been agonizing over the idea that maybe he’s not been carrying his weight and they’re gonna send him to the Mag and pull some other guy up, mostly cause the whole team was shit for so long even the pundits got tired of mentioning it, started saying the team’s name real quiet and respectful like they was dead already, even.
But now he is, just a little. Worried. It wouldn’t—Crawford’s been sorta—about God, he’s been—maybe not ignoring Him or nothing, not giving the Guy the cold shoulder. But he’s definitely been ignoring the advice Pastor Williams had for him, even if he still isn’t sure ignoring it’s the best thing to do, can’t shake the feeling he’s making a mistake that’ll wind up staining everyone’s hands red, animal dying in a creek style, right, rotting body poisoning all the water running downstream til everyone who touches it ends up a little sicker.
It’s just so much easier, letting his body go where it wants, and where it wants to go is wherever Lachlan happens to be; and most times, too, Lachlan’s already looking for him, already waiting on him to catch up, so—so. 
But maybe it’s like how Crawford gave Lachlan up and took a step back, tried to do right by him, tried to outrun this shit that’s dug deep into his bones, and then the lockout ended a few days later. He didn’t have Lachlan but he got hockey back. 
Maybe it’s like that, except in reverse, right, maybe God’s taking hockey away from him cause he couldn’t commit to what his pastor and his gut was telling him to do, thought maybe he knew better and this is God’s way of telling him he don’t know shit.
Except that’s really fucking stupid, right, like, if he thinks about it, cause God’s pretty famous for talking to people through fire and destruction and locust plagues and stuff. Feels like a down grade, trying to send a message via hockey team affiliates.
“No, you’re not being sent anyway. Stop looking at me like that, it’s nothing bad,” Hayden says, sounding real long-suffering about it. “Seriously, Bagsy, man, your face is gonna stick that way.”
Crawford frowns, glancing sideways at Lachlan who’s glaring back at Hayden like the guy’s just insulted his mama and his chuch and his girl, all in one breath.
He nudges him til he gets his attention again and tilts his head over to the locker room. “Get gone, Bagsy, I ain’t having you stink up the car just cause you had to rush a shower. This’ll take a sec is all, probably.”
Lachlan doesn’t look too happy or anywhere near convinced, but he does at least seem to decide Crawford’s right, cause he heaves this full-body sigh that makes his pads go up and down and then he disappears into the locker room with one last glance over his shoulder at the pair of them.
“Jesus Christ,” Hayden says, looking at where Lachlan’s gone. “I think he was trying to kill me with his eyes.”



“You’re talking nonsense, Hayds,” Crawford says, shaking his head back and rolling his eyes. “God gave him hands for a reason.”
“Right,” Hayden says, slow. “Well. I don’t know how much longer I can be happy youse are back on good terms, if I’m being honest, bud.”
Crawford’s teeth grind together and then he makes himself relax his mouth, real careful like. He relaxes it so much, in fact, that he has to swallow a couple of times just to keep bigger words inside. “Is that what you want to talk about, boss?” he asks finally. 
Hayden looks at him, taking his measure maybe. “Depends,” he says, eyes all narrowed and thoughtful and cautious, weighing every word. “You wanna talk about that, Rookie?”



Well, that’s an easy question to answer at least. “Nope,” he says and pushes himself off the wall. “So, if we’ve cleared that all up now—”



“Slow your horses, bud,” Hayden says, clapping his hand around Crawford’s arm and holding him still. The touch doesn’t feel nothing like it does when Lachlan’s touching him, which isn’t shocking in the slightest. It’s pretty easy to shake off, which is sorta comforting to know. Like, that Crawford’s capable of getting free, push comes to shove.
He crosses his arms again, tries to look like he’s got his listening ears on or whatever Hayden needs from him to have this conversation quicker. 
“Heard some of the guys talking,” Hayden says, and Crawford lets these words run through his brain, catch against his thoughts like they’re made out of brambles. If he’s breathing, it’s cause someone else is operating his lungs and forcing the oxygen in. Some of the guys were talking. Okay. So. Okay.
Okay.
“They’re a bunch of chatty Kathys,” Crawford hears himself say, and Hayden’s eyebrows pull together before they relax back into normal.
He rubs at the back of his neck, not looking much like an alternate captain now, just an awkward guy pushing his feet through wet concrete or river silt, trying to have a conversation he doesn’t wanna have. 
He heard some of the guys talking. He wants to talk to Crawford about whatever they was saying. They was saying something relevant to Crawford, and Crawford don’t gotta look far at all within himself til he finds something he don’t want the guys in the locker room to know about him. Okay. Okay, so. Now what.
And then Hayden says, like there’s a billion other places on the planet he’d rather be, “You were asking around for, uh, Montreal recs? Things to do in the city?”



Crawford blinks at him. He didn’t see that coming. Like, at all. “Uh,” he says, looking behind him and then back to Hayden like maybe the media team’s gonna pop out to say gotcha or something. “Yeah.”
What?
Hayden rubs at his neck again, looks away too and then back at him. “The guys were saying that you’re flying a friend in,” he says, with some real heavy and strange emphasis on some of the words. “Over the break.”
Crawford stares. He thinks about correcting him, splitting hairs. Crawford ain’t flying anyone into the city. Tucker’s driving himself, cause apparently, what they both found out is that you can’t fly for shit on a passport card. You gotta have the whole passport book to go through border security at an airport, and Tucker didn’t want to shell out for the book back in December when he sent in his application, so all he’s got is the card which means he’s driving up from Georgia instead, going through the border by car. 
Crawford’d venmo’ed him enough money or gas and to cover whatever shit roadside motel he’s gonna be crashing at tonight; then he’d blocked him on the app before he could send it back. So maybe that’s sort of like flying him in, except Tucker’s been real ungrateful about it the way he doesn’t think people normally would be if Crawford got them a ticket to Montreal for the weekend. He spent a week straight blowing up his phone calling him all types of shit before he finally let it go. 
When Lachlan asked Sierra Bahari to go to New York for the weekend, they probably, like. Kissed about it or something. 
But that ain’t the same thing at all, actually. So.
Anyway, it ain’t worth it, trying to correct Hayden, mostly cause he has no fucking idea what the guy’s trying to get at here anyway. 
“Yeah,” Crawford says, slow. “Was trying to figure out things to do, you know. Make it good. That, like. A crime now, boss?”
Hayden’s mouth gets all pinched and then he says, “No, it’s—it’s fine, Hank. I just wanted…” he pushes his fingers up into the bridge of his nose, the corner of his eye, and blows out a gust of air from his nose before he says, “You’re in the league now, man. And I know it’s been rough this year—Christ, it’s been rough shit, man, with the lockout and the losing streak and all, I get it, but that’s gonna improve on its own. Swear down. You’re gonna—” he cuts himself off, looks frustrated as all hell when Crawford just blinks at him. 
“Look, you’re an attractive guy,” Hayden starts again, and Crawford looks around, like. For an off-ramp or something. 
“We really—”



“You’re an attractive guy,” Hayden says, louder, like that’s what Crawford wants from him right now: him being louder. “And you’re in the league and you just got your rookie contract signed, right, that’s a whole lot of money right there, and you’re gonna—I mean, I don’t know, obviously, but you’re gonna get more after your ELC’s up, you’re gonna sign some other contract, stick around long term—”



This is maybe the weirdest pep talk Crawford’s ever gotten, like. Ever, in the course of his life. He doesn’t know what he did to make Hayden think he needs to hear all this stuff, like ten feet from the locker room and right before the break when all Crawford wants to do is get a shower, get his clothes on, get Lachlan to the airport so he don’t have to think about it anymore, clean his place and go to the store to make sure he’s got everything Tug could want. He’s got no fucking idea what prompted this or what he could do to make this be over quicker.
But he’d really fucking like it if this was over, like. Now. He’s pretty sure he’s beet-red all over, can feel his pulse in his fucking face. 
“And a lotta girls are gonna want to, uh. Give you attention, cause they think you can give ‘em a certain kinda lifestyle they’re looking for,” Hayden says. At least he’s looking just as red in the face and fucking done with this as Crawford feels. Even if he keeps on fucking talking. “And there’s—a ton of rookies in the league who get tangled up in that side of things, don’t know how to navigate it and get their hearts all—” he shakes his head, like he can’t bring himself to talk about Crawford’s hypothetical broken heart, which is like—thank fucking Christ. 
“Please,” Crawford tries. Hayden should be flattered; it’d taken way longer for Crawford to break and beg for God’s mercy. Just shows what a good two-way conversation can get you, really.
“I’m just trying—if no one’s ever told you this shit before, someone might as well,” Hayden snaps, sounding frustrated, putting his hands to his hips.
“No one needs to tell me this,” Crawford says. “Dude, I promise, I’m not—”
He shakes his head, can’t figure out what to tell Hayden when he isn’t even all that sure about what Hayden’s trying to tell him in the first place. 
Hayden frowns at him like he’s a little disappointed. “You’re flying in a girl from who knows where,” he says, reminder and trump card rolled into one. “To show her around the city.”
Crawford stares.
“And I’m not saying you’re doing anything wrong,” Hayden adds, real quick, holding up his hand again like he’s trying to get in front of Crawford’s protests. Not that Crawford’s thinking he could say much of anything anyway right about now, to be clear. “Hell, I’m pretty sure most rookies spend their ELC checks on way more questionable things, but—I’m just saying, you have to be careful, Hank.”
“Okay,” Crawford says. “Like, with my heart, right?”



Hayden closes his eyes, looking like he’s praying for patience. “You can’t afford to be distracted right now,” he tells him, careful. “Team’s finally playing well, we’re getting deep into the season and people are looking at you to see how you’re handling everything.”



“Right,” Crawford says. “But, like—”



“And the last thing you need is a girl looking to sell a story about sleeping with a player to some hockey gossip blog,” Hayden says. Then he adds, “And she could, alright, no matter how little you give her to talk about.”
Which is nice, cause Hayden’s probably trying really hard to not say something offensive like you’d fuck a girl so bad she’d have to go to the newspapers about it, but Crawford’s real good at reading between the lines.
“Thanks for your concern, man,” he says finally, and he tries to mean it too. 
Like, on one hand, it’s a little funny, like. Hayden’s convinced Crawford’s gotta import girls now or something. And his whole Alternate Captain routine’s pretty cute too, like his heart’s in the right place and shit.
It’s just, like. It’d probably be funnier, if he was a different person. He’d probably be laughing so hard he’d puncture his lung or something, you know, he’d be texting Tucker right now to tell him his alternate captain thought Tucker was some girl Crawford’d convinced to fly in for a weekend of sex.
If he was different or normal or cured or just—factory settings. If he just had the factory settings that come standard in every pro-level hockey player, it’d be a real funny joke and Hayden’s concerns would be sweet and then unnecessary, cause Crawford’d go out and find himself a girl, some Montreal transplant or maybe even a local. Date her, fall in love, marry her. 
He’d do the whole thing right, if he could. He wouldn’t need this kinda pep talk or reminder or warning or whatever it is. He’d do it the right way from the get-go. He wouldn’t fuck around with a bunch of girls online, wouldn’t try to shower them in money so they’d keep looking at him, wouldn’t be interested in buying their interest or whatever the fuck Hayden’s implying, right, he’d do it right. If he could. 
He’d been good to Steph, when they dated. He thinks—he’d been pretty good, boyfriend-wise. Had really fucking tried, anyway. To be good to her and for her, while they was dating for however long they ended up seeing each other for. 
It’d be like that, but for forever, and Crawford would be alright with that, cause that would be—he’d be made right and so he’d be able to do right, too. 
So this whole talk would be really fucking funny, and it is. Crawford thinks it is funny.
It’s just, like. Not just funny, even if that’s the only part of it Crawford’s able to look at head-on at the moment. 
“Right,” Hayden says. “I know it’s none of my business, but—”



“My friend’s coming into town, like,” Crawford cuts him off. Doesn’t want to hear the end of the sentence. Sorta just wants to get gone. He’s got an airport to get to. Places to be. “My buddy. From when we was kids. His name is Tucker.”
It’s his turn to place emphasis on random words.
Hayden blinks at him. 
“So,” Crawford says. “Like. I was just trying to figure out where to take him, cause no one’s visited me yet, so. Don’t know the best spots and shit.”



Hayden’s mouth is a little open for a second too long before he closes it. “Oh,” he says. 
Crawford shrugs, crosses his arms and cracks a smile that feels weird on his face until he stretches it wide. Then it fits. “Man, that was pretty good though, speech-wise. You practicing for the girls?”



“Oh fuck off,” Hayden groans, shoving at him and swiping a hand down his face. “I was—”



“Just being a busy-body,” Crawford finishes and grins easier when Hayden rolls his eyes. 
“I’m part of the leadership core, thanks, that stuff is my business—”



“It definitely ain’t,” he says. “But hey, if I start chatting to girls on Twitter, I’ll be sure to loop you in, too. For full approval.”



“Crawdad,” Hayden says, looking pained. Crawford puts his hands up, what can you do, nods back at him.
“Hey, you want in on my dating profile too?” he asks, laughing real loud when Hayden shoves at his shoulder and he stumbles into motion towards the locker room. “Been thinking about trying out Tinder. Heard good things about that shit.”
“Get outta here,” Hayden tells him, still looking kinda red and embarrassed and really fucking tired as he follows him into the room. “Geez, I’m gonna tell the GM to send you back down myself.”
“You’d miss the hell out of me,” Crawford chirps and Hayden grumbles but he doesn’t call bullshit on him, which is sorta nice. Like, sometimes the nicest thing you can say is nothing at all, which is a fact of life Crawford’s getting to know real well. 
He starts stripping the second he gets to his locker, letting his sweat-soaked jersey fall to the ground and fiddling with the clasps of his gear. It’s weird cause most of him wants to relax, but he can’t for some reason. His shoulders refuse to fall down. 
“What’d he want?” Lachlan demands not even a moment later. He’s not even trying to be polite about it. Crawford can feel the edge of him, right up next to the cubby, insistent and impatient, but he doesn’t look.
“Who?” He runs his hands through his hair, trying to get it loose and let it breathe after the helmet’s been tamping it down the last couple of hours. It’s a mess these days no matter what. He’s been thinking about getting it cut again, something real short he can let grow out for the rest of the season.
“Dude,” Lachlan says. “C’mon, seriously.”
“Dude,” Crawford mimics, and he drops down onto the bench, putting his elbows on his knees and squinting up at Lachlan. He ain’t even taken off his skates yet, which is sorta funny to imagine, like. Lachlan just sitting in his stall for five minutes, waiting for Crawford and Hayden to be done talking. “C’mon, seriously, man, you’re gonna miss your flight. They ain’t holding it for you, you’re flying economy this time.”



“Premium economy,” Lachlan corrects, and Crawford rolls his eyes so bad he’s probably at risk of spraining something. 
“Git in the shower,” he says, scooping his jersey up and throwing it in Bagsy’s general direction.
“But—”
“I’ll tell you later, alright,” Crawford says, leaning down to mess with his skates so he don’t gotta look at him straight on. It ain’t even about survival or anything, really. Just about pushing through. Let’s get this over with. Let’s not linger in the doorway. Places to be, you know.
Lachlan’s quiet for a second, and then he huffs. “Later,” he says, like a threat, and Crawford’ll probably regret that a little, but he doesn’t right now. He could probably just tell Lachlan right now, in the locker room, it’s not like anyone’s paying attention to them. They’re just a couple of rookies, and the guys are already shouting about their plans for the break—the ones who haven’t already gotten the hell out of dodge, that is. 
It’s not like it’s anything bad or like, actually anything at all. It’s just that Crawford doesn’t know how to feel about it yet. He’s gotta think it through. He’s gotta figure out if he finds the joke funny and if his body remembers how to laugh at jokes where the set-up goes, so a fag walks into a bar….
Not that that’s—it’s just a misunderstanding, is all. Hayden jumped to conclusions; Crawford set him straight. That’s all he’s gotta tell Lachlan. It was a whole bunch of nothing, just Hayden being nosey, just—but maybe there was something about how Crawford talked about it? That made Hayden think? Maybe Crawford used the wrong words. Maybe there was something in his tone. Maybe there was something telling, some part of—him, something speaking when he didn’t want nothing to be said, right, when he didn’t—when there wasn’t nothing to be said. 
So it’s like, it’ll keep, for later. So Crawford can—think about it first.
Except Lachlan’s later is different from his, doesn’t last longer than the time it takes for both of them to shower, get dressed, get into Crawford’s car and get out onto the road.
“Okay,” he says, like, the second Crawford’s stopped at a light. “I’m dying here, man.”



“It’s been, like, twenty fucking minutes, man,” Crawford points out, and Lachlan makes this noise like he’s thinking about getting offended for real.
“H,” Lachlan says, all drawn out and tight, like he’s—maybe actually a little worried, which is stupid as shit, right, like—Hayden fucking Pike ain’t ever gonna be the bearer of bad news, he just don’t have the constitution for it, it’d be like asking Merritt to write an obituary. Some people just ain’t cut out for handing sadness over to others, their hands aren’t made for holding it in the first place.
It’s dumb as shit, so Crawford caves. There’s no reason for Lachlan to be worried about this shit. Not a couple of hours before he’s set to fly to New York with the love of his goddamn life, is how it’s shaping up to be, for a romantic get-away just cause he can. 
“Man, it ain’t nothing,” Crawford says. Lachlan makes another, angrier noise. “Seriously, it was just—” he hesitates. Hears his breath stutter as his lungs give out. Light turns green and Crawford peers at the GPS screen in the middle of the dash of Lachlan’s car, which is giving him directions to Sierra Bahari’s place. He ain’t ever been before, obviously.
It ain’t weird that he’s going now. It’s—he’s just being a good friend. 
He’s being a real good friend, driving Lachlan and his girl to the airport just so Lachlan won’t have to leave his car there for a couple of nights. Lachlan hadn’t even asked; Crawford had offered. It’d felt like the right thing to do, like a—a test or something, and he’s doing alright because he isn’t thinking about it except for the ways he has to think about it. 
This is how you drive someone to the airport: you put your hands on the wheel, ten and two. You put your foot on the gas and then on the brake and then on the gas again. You wave goodbye. Safe travels, have a fun trip.
And you probably—Crawford doesn’t know. You probably turn the music up a little louder, on the way back from the airport. When it’s just you in the car again.
You probably try real hard not to think some things and you probably try to ignore them when they slip into your mind anyway.
Half-heartedly and mostly by habit, he reaches up and catches the pendant of his cross, tugging it back to the middle of the chain and the center of his chest.
“Just a little misunderstanding. Hayden was—”
He trails off. Shrugs and knows a shrug won’t cut it. Doesn’t want to tell Lachlan anyway. Crawford has to blink at the road in front of him, a little taken aback by exactly how much he suddenly doesn’t want to tell Lachlan. It’s just too—close. Too much. Feels like waving a—a purple flag in front of a bull or something, you know, it ain’t the truth, but it’s close enough.
“He was just worried I was gonna get myself distracted,” is what he ends up saying, casual even though he thinks Lachlan’s probably not gonna buy it unless he wants to.
“Distracted?” Lachlan asks, sounding halfway to offended on his behalf. “With fucking what, man?”



“Uh,” Crawford flicks on his blinker even though the map on his phone says he doesn’t have to turn for another seven hundred feet. “Like, just. Cause my buddy’s coming up. Wanted to make sure I was gonna, you know. Uh, make time for the team.”


The words are slow and awkward as shit and they feel, like, paper-thin. Shittiest of explanations out there, probably not all that better than just saying nothing. 
But Lachlan gets all quiet in the seat next to him, like he’s thinking about it. “Oh, well, I mean,” he says, and Crawford almost breaks his neck looking over at him cause the fucker sounds like he’s agreeing.
“Which is fucking stupid,” Crawford says pointedly, and Lachlan’s fingers play with the window control panel on the door handle, mouth pursed out. “Cause of course I wouldn’t be.”
“Right, for sure,” Lachlan says, quick. He nods and then nods again. His hair’s drying weird, strands sticking together and against the nape of his neck. He didn’t wear a hat, leaving the locker room, and the wind from the walk to the car’d blown his hair up in wild patterns. “No, definitely, like. For sure.” He pauses for long enough Crawford’s gotta look back at the road again. “But, I can see where he’s coming from, I guess.”


Crawford can’t stop the car cause they’re not at a light or nothing, but he thinks about it long and hard. “What,” he says, and Lachlan holds up his hands, Crawford can see the way he shrugs outta the corner of his eye.
“Just, like—you know, your buddy’s coming up for a while,” Lachlan says. 
“It’s a week—”
“In the middle of the season,” Lachlan says.
“Half that time we’re on break, man, what—”
“I’m just saying, I can see, like, where Hayden’s coming from!” Lachlan shrugs again, got these really wide eyes on his face as he looks over at Crawford and then out the window and then back, crossing his arms. “I know you won’t get distracted, obviously,” he adds real quick and sorta guilty. It’s way too late though; Crawford’s already offended.
“Lachlan,” he says, careful.
“But like, Hayden wouldn’t know that,” Lachlan explains. “And a week is like ages when we got play-offs coming up—”



“It’s March,” Crawford bites out before he can stop himself. He takes a deep breath and reminds himself that it don’t matter cause they’re talking about something Hayden didn’t even really say, and Lachlan doesn’t know the whole story and he doesn’t know the first thing about Tucker or nothing about anything. He’s going to New York, he won’t even be here for the first couple of days. 
The fucking hypocrite, actually. He’s going to fucking New York fucking City with his girl, a whole romantic long weekend trip planned and he’s ragging on Crawford for getting a friend up to Montreal for a few days?
When Crawford points that out, reasonable as anything, Lachlan shakes his head. “That’s different though, right,” he says, and Crawford sorta wants to drive the car off the side of the bridge. “Like, this guy’s never been up here before, right, you’ll be showing him around all week,” this is said like it’s a sin, “cause he won’t know—”



“He’s twenty-one, man,” Crawford says. “He can be left to his own devices.”
Lachlan makes a face Crawford can see in the side mirror. “You’re twenty-one and you can’t,” he bitches, collapsing back into his seat. 
“I think,” Crawford says real calmly, adjusting his cross. “You should sit in the back with your girlfriend when we pick her up.”
“I was gonna,” Lachlan snaps, leaning forward and turning up the car radio loud enough that whatever rude words Crawford can say gets swallowed up by the wailing of some pop singer. 
And Crawford has plenty fucking rude words to say, out loud to Lachlan for being such a fucking hypocrite. And real quiet and private, to the Good fucking Lord for making him so crazy about him in the first place. 
Maybe it’s like one of those self-defense fail-safes or whatever that puppies and kittens got built into them via evolution, that thing that makes it so they can piss all over your boots and scratch up your sofa and tear through your toilet paper, but they’re so goddamn cute you can’t do anything but coo.
Crawford ain’t cooing or nothing, obviously, but he ain’t pulling the car over and making Lachlan walk to Sierra Bahari’s house either, so.
That’s probably the same thing. 

They idle at the curb for maybe a minute between Lachlan sending his girl a text saying they’ve arrived and her opening the door of her apartment complex and navigating down the icy stairs with a small carry-on suitcase at her side.
Lachlan gets out of the car to open the trunk for her, and then ushers her into the backseat before closing the door behind them both. Crawford keeps his hands on the steering wheel, ten and two, cause he can feel the weight of his cross, right there against his chest, so there’s no need to touch it. It’s still right there. He’s still right here. Lord’s not with him, per say, but He’s probably watching or some shit. 
Well, maybe the Lord’s with him. Crawford doesn’t know. There’s room in the car for Him, for sure, if He wants to hitch a ride. The passenger seat’s wide open real estate cause Lachlan’s buckling his seatbelt in the back and picking up one of Sierra’s hands and wrapping both of his around it, like she’s caught hypothermia or something walking from her front door to the street.
He takes a breath, real small and quiet and private, just for him, just as a reminder that he can. Then he takes another one; then he turns around and stretches his hand over the seat. It’s an awkward position to be in. “Hey,” he says to Sierra Bahari. “Hank Crawford.”
He probably should have practiced more. He probably shouldn’t have spent so long trying to figure out ways he could get out of doing this for as long as possible. He was always going to have to do this. Who was he trying to kid. He was always going to have to do this; it was always going to feel like this. Like what he thought it’d be like when he was a kid, right, and Campbell told him that swallowing a watermelon seed would make one grow inside of you. It’s like that, it’s like all his organs are squirming around in his torso, trying to make room for this weight he don’t know how to get out. 
“Hi,” Sierra Bahari says. “I’m Sierra, Lachlan’s girlfriend.”
Crawford smiles and his chest pinches together real tight, like his body ain’t big enough for his lungs to work right, so maybe it’s not like the watermelon thing at all. Maybe it’s like—Crawford doesn’t know.
It ain’t like nothing. It ain’t nothing. It’s just reaching out and taking his buddy’s girlfriend’s freezing cold hand, shaking it and saying hey, it’s real good to meet you. I’ve heard so much, this guy never shuts up about you, haha.
That’s all it is, and it’s real simple and real difficult at the same time. It’s real simple, there’s a script and everything, lines and moments Crawford’s supposed to laugh and smile and poke fun at his buddy, no, literally, he never shuts up about you, so he does.
It’s real difficult, cause every word sticks in his throat like burrs in a dog’s coat and they gotta be pried loose and spat out all bloody with the roots exposed, a dental procedure that’s gonna leave him toothless, nothing but a mouth of bleeding gums. 
“He talks about you too,” Sierra tells him, all archly, like they’re in on the joke and Lachlan’s the punchline. He’s groaning about it too, sat next to her where Crawford told him to go, arm up around her shoulders and face red and eyes bright and laughing, even as he makes a big show about scowling at the both of them.
Crawford pulls the car into the street, just so he doesn’t have to look at them anymore. “Only good things, I hope,” he says back, auto-pilot, cause what does Crawford do with that, you know? Only good things, I hope, that’s probably what the script says, if the script covers that thing too. Lachlan talks about him. Okay, sure. 
The light in front of him turns yellow, and he slows to a stop in the lane. The car behind him honks, and yeah, sure, maybe he could have made it if he floored it, but that ain’t the kinda driver he is. He reaches up, adjusts the chain around his neck and then pulls the snapback lower over his head.
God’s probably not in the car with them, but He’d fit. There’s room, is all Crawford’s saying, right up there in the passenger seat, or in the floorboards between Crawford’s feet or in the aching cavity of his chest or the paper-thin fissures in the bones of his ribcage. Lachlan talks about him.
That’s real sweet. I don’t talk about him. There ain’t a single person on the planet I could talk about him to. And God ain’t taking my phone calls, so.
But hey, fair’s fair, right, I owe him one, let’s talk about him real quick. Where do you even start, you know? Have you noticed how when he gets real focused on something, his mouth drops open a little and his eyelids get all heavy? Isn’t it just the dumbest thing you’ve ever seen? Have you heard him when he prays? Have you caught on to how he starts slurring his words right before he falls asleep, how you can figure out when he’s fading just by how long his vowels get? Have you noticed the color of his hair? Do you have a name for it yet?
“If Lachlan’s right, you’re the future of the Metros and the best up and coming defenseman in the league,” Sierra giggles a little, and Lachlan’s face is all red when Crawford looks at him in the rearview mirror. “And that’s just your hockey.”
“Oh, I don’t know about all that,” Crawford says and he laughs, cause the script says he’s supposed to laugh, too. “I do alright for myself out there.”
“He’s got a lot to say about you off the ice, too,” she offers, and Lachlan groans all loud and put-upon. 
“You’re being mean,” he says, and Crawford isn’t sure who he’s talking to until Sierra’s giggles become this real loud cackling song and she leans over into his space and whispers something to him that makes him wheeze too. 
The car behind them honks again; the light’s green. Crawford lets off the brakes and drops his hand away from where it’s been tugging at his cross pendant.
He thinks he likes her. He knows he’s supposed to, and the truth is, he thinks he does. She’s—bright. And loud. And she smiles real easy. And her eyes are brown, darker than Lachlan’s, but real pretty set into her face like that. Her hat’s stupid and ugly, too, the pompom beanie thing you’d never catch anyone over the age of fifteen wearing, and he likes that too. And he likes the way she holds Lachlan’s hand, resting the both of them on the top of her knee. He likes the way she talks about him, like she’s real happy just having his name in her mouth.
She got so many words for him, she probably talks about him all the time. She probably doesn’t need to know about russet if she don’t already. 
If she don’t already, maybe that can just be Crawford’s. 
The airport is twenty minutes away, and then it’s fifteen. Crawford already knows what they’re planning to get up to in New York, but he asks again anyway. Tomorrow night, they’re going to see a show on Broadway; Crawford’d helped Lachlan pick one. They’re going to see the Statue of Liberty too, cause Lachlan’s never been despite living there for a year or so back when his daddy played in the city and Sierra wants to see if it lives up to the hype. She’s never been to New York at all.
“I’ve actually, you know—I’ve never been to America,” she tells him. Crawford can’t remember if he knew that or not. “I figured—when Lachlan asked if I wanted to go somewhere, like, New York City was a good place to start.”
“Yeah, for sure,” Crawford says. “City of—what is it, City of Dreams?”



“Nah,” Lachlan says. “New York’s City that Never Sleeps. Total opposite, man. City of Dreams is New Orleans.”



Crawford shakes his head. “No way, New Orleans is the Big Easy,” he says, cause he knows that for sure. He’s surprised Lachlan doesn’t know that shit, Texas is right next to Louisiana. 
“No, H, you’re getting it mixed up, New York’s the Big Easy too,” Lachlan tells him. 
“New York’s the Big Apple,” Crawford says. “Dude, what the fuck, man, c’mon, you lived there. Big Easy? Shut the fuck up.”



“Yeah, I lived there, man, I’d know—”



“You don’t know shit—”



“More than you—”



“So, I googled it,” Sierra interrupts, clearing her throat. “The Big Easy is the nickname most commonly used to refer to the city of New Orleans, Louisiana due to its—”


“Ha,” Crawford says.
“Whatever,” Lachlan says, rolling his eyes. “Thanks, babe, you’re the smartest. I bet New York ain’t the city of dreams either.”



“Let me look,” she says, tilting her phone towards Lachlan so he can see the screen. Crawford looks away, back to the road. He touches his chain; he drops his hand back to the wheel.
New York’s the City That Never Sleeps. Los Angeles is the City of Dreams. But anyway, like, as she was saying, right, Sierra thinks New York’s a good place to start, you know, visiting America. Maybe eventually—you know. Work her way further south. 
To Texas, she ain’t saying and neither is Lachlan, but Crawford hears it all the same, like it’s a stage direction written down on paper. It might as well be. It’s what comes next, eventually. It’s just waiting in the wings. 
“Um,” Sierra says, like she’s flustered a little bit at her own implication even though Lachlan’s got his hand on her knee and they’re going to New York together and he ain’t been able to do anything but talk about her since the moment they met. “Lachlan was saying you’re staying here for the next couple of days? Your friend’s visiting?”



“Yeah,” Crawford says. “He’s—it’s his birthday actually. Tomorrow. He’s driving up for a little while to celebrate, so I’m gonna take him around, show him the sights. It’s—uh, actually, yeah, it’s his first time out of the States.”



“Oh, that’s funny,” Sierra laughs more than the coincidence deserves, but Crawford thinks maybe that’s just how she is. It’s how Lachlan is, most of the time, so he can see how they fit. “He’s—I think Lachlan said your friend’s gonna be here for a month?”
“It’s a goddamn week,” Crawford snaps, which ain’t at all part of the script, except Lachlan’s already scowling at him again, like he’s just as ready to kick their fight back into gear as Crawford’s feeling, except now he’s got his girlfriend leaning against him with her eyebrows drawn down and kinda confused as she glances between the two of them.
“Whatever,” Lachlan says. “I musta misremembered. It’s just a week, my bad.”
“Yeah,” Crawford says, and he looks back at the road. “It’ll be chill,” he tells Sierra. “I’m excited.”



That’s part of the script, but it’s also true. He’d never fucking say that, probably, not to Tucker or no one, but it’s still true. He thinks about Tucker finally dragging his ass up to visit him and he’s excited about it. Excited to show him the city and the place Crawford lives and the rink he plays at. It’ll be good, real good. It’ll—Crawford ain’t found the time he’s been needing to do a bunch of this stuff himself, even though he’s been living here since October. Like—he’s still never been to most of the tourist places or nothing, so. It’ll be good to have a reason to do that. 
Good to do it with someone. Good to do it with Tucker, because Tucker Morris’s got this uncanny ability to make everything seem worth looking at twice, just by giving it attention the once. 
“That’ll be fun!” Sierra says, all enthusiastic. “Do you have, like—any ideas of what you’re gonna do?”



“Uh, yeah,” Crawford says. They’re seven minutes from the airport now. He’s gonna take him through Old Montreal, maybe the botanical gardens cause they’re doing this real cool snow sculpture thing in a few days. And Tremblay got his wife to pass him the name of this real nice restaurant by the port that she absolutely swears by. They do tiny snails there, and Tucker’s gonna fucking hate that shit, but he don’t speak French, so Crawford’s gonna see how many he can convince him to eat before he tells him what they are, right, like. It was real expensive securing the reservation, had to pull the hockey card and put a deposit down but it’ll be worth it for the dinner. 
“And tickets to the art gallery’s exhibition thing, it’s supposed to be cool. Adder said to take him there,” Crawford shrugs, glances in the rearview mirror and then back to the road.
Then he looks in the mirror again cause Sierra’s eyes are wide and her eyebrows are up on her forehead, which is unexpected enough to take note. “Oh,” she says, like she’s so damn surprised she don’t even have the words for it. “Oh! I didn’t realize you—” she cuts herself off, looking between him and Lachlan like she’s asking for someone to throw her a bone or something. “You…”
Lachlan’s looking back at her. To Crawford, he looks confused, maybe a little pissed; his eyebrows are flat and his mouth’s turned down, the way it’s been since Crawford started talking about all the ways he’s gonna be letting Tucker distract him or whatever. But Sierra blinks at him and then turns back to Crawford and smiles, like maybe Lachlan’s told her something via mental link or whatever, something that’s solved her hang-up.
“That sounds really well-thought out,” she tells him, all earnest and shit. “Actually, Lachlan and I went to the art museum—the Musée des beaux-arts de Montréal if that's the same one you have tickets for—we went the other day, it was lovely. Right, babe?”



Lachlan’s still sorta frowning, but he at least lightens up at the mention of their date, which is probably really sweet. It makes Crawford’s teeth hurt, it’s so sweet. “Yeah,” he says. “I mean, I dunno how much your guy’s gonna appreciate art or nothing, but.”



“He’s a big art fan actually,” Crawford says, even though he doesn’t know if that’s true. Thinks it probably isn’t. But hey, like, Tucker’s real big into hooking up with the students at the Savannah College of Art and Design, that’s probably close enough. “Real in touch with his artistic side.”
“They have a great exhibit on now,” Sierra says. She’s still smiling, looking all soft and, like, encouraging or some shit, which is weird. “Lachy?”



Lachy looks at her and they sorta—communicate via blinks or something cause he’s giving her a little smile back. “It was pretty great,” he agrees, which sorta makes it sound like maybe they fucked in the bathroom at the art museum or something.
Crawford looks back at the road. He’s gotta slow down to merge into his exit lane. He’s gotta pay attention to the wheel he’s got in his hands, he’s gotta focus on what he can touch and what he has and all that shit. 
He doesn’t touch the chain; God’s probably not in the car with them. He probably wouldn’t even stop in for a visit if Crawford called Him right now and told Him it was an emergency. He’s a real shitty 9-1-1 operator. Never gets here fast enough. You gotta go to him.
Crawford’s real bad at that. Maybe that’s why they can’t meet in the middle on nothing, maybe that’s why every time he tries to call out to God all he hears back is echoes of his own voice, right, maybe he’s the one with his feet dug so far into the ground he ain’t moving til kingdom come.
Maybe this is what he deserves; maybe God’s real tired of his shit and this is what he gets cause of it. Maybe He’s washed His hands of him and tossed them up into the air and said, Fine! Fine! You think you know better, Hank? See how far you can get before your consequences catch up with you, man. Just don’t come crying to Me about it afterwards.
Turns out Crawford can’t get very fucking far at all. Not even the whole way to the airport. They’re like four minutes out and he’s stumbled and tripped and turned around and found himself face to face with the consequences of his own actions. He’s just gotta look in the rearview mirror to see ‘em.
Lachlan’s a different person with Sierra. He’s even got a different name. He’s this guy with the same face, worn differently, someone Crawford doesn’t know how to read. Sierra does though. Of course she does. And they’ve got—their own language, maybe. Their own shorthand they can use to reference their own love story. This is the beginnings of that, and this is how it’s gonna be from now til—forever, maybe. 
And Crawford couldn’t stomach distance, so he gets to sit here in this here front row seat, seeing how love grows and takes root and shit, and he gets to just--watch. 
It’s really damn hard all of a sudden to ignore the weight of his chain, but he’s only gotta keep his hands on the wheel for another two–three—four minutes, maybe. Traffic depending.
Sierra clears her throat, asks him something about Tucker. How long they’ve—the question’s sorta fuzzy around the edges, cause Crawford can’t pay all that much attention to anything but navigating the airport highway around them. How long they’ve known each other, maybe. 
“Years,” he says. “Since we was kids.” 
“Wow,” Sierra says, like that's real sweet.
It’s sorta ironic, right. Like. If he’d just listened to his goddamn pastor, followed all of God’s highways signs, he wouldn’t be here, feeling like—this. If he was doing all that Pastor Williams told him to do, getting distance and keeping his hands and his eyes and his rotten tendencies to himself, then he wouldn’t be driving Lachlan and Sierra Bahari to the airport and he wouldn’t know where they were going and he wouldn’t have helped Lachlan read through the reviews of all the fucking shows currently on Broadway so he could pick the best one, and he wouldn’t have to know.
He’d wonder, right. Of course he would. But he wouldn’t have to know, and maybe God was trying to spare him from that, the knowing. Like, if anyone gets how awful it is to know something you wish you didn’t, it’s probably God, right, like. He’s all-knowing. He probably gets tired of that. Maybe He wishes that was something He could turn off and on, but you can’t change the nature of things like that, probably. Things and people and tendencies and sicknesses and gods. 
Maybe God’s been trying to be kind to him, this whole time, and Crawford just hasn’t been listening. Maybe God was trying to, like—put the parental controls on the television, right, trying to say, hey, whoa, you don’t want to see this, man, I know what’s coming and I don’t think you should watch.
Crawford doesn’t know. He thinks, like, he’d still rather have the amputation given the choice. It’d be easier, just to have the whole of his chest gone. He’d learn how to adapt. If he could just stop caring, then he’d be able to know. It’d be so easy, the knowing, if only he cared the right way, the way the script has him caring.
Sierra is smiling at Lachlan a little when he glances at the pair of them in the mirror. Not in a way like he’s just said something funny or anything, just like she can’t help it. 
It’s sweet. They look good together. It looks natural, but like, actually natural. As God intended sort of natural.
“Hey,” Crawford says, a little too loud for the car and a little too sudden, too. It’s off-script, but he’s gotta say something just so he can think about something other than what’s currently on his mind. “I mean—here’s an idea. I dunno if y’all’ll have plans, but we could go eat, all of us.”
“What,” Lachlan says, “Now?”



“Really?” Sierra asks, looking all kinds of flattered at the invitation. She’s got this gap in between her front teeth and a little snaggle tooth canine that makes her look real young when she smiles like that. “Like—next week?”



“Sure,” Crawford hears himself agree. “Yeah, you know, like. We don’t got any games before the roadie down south on the, uh, think it’s the fourteenth? Could be fun.”



“Yeah, absolutely,” Sierra tells him. She nudges at Lachlan’s arm. “I’ll double check, but I should be free if you are.”
Lachlan looks, like, real unenthusiastic, but he don’t got much of a leg to stand on trying to say no. Most of the plans he makes are with the two people in this car with him, if Crawford’s got that right, so.
So. 
“We could do Italian,” Sierra suggests, looking at Lachlan. “Does Tucker like Italian?”



Crawford scratches his chin and thinks. He’s seen Tug eat two cans of cold Chef Boyardee straight from the tin, no fork or nothing in sight. “Yeah,” he says. “Reckon he does.” 
“We can go to that Italian place again, the one we went to back in January,” Sierra says. “Lachy, do you remember the name? It had that really good gluten free menu.”



“I can find it,” he tells her reluctantly. “Something about a loon.”



Sierra giggles a little bit, taps at his arm. “I think it was probably la luna something,” she says.
“That’s what I said,” Lachlan argues, but before he can get really into defending himself or anything, Crawford’s stopping the car right beneath the sign for Air Canada’s terminal at the airport, and everyone’s got a whole new list of things to do. Unbuckle their seatbelts, get out of the car, grab their stuff, the works.
“We’ll have a look, make a reservation for four,” Sierra promises, leaning in to give him a short hug. She’s shorter than Crawford thought she’d be. He’s leaning up against the side of the car, figured he should get out too just to see them off, right, do it properly, and he’s still got a good five, six inches on her.
“Don’t even think about it the next coupla days,” he says, waves his hand through the air. “If it happens, it happens.”
He sorta really doesn’t want it to happen now that he’s thinking about the possibility of it. It’s way too fucking late to take back the offer though, so best case scenario’s that they all just forget about it and it becomes just another survival tactic he'd tried in the moment that barely did anything but get him to the next day.
“No,” Sierra says, in like, direct contradiction. “No, uh, Crawford. I’d love to, it—it means a lot. Thank you for—you know.”



Crawford blinks at her.
Driving them to the airport, he reckons.
“Course,” is what he says, and he shrugs, smiles. Sticks to the script. Sierra smiles back and steps up onto the curb and towards the sliding doors leading into the airport departures gate, making herself look real busy studying the departures board.
Lachlan’s got his bag across his back and her suitcase in his hand. “Thanks for the ride, H,” he says, and he nudges their shoulders together.
“Course,” Crawford says. It’s sorta weird, actually, to be standing here like this outside the airport, hand in his pockets. Usually, he’s the one leaving. 
Suddenly, he can’t remember how it usually goes when it's him and Tucker here like this. Who hugs who first? For how long? How long does Crawford get? How long does Crawford get when Lachlan’s girl is watching? When God and the parking attendant lady are?
“Come back in one piece,” he says, sorta lame, and Lachlan laughs, puts his hands in his pockets too. Maybe that’s how it’s gonna be. That’ll be okay. “Safe travels, man.”



“Yeah,” Lachlan responds. He’s sorta squinting at Crawford, it’s so bright outside. He works his jaw for a second, says, “Don’t—” all sudden and shit before he cuts himself off, looks sorta mad. Crawford couldn’t look away even if he was getting paid. “I’ll see you when I get back,” Lachlan says in a way that sounds like a threat.
“Sure,” Crawford says. It ain’t gonna be that long. It’ll just be a couple of days. It’ll just feel like a real long time, cause they haven’t gone this long without seeing each other since Christmas. Even when Crawford was trying his goddamn hardest, he only ever lasted as long as he did cause Lachlan was real good at popping up in his peripherals. “Sure will, Lox.”
The parking attendant is giving them a nasty look. You’re not supposed to stop this long, and she doesn’t care about extenuating circumstances or Crawford’s tendencies or Lachlan’s girl or nothing. She’s already making her way over.
“Should go, you’ll miss your flight,” Crawford says, real low.
“They’ll hold it for me,” Lachlan replies, dimple peeking out, and it’s awful the way those words make Crawford laugh, even now. Even with Sierra Bahari standing at the mouth of the airport and her suitcase in Lachlan’s hand.
“They better, cause I ain’t turning this thing around if they don’t,” Crawford says, tapping the hood of the car behind him, which is a threat so empty it could hold a thousand unsaid things. 
“Whatever,” Lachlan says, and he steps back, up onto the curb. Crawford ain’t getting a hug. That’s alright. Maybe that’s just reserved for longer trips. Maybe that’s just not something they do except on the ice during cellys and when they’re horsing around. That’s alright, that’s probably even for the better, right, Crawford can still differentiate what’s for the better and what’s not, and that’s probably.
Like, that’s fine. Probably. That's probably firmly for the better.
It’s—
Lachlan reaches out, knocks the back of his fist up against Crawford’s chest, once and then twice. “Drive safe, H,” he says. Then, like he ain’t just punched the air outta Crawford’s lungs, he grins and says, “I like that car.”
Crawford’s throat’s all dry, but he figures out how to respond anyway. “I’m gonna fuck with your presets,” he says, when what he really means is, I’m gonna miss you the way I love you. Quiet as a goddamn mouse.
Lachlan grins wider, shakes his head and turns around with a wave of his hand. Sierra’s waiting for him at the door. She’s got her hat off now, and the Montreal wind’s stirring at her curls. The second he reaches her, he’s touching one and tucking it behind her ear with this level of gentleness that makes Crawford feel punched through all over again.
“Sir,” the parking attendant says. “I’m sorry, sir, I’m gonna have to ask you to move along—”



“I know,” Crawford snaps, and then he feels real bad about snapping. She’s just doing her job. But she ain’t gotta tell him that shit. He would if he fucking could, right. He’s fucking trying to.
God wouldn’t amputate his—feelings outta his chest, and Crawford—Crawford thought maybe Lachlan could do it, just over time, you know. If he spent enough time around him and his girl, maybe—like maybe it’d work, maybe seeing them all happy and in love would be the amputation he’s been looking for. 
Except, it turns out Lachlan’s a really shit doctor. It ain’t his fault, he never had any training. He doesn’t know how to cut the skin and snap the bone; all he can do is drive the knife in and twist. 
Crawford makes it all the way from the airport and then back to the practice rink without thinking much of anything at all. Then he gets into his truck, locks Lachlan’s car up for him, and just sits there for a second that turns into two that turns into five that turns into ages and ages and ages of nothing.
Finally it gets cold enough and late enough that he starts the engine. It turns over a couple of times before it roars to life.
He takes a real deep breath; he lets it go.
He fumbles with the clasp resting up against the back of his neck. His fingers are too big for this kind of thing; it’d been his mama who’d helped him with it the first time he put it on, her fingers cool and callused and trained with touching the little details of things. She’d had the chain clasped around his neck and secure within seconds.
It takes him a few tries, there in the parking lot of the practice rink, to unhook the clasp, but he gets it eventually. The chain unspools and drops into his lap. He shoves it into the pocket of his coat.
It don’t make him feel—anything, really. Not—lighter or more free or more exposed or nothing. It ain’t much of an amputation, not of anything. It’s just—
There are some things he needs his hands to stop trying to reach for. He figures maybe a necklace’s a good place as any to start. After all, if small blessings are still blessings, surely small steps still count for something too. 
 





  
    Chapter End Notes

    director's notes:

1) next chapter will indeed actually have tucker IN it instead of just ominously mentioned many times - i swear! i can't tell if there are enough clues/hints at how that'll go and what that'll look like in this chapter or if i just think there is because i've been thinking about When Tucker Comes To Visit since, like, may lol

2) once again, hayden is MVP; lachlan gets crawford to cave with one well-placed 'h', and they're both incredibly wrong about things that are actually very easy to google (as sierra demonstrates without realizing that that is both the correct and incorrect thing to do. now they know the answer! but now they know the answer /: and can't bicker about it anymore)

3) the idea of 'flying girls out'/'flying girls in' is pretty common in gossip reports around professional leagues, i think especially now that DMs and connecting with people in different states is much easier to do and frequently happens; hayden thinking crawford's been up in someone's dms and has decided to fly her to montreal on his dime for a hook-up wouldn't be crazy, and would probably be something that's already happened on the Metros or in crawford's vicinity. hayden is coming more from a place of like...big brotherly/alternate captain concern rather than straight up condemnation of him doing something morally wrong, even if the way he frames it (as 'you have to be careful because girls WILL sell the story to the press, and WILL only want you for your money') isn't great on its own and definitely not complimentary to women in the slightest, but i figured that would be along the lines of things young athletes would realistically get warned about from the older guys

4) i forgot to answer this comment on a previous chapter, but i use the term again here, so better late than never! 'facewashing' just refers to like...scrubbing a guy across the face with your hockey glove (though also used for when it's just bare hands too in my experience)

5) there's no reason for crawford to have driven lachlan's car except i've been imagining crawford's truck as a real dinky two-seater and as much as i love torturing my boy crawford, i figured squeezing him, sierra, and lachlan all in the front seat together for an awkward 20 minutes to the airport would be too cruel!

6) no update this thursday, probably no update next thursday either !


  


      

  












      Chapter 18: crawford &amp; lachlan
  



    Chapter Notes

      ok so im back a week earlier than i thought i'd be!  many parts of this chapter were easier to write than i imagined and i had more time on my holiday than i first thought i would (and i didn't touch the 3 books i brought with me, to be clear). also tbh trying to offset the post-holiday serotonin crash hustled in by a tranche of bad news rejected job application notifications with some good news ao3 emails so. have ~16k of The Characters Having A Horrible Time (But It's A Little Funny)
in the last few weeks, there have been a few new pieces of art inspired by this fic (which is absolutely mind-blowing as ALWAYS): i haven't had the time to properly comment on any of them (cause, ~16k words&holiday&bad news job application rejections) BUT i wanna say holy SHIT!! i am just poleaxed (specific word later used in this chapter lol) by feelingsoi's art of lachan and crawford called american teenager which i just realized has more than one chapter cause they've updated it with new art since first posting and now im sat and subscribed and obsessed!!! i will say that the idea of a blonde crawford is almost TOO powerful and i am both endeared and unnerved by him but i do SEE the vision (and i giggled a little writing this chapter because of how lachlan would react to a blond crawford&tucker (who is blond) dating. he'd probably  say something disparaging about how they could be BROTHERS isn't it like kissing your TWIN, etc) but all jokes aside the talent in these drawings is just so amazing. i love the shading and color usage, especially for lachlan's headshot in the first chapter it's literally amazing and so realistic and i love his expression and the freckles and the sweat and also crawford's deadpan stare. this is literally so beautiful and don't get me started on the drawing of crawford post fight on the ice....and the body language in the third chapter picture??? lachlan dragging crawford and crawford looking like he's a) just seen god b) is desperate to meet god again via killing himself c) put through the ringer....i could say a thousand more things and WILL at a future date.
also in order of posting, shanesboobs wrote a hilarious and tonally pitch-perfect fic snippet of crawford and lachlan waiting for an uber,  called aces. i adore the banter and the southernisms and how much the characters feel like crawford and lachlan (lame, southern, in love but stupid about it hockey players). every line is snappy and that mix of sweet and silly and a little bit heartbreaking in the wider context of everything that i aim for a lot when writing this fic, so this is awesome!
andspacefaringfaerie wrote a stellar what-if fic of sierra finding out about crawford&lachlan, post-cup win called (very appropriately!!) Sierra Bahari's No Good Post-Cup Evening which was both a little bit funny (in that i kept going girl noooooooo) and also tragic and horror movie-like because the girl did NOT listen to me. i am fascinated and incredibly compelled by both sierra and lachlan in this one, i especially love the connections between how she feels and how she moves through the world and how much of it feels intentionally forced, it is such an interesting and also painful (in all the best ways!!) read!
finally and i apologize i am running out of characters, CR8179 wrote an incredible drabble of a fic, like a heartbeat drives you mad (Lachlan), where it's lachlan's turn to have a sex dream about crawford. fair's only fair!!! i love it. it's less than 1k, but it's liek distilled all the characters down to their essence which is mind-boggling and just so talented.
god everyones just so talented im so lucky and happy to get to read all these pieces and look at all this art and listen to the podfic, im really just blown away man. it's so so awesome.
finally, peep the chapter count! we're being optimistic and maybe a little untruthful, but that's my current best guess!
(cw for this chapter: 1 scene of recreational drug use (weed) but i didn't want to add a tag when it's like...2k words out of 210k)


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  Tucker ain’t impressed by the cathedral, which is okay cause Crawford didn’t think he would be. They got churches in Darien after all, and Tucker’s a practical kind of guy, down to his bones. He wouldn’t never think to appreciate all this blue in the floors or the wide open wings of the offshoots on either side of the lectern, the tall soaring ceilings and the intricate carvings around the solid stone pillars. 
Bruntley had suggested it, cause it’s one of the prettiest cathedrals in Canada apparently, and Crawford hadn’t really thought Tucker was the right audience for that shit, but there’s something sorta nice in being proven right, watching Tucker wander around the Notre-Dame Basilica of Montreal with his hands stuck deep in the pockets of Tommy’s parka and this real tight, fake interested expression on his face, the way he’d look at their homeroom teacher when she was trying to tell them about complex fractions. Like he’s just indulging the whole world by physically being present, even while he’s miles away in his mind.
It’s nice, in a way, to know that’s the same as it’s always been. 
“Does He really need all this room, do you reckon?” Tucker asks, tipping his head back to look at the crucifix over the altar. Crawford follows his eyes, shrugs. It’s a fair question. Jesus looks pretty small, hanging like that. The cross almost swallows him whole, and even that’s dwarfed by the amount of stone carvings behind it, a smaller cathedral-looking thing built into the back wall, complete with spires and statues and lights and shit. It’s real pretty, Bruntley was right about that. 
“Guess maybe He wasn’t asked,” Crawford says.  “Cause, like, it was the people who needed it, not Him.” 
“Right,” Tucker says, real slow and so goddamn familiar that Crawford almost has to sit down for a second, just until the homesick feeling passes out of him. Rhye-td. Ain’t no one says it like that around here, not even Lachlan. That’s a Darien drawl, heavy with summer humidity, dripping off the words like spanish fucking moss. Crawford hadn’t realized, til Tucker got out of his car, how much he’s missed it. Maybe it’s the kind of missing that’s only possible to realize once you’ve got the thing back, right, cause the mind knows how, like, unsurvivable it would be otherwise, no matter what it did to help. Like putting a band-aid over a sinkhole, you know, like. Maybe there’s stuff you can only miss once you have it again, or else you’ll never get anything done.
“Right,” Tucker says again, real condescending. “I can see the peasants of Montreal really clamoring for blue ceilings.”
“I dunno if they was peasants,” Crawford says, scratching his nose and glancing around again. “Ain’t that like an old-timey Europe thing?” 
Tucker tilts his head down to look at him, eyebrows raised up. “You’re dumb as shit,” he tells him, all fond. “They just giving out associate degrees to anyone these days or what?” 
Crawford shoves at his shoulder on instinct before he remembers they’re in a church, probably shouldn’t be doing any violent stuff right there in front of Jesus being crucified, it’s like sneezing in the cancer ward or something.
“I wasn’t studying medieval history,” he snaps and Tucker grins, loops his arm around his shoulders and pulls him into his side for a second before he lets him go. 
“Too easy,” Tug tuts, shaking his head. His hair flops with the motion. It’s longer than it was at Christmas time, comes down enough to touch the back of his shirt collar. If it wasn’t so curly, he’d probably be able to tie it up. 
It just looks real messy now though, Crawford thinks uncharitably. He’d been wearing one of Crawford’s hats around the city, but the church lady running the donations at the door had made him take it off, and so the blond strands of his hair are just going every which way.
“Fuck off,” he mutters, nudging at Tucker’s ankle with his own. “You wanna dip or wait for one of them tours to come in so we can try and stick onto it?”
Tucker makes a face. “You’re a millionaire now, right, can’t you just buy a ticket for the fancy tour? Hell, can’t you just buy the tour company?“
“Okay, so that’s not true,” Crawford says, cause he figures it’s important. His ELC’s worth $750,000 this first year, same thing next year, performance depending. And that’s—man, that’s a lot of money. But he ain’t a millionaire, not yet, and maybe it’s splitting hairs, but it feels important, making that distinction now in front of Tucker and God and everyone, even if no one’s listening except for Tug. 
And Tug’s got his eyebrows raised like he’s listening but not really believing which is probably worse. 
“I’m not,” Crawford repeats, and he can hear the way his voice is getting real sulky, like they’re ten again and Tucker’s telling him he’s too scared to climb the half-rotted tree out back near the Harlands’ property line.
Tucker makes a big show of humming. “Can’t you just buy this church while you’re at it? With all them millions of dollars?” he asks, and Crawford opens and closes his mouth for a second in, like, sheer disbelief before he catches the way the edges of Tug’s lips are pulling up at the corner, shit-eating grin only capable of being help back for so long.
Crawford blinks and then he laughs, and it’s only half humor making him do it. Mostly it’s like a release of pressure, a twist of a valve. God, he thinks, relieved more than he can even put into words. What a fucking asshole. Comforting as shit, that that hasn’t changed.
If he was a real smart guy, he’d probably know better than to spend so long looking his gift horse in the mouth and trying to count its teeth. But sometimes you just gotta. Sometimes that’s the only way you’re gonna believe the horse is real, if you stick your fingers between its teeth and it chomps down.
Tucker tips his chin up, gestures with his head at a group of wide-eyed tourists funneling down the aisle towards them, following a guy with a backpack and an orange umbrella. “There you go, cheapskate,” he says. “C’mon, let’s go steal an honest man’s labor in the house of the Lord.”
“You’re fucking unreal, man,” Crawford says, but he’s laughing a little and so is Tucker, which is real nice cause it’s like he never had to miss him at all, which is good, cause he didn’t. It’s just like the accent, it’s just like Darien. Some things you can’t miss., just cause your brain knows you won’t survive it, the missing. 
It’s like a muscle he hasn’t worked in a while, doing something he ain’t really supposed to do with Tucker Morris at his side. They linger around the back of the tour group, hands shoved into their pockets and bodies tilted towards each other like they’re having a serious conversation that just so happens to take place within hearing range of the guide’s little microphone.
Tour’s in fucking French though, of course. Tucker’s biting on his lips to keep his laughter quiet the moment he realizes, shoulders shaking with it. Crawford does his best to translate that shit when Tucker insists it’s good listening practice or whatever, you gotta go native at some point, remembers halfway through that Tucker don’t speak a word of the language so he can’t even call him on it if he gets the words wrong and gives up listening just to tell him more and more bullshit, just this side of believable.
No way on God’s green earth Tucker believes him, but he lets him lie, mouth curled up in a familiar, diagonal grin Crawford didn’t miss even a little bit. Maybe Tug’s doing the same thing Crawford is: examining the horse’s teeth, risking a few fingers to poke around in there.

Tommy’d laughed himself out of the goddamn penthouse when Tucker’d shown up at the door with a duffle over his shoulder. “Well, shit, man,” he’d said, getting his arm around Crawford’s neck and shaking him. “This your friend that’s coming up to stay for a week?”

Tucker had made a big show of looking behind him, had said, “Yankee ain’t got many other friends,” sticking his hand out for Tommy to shake. “Tucker Morris.” 
“Guess not,” Tommy had fucking brayed, shaking Crawford again before letting go of him to grab Tucker’s hand, dap him up like he’s already one of the guys. “We all thought he was flying in a girl, this is great. Team’s not gonna believe it.”
Crawford had taken a very deep breath, reminded himself that he couldn’t feel like God’d abandoned him or anything cause technically he turned away from God first or whatever. “You’re gonna miss your flight,” he’d pointed out, kind as can fucking be. “Ohio waits for no man, dude.”
Tommy’d just laughed even harder, put his hand on his fucking stomach and everything, which Crawford hadn’t known people did outside of the real old Christmas movies. Fucking jolly ass shit. “Man,” he’d said, “You know I’m going home for the break cause the guys and I thought you’d want a few days alone with your missus?” 
Crawford hadn’t known that, and Westley’d been tickled pink to be the one that got to tell him, had requested a photo of both Tucker and Crawford together in front of the kitchen island to send to the team group chat. Crawford couldn’t shove the guy out the door quick enough and he’d gone still laughing and texting on his stupid phone, while Crawford’s own started vibrating in the pocket of his sweats.
“Guest room should be set up, but you might need to put sheets on the bed,” Tommy’d said. “I woulda asked Estelle, but I didn’t realize you’d need it—ha!”
“I hope the plane crashes, man,” Crawford’d said, and then he’d shut the door in Tommy’s face, looked around to narrow his eyes at Tucker, daring him to say anything about anything. Tug’s face had been unreadable in the hallway light, raised eyebrows sorta the only thing giving away the idea that he had thoughts at all about any of it. 
“I, uh, asked the guys for things to do,” Crawford’d explained. “And they got the wrong idea.”
Tucker’d nodded real slow, smile tugging at the edge of his mouth, crooked the way it is when he really means it. “The fuck are you doing to your girls that Thomas Westley’s giving you this whole joint just to yourself?”
“Nothing, god, fuck off,” Crawford’d said and he’d close the distance between them to cuff Tucker over the head and drag him into a one-armed hug. “It’s good to—”
“I mean, like how bad do you gotta be at sex for a guy to flee his own home?”

“He ain’t fleeing shit, it’s his dad’s birthday this month, they’re—”

“It’s my birthday today,” Tucker’d said, “Should I expect my birthday treat before or after the couple’s tour of Montreal?”
“Oh, fuck you, man,” Crawford’d said and he’d pushed Tucker hard in the chest. Too hard, probably, but he’d needed the distance between them suddenly and then needed it immediately. And Tucker’d laughed and laughed all the way from the hall to the living room, where he’d collapsed back onto the sofa and kicked his feet up onto the edge of the coffee table, and that’d been the last they talked about that whole thing. 
Which was probably a kindness or a stay of execution or something in the middle.
Still, it turns out pretty good anyway that Tommy’d elected to forfeit his condo for the mini-break cause Crawford and Tucker can do a lot of shit they probably wouldn’t have done if Tommy was there to watch. 
Mostly that just means they get high in the living room, balcony door cracked just enough that the cold steals the breath from their lungs and the smoke from the room before it can stain the air too badly.
They go to the fancy French place Tucker’s first night in town and neither of them can take it seriously, cracking up at the guy telling them about wine pairings and balanced palates. Tug turns his nose up at the steak tartare appetizer and refuses point-blank to order the escargot, but Crawford thinks it’s probably one of the best meals he’s had out in Montreal anyway. 
There ain’t no point, trying to pretend he cares about wines and which forks to use where and taking his shoes off at the door of the condo before he walks in when all he wants to do is drop onto the sofa and close his eyes for a spell. 
Tucker knows him better than to believe that bullshit, even if Crawford could muster up the energy to pretend anyway, and Crawford—wants that to keep being true. Wants to keep being the version of himself Tucker recognizes.
It ain’t sustainable or nothing, but it doesn’t have to be. Tucker’s only here for the week, and it’s real good having him back, pulling him around Montreal and showing the city off to him and showing him off to the city, to anyone who cares to look. They take a bus and get turned around and lost out near Laval; they talk too loud in public places, twin accents so strong it makes people do a double take on the street. Tucker ain’t prepared for how damn cold it can get in Montreal, bitching something near constant about the wind and the ice, practically lives in Tommy’s pilfered coat and jokes a couple of times about stealing it to sell online: The Best American D-Man In Hockey Thomas Westley’s Winter Protection.
“I’d put a box of Trojans in the pocket,” he says, tipping his head back on the armrest of the couch and exhaling a long line of smoke up to the ceiling. “For the metaphor.”

“That ain’t a metaphor,” Crawford disagrees from the floor, flipping through the coffee table art book Tommy’s interior designer probably thought would bring the whole room together. He’s pretty sure no one but the cleaners have ever touched it. 
“Oh yeah? What’s a metaphor then, wise guy?” 
Crawford huffs, rolls onto his back on the rug to look up at the fancy modern lighting fixture dangling from the ceiling. “Well, I dunno,” he says. Then, “Give that.”
Tucker clicks his tongue in protest, but his hand drops down from the couch to present Crawford with the joint. He’s careful taking it out of his fingers. Everything’s a little slower, Crawford’s hands and tongue more than anything. But everything’s brighter too, except for things that have gone real fuzzy. It’s like someone’s gone in and switched around all the dials in his brain, and it’s always a little disconcerting at first, getting high. He don’t do it enough to get used to it or anything, maybe, that’s the problem. It’s brand new, almost, every time he smokes up.
But it’s nice too. The fuzziness. Like a blanket over his thoughts, weights added to his hands and to his mouth, making him slow down and consider shit. But he can’t consider shit, right, cause of the blanket. All his most important thoughts are happening in another room. It’s crazy and weird and Crawford probably wouldn’t like the feeling at all, cause who the fuck is he without his hands and his voice working properly, but he only ever gets high around Tucker, and Tucker was there back before his hands were good for anything and his voice hadn’t even cracked yet, so it’s alright.
Makes him real sleepy though, which Tucker likes to say makes him a lightweight, but it ain’t like Tucker ain’t weird and slow when he’s high either. He likes getting his hands on something, a texture thing. Funny as fuck, watching him rub his hands all over the same pillow for like an hour, like he don’t even know he’s doing it. 
“So what’s the plan for tomorrow?” Tucker asks, breaking  and he shifts on the couch, gets on his side so he can peer down at Crawford. “I ain’t going to no snow garden to be clear.”
Crawford rolls his eyes. “It’s just a little chilly out,” he says, because Tucker’s being a real bitch about the whole thing in Crawford’s opinion. Course it’s cold outside. It’s Montreal in the winter. Tucker’s acting like he ain’t ever seen snow before, and Crawford knows for a fact he has. "You know me and Lachlan went golfing a couple of weeks ago? Colder than this and we hit the links."
Tucker's silent for a second. Then, real snappish, "I swear to Jesus and Mary and fucking Joseph, man, if tomorrow's plan is to golf, I'm getting in my truck and driving right back south, you hear me?"
"It ain't, it ain't," Crawford tells him, laughing a little bit. Easier to laugh than to admit that he doesn't think he'd ever go on a golf course with anyone but Lachlan Pucey in weather like this. Easier to laugh than to say something that would fucking--incriminate him like that. 
“I ain’t doing it,” Tucker insists like he didn't hear him anyway. “Grizzly bears have the right idea, man, it’s freezing out there. The fuck would I want to walk around outside more than I gotta? To fucking golf? To--what, to see them fancy-ass snowmen in the fancy park?”

“You don’t got snowmen in Darien,” Crawford points out, cause that’s been what Tucker’s said about most of the stuff Crawford’s dragged him to see so far. Darien’s got churches; Darien’s got snails you can cook if you really want. Darien’s got a port and it’s pretty goddamn old. 
Tucker gets quiet for a second, then makes an annoyed noise, this bitten off sound like he’s chewing on his tongue to not say something mean. “Guess I don’t,” he finally says, real particular, and it makes Crawford’s teeth hurt from clenching them, the emphasis on the I, the separation out from the we. 
But Crawford didn’t say we either, now that he’s thinking about it. He’d said you. 
Which ain’t wrong. But it’s the horse’s teeth clamping down on your fingers, right. You don’t have snowmen in Darien. No, I don’t, but you have them here in Montreal. Yeah, I do.
It’s weird. There’s more than a thousand miles between Darien and Montreal; Crawford knows, cause Crawford’s driven them all. Or—t hat’s not true. Or it is, sure, he made that drive, but Crawford knows cause he looked it up.
One thousand miles, and they’re still—and there’s still a thousand more, just between him and Tucker now, him on the floor and Tucker on the couch. They’re even looking at each other, close enough maybe Crawford could reach out and up and touch him, shove his fingers in between his lips, check his teeth the way you do with horses before you buy ‘em, not with the gifted kind you get for free. Not with the kind you get back after thinking you’d probably lost ‘em. 
Goddamn, Tommy’s stuff’s strong. It’s hitting Crawford over the head with, like, a two-by-four. 
“Could stay in, if you wanted,” Crawford tells him, tongue all heavy and clumsy. “Tommy ain’t back til tomorrow night, late-like, place is ours.” 
“Hm,” Tucker says, which ain’t a yes or no and so damn like him, Crawford wants to get up off the floor and fucking strangle him. 
He doesn’t, cause Tucker gestures for the joint and then hands it back to him a few seconds later. Crawford takes a hit, lets the words dissolve on his tongue and sink back inside him. Snowmen are pretty stupid anyway. They don’t got ‘em in Darien, but Darien don’t need that shit either. Whole thing’s kinda stupid. 
“How’s Mare?” he asks, maybe a minute or five or ten later. His back’s starting to hurt, rug not nearly thick enough for all this time on the ground, but it feels safe like this. Nobody got to look at anybody else, like this. 
Tucker hums. “She’s good,” he says, which don’t mean much at all. “Getting ready to commit, I think. To a school.”

“Yeah?” Crawford twists his head and props himself up on his elbows, waves away the joint when Tucker offers it to him again. “Where she wanna go?”

“No clue,” Tucker says. Fucker. What the fuck kinda use is he, then.
When Crawford tells him that, Tucker rolls his eyes. “I ain’t spying on your little sister for you, man, that’s weird. Open your phone and ask her yourself.” 
“I do, she doesn’t tell me shit,” he protests. He does call Merritt. He calls his parents too. Made time to see ‘em and take ‘em out for dinner back when they flew down to Carolina to play the Canines and they’d driven up to meet him halfway in Raleigh. It’d been real nice to see ‘em, but it’s not the same as being around them near all the time, the way Tucker is. Crawford’s getting the status updates, right, whenever they talk. Tucker’s there for everything. All the tiny details no one wants to clog up a phone line with.
“C’mon, gimme something. Is it in the South, at least?” he asks, pushing himself up completely and putting his arms on the couch just next to Tug’s thigh. “It’s gotta be, right? She’d say if she was looking at a place out west or something, and no way she’d go more north than Virginia.”
“Yeah, man, it’s in the South,” Tucker allows. His eyes are half-lidded, faint red from the drugs. The joint’s dying in his fingers. He’s gonna burn himself soon if he don’t let it go, put it down somewhere. They got a little plate for it, cause they were feeling real well-prepared. Crawford wants to tell him that, remind him about the little plate, but his tongue’s too slow. “Turns out she takes after me more than you.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Crawford asks, but he can’t bring himself to be too mad or indignant or whatever, cause Tug sinks a hand into his hair, scratches all gentle at his scalp.
“We ain’t going nowhere,” Tug says, real quiet now, which makes Crawford’s eyes fall a little bit more shut. That’s the other problem with smoking up; alcohol, he can handle pretty well. Push through the drowsiness. With weed, Crawford’s got no chance and a timer that ticks down awfully fast.
“Yeah?” he asks, real faint, low-effort. He wonders what Lachlan’s doing, which is something he’s been trying not to do for the last couple of days. He knows what Lachlan’s doing. Lachlan’s hitting New York City with the girl of his dreams, taking her all around the joint. He’d posted an Instagram story of the pair of them in Bryant Park, ice skating. Sierra was probably real good at ice skating. It’s not something you just forget, once you learn. It’s a piece of a puzzle that’s gotta be torn out of you, forgetting how to skate. She was probably real good. Lachlan probably loved it, skating with her. 
“Yeah, Yankee,” Tucker says, all soft and fuzzy, like he’s speaking from beneath his own blanket. 
Crawford hums, thinks back years and years, to that one summer when it’d rained for a week straight, a constant storm bad enough that they’d been trapped inside to the detriment of everyone around them. They’d fucking trashed the basement in Tucker’s house, and then Crawford’s room too, trying to build the world’s best blanket fort. It’d gotten bigger, more extravagant, more of a fucking tornado, til Crawford’s mama had caught them trying to sneak his mattress out of his room and to Tucker’s house, wrapped in trash bags to protect it from the rain, and put her foot down.
Crawford opens his mouth, wants to know suddenly if Tucker remembers that and what he thinks when he thinks about it. But maybe he doesn’t. And maybe Crawford shouldn’t. They’d been—what, ten? Nine? Young. They’d been real young. Practically different people back then.
“You could though,” Crawford says, finding the thread of the conversation and tugging at it carefully til it comes to the front of his mind again. “Go somewhere else. If you wanted.” 
“I know that,” Tucker replies. “But I don’t wanna.” 
His fingers are still carding through Crawford’s hair, real slow, like he doesn’t realize he’s doing it at all, just a texture thing. The touch feels crazy good, like little stars rising and bursting and fizzing into nothing in his brain. 
Lachlan’s probably—
Crawford doesn’t want to think about all that stuff. He’s been doing real good the last couple of days. There’s been something else to focus on, so he doesn’t have to think about if Lachlan and Sierra liked the musical they saw, if they enjoyed the sushi place Crawford’d helped Lachlan find, if they have a favorite museum yet, if it’ll take them another few trips down that way before they can say they have a favorite anything about New York that ain’t wrapped up in each other. 
“Got all I need in Darien,” Tucker tells him, real quiet. “For the most part.”
“Yeah,” Crawford agrees, cause he—it sounds real nice, is all. He can’t even imagine it being true, but he’s always been greedy. Wanted more, wasn’t afraid to do anything in his power it took to get it, if it meant he’d have it in the end. 
For the most part, for most of the things he wanted. 
Tucker’s hand keeps moving over his scalp. Crawford wonders if he’ll find the gray hair Crawford saw the other day. He wonders what Tucker would say if he told him about the aching in his knee and the low grade pain meds the trainers keep giving him after they help stretch him out, pretty much daily. He thinks about lifting up his shirt to show him the sick mural of bruises decorating the length of his torso. They’d gone to the art museum today. There’d been a bunch of stupid looking paintings there, just huge canvases filled with blocks of color on top of each other, and that’s sort of what Crawford’s body looks like right now. A Rothko of bruises in different stages of healing, green and yellow and dark purple all down his sides, edges blurring together.
Crawford closes his eyes, bites his tongue. It’s moving slow enough he’d probably catch it before he said anything dangerous, but it’s better to be safe than sorry when he’s got all these words bubbling up in his throat. 
Look, lookit, look at this, man, look at what it’s doing to me. Living here, having my dreams in the palm of my hand. I’m winning now, man, we’re winning games as much as we’re losing ‘em and it still hurts, the same kinda way it hurt the first time some guy ever knocked me down onto the ice, do you remember that? You split your knuckles open throwing down your gloves, got suspended for five games afterwards for fighting. That was the first time for that, too, man, do you remember, the first time you ever got into a fight like that. There was so much blood we didn’t know what to do. I thought maybe you was gonna need stitches or something. I thought maybe I could peel back the skin of your knuckles, right, see down to your bones if I dug deep enough, if you let me try.
On the couch in front of him, Tucker sighs and shifts down, slouching further onto the cushion. Crawford slits his eyes open to look at the fuzzy outline of his body. 
He lets out a breath in increments. He keeps his shirt where it is, the desire to prove the hurt dissolving as easy as it grew. 
If only all desires were like that, if only all of them took nothing more complicated than a second thought to kill.
He thinks probably, he could show Tucker all the hurts in the world and he wouldn’t understand why he’s got ‘em in the first place, what sort of thing lives inside of him that pushes him to stick it out and suffer through all these different types of pain just for a chance to get on the ice again. 
He doesn’t have to tell Lachlan anything though. Lachlan already knows most of it. Lachlan has his own reasons, and most of the time they match up with Crawford’s and when they don’t it’s like—a discovery, like Crawford’s one of them explorers back in the olden days, trying to map out something almost too big to comprehend.
That’s nice. 
Tucker’s hand in his hair’s nice too, up until the second he takes it away. 
Before he can stop himself, Crawford chases the touch. It’s just—been a long while. Since anyone scratched his damn head. Is that a crime, wanting it? 
Probably. Or at least a sin or something. But things like sins and crimes exist in the same distant room as Crawford’s heavier thoughts and ability to puzzle things out.
“Lame ass lightweight,” Tucker says, but he puts his hand back on Crawford’s head. It’s only for a second before he pushes him away.
The living room’s dark save for the lights of the city shining through the wall of windows and the TV menu flickering through the streaming service offerings from its place mounted into the wall. Crawford ain’t got no idea what his face looks like, but he’s hoping Tug ain’t looking.
Crawford knows a lot about himself and he’s afraid, probably, of all the shit he don’t know. And one thing he don’t know is what his love looks like when it’s there on his face, goddamn insistent. Sounds like someone pounding on the door, probably, staccato heartbeat hooked up to the stereo kinda cacophony of noise. Looks like a flashing neon sign, probably. Half the letters burnt out, NO VACANCY’s electric red blood spilling out of his body.
Tucker’s like his brother. And his best friend. And his hometown. Tucker’s the place he’s from and he’s where he’ll go every summer too, like a—a really confused migratory bird, flying south when the snow melts on the ground and the ice melts in the rink. Tucker was the first reason Crawford had to pitch a fit when his mama told him it was time to go home from the playgroud and he was the first secret Crawford was too afraid to tell anyone else about, and Crawford’s got a whole bunch of those now, but you never forget your first. You never forgive them either, probably. Or if you do, maybe that’s something you learn when you’re real old and you turn a corner and suddenly you're experiencing more lasts than firsts and then all those firsts start looking real nostalgic, the way things always do when you can’t get ‘em back and you just gotta remember the weight of ‘em instead.
“You fall asleep on me, Hank?” Tucker asks, real quiet, like he don’t want to risk waking him if he has, which is sorta funny cause what’s he planning to do, you know? Leave him here on the goddamn rug all night?
“Just thinkin’,” Crawford tells him and he clambers up onto his feet to drop onto the other end of the couch. Tucker kicks at his thigh a little, more like in acknowledgement than anything else.
It’s late. Lachlan’s probably back at the hotel already, Sierra right there next to him or—on top of him or beneath him. They’re probably—they’re probably falling in love. 
Crawford reaches up to play with the pendant around his neck. He freaks the moment his fingers touch bare skin instead. It takes him a thousand syrupy slow seconds to remember where his chain went. It’s tucked up in his room, shoved into his sock drawer like out of sight, outta mind ever worked on him.
“Care to share?” Tucker asks, nudging at him again. “I’m on tender hooks over here.” 
Crawford opens his mouth. Closes it again. Opens it. 
Do you believe in God? Do you believe in Hell? Do you remember, back in science class, we learned the states of matter, do you remember them? If you had to classify love as a matter, what would it be, do you think: gas, solid, or liquid? It’s important, man. I feel like I’m drowning in it. All I want to do is hold it in my hands so it can’t get anywhere else, but it’s—it’s getting everywhere, man, no matter what I do, it’s in my lungs. Do you believe it matters, what we try to do? I read about this, basically, it’s like intention versus execution. What we want and then what happens, how we get our hands dirty. Do you believe in execution? Like the death penalty, yeah. Like state sanctioned punishment. What if your hands are dirty enough? What if you’ve done something really, really bad? What if you didn’t mean to and you still did it? Do you believe in sin like that? Do you think homosexuals should be allowed to get married? Do you think fags can play hockey? I guess that’s what I’m thinking about, if I’m honest. I’m thinking like. What’s a fox look like, wearing skates? 
“I’m real thirsty,” Crawford hears himself say, which is probably a minor miracle or at least the weed making his tongue work so slow God has a chance to do him a solid for once and step in and grab it before he can, like, pull all his guts out from his mouth. Like one of them clowns, hah. 
Tucker shifts, sits up. He tilts his head and squints at him, Crawford can see him looking out of the corner of his eyes. “Oh,” he says. “Well, shit, man. Is that all? I can fix that in a fucking jiffy.”
“Ain’t no one says jiffy anymore,” Crawford tells him. “What the fuck is a jiffy?”
“Hush up,” Tucker says, which means he don’t know either. He stands up and groans, real long and loud, then says to Crawford, all serious, “You should conserve mouth moisture.” 
“Don’t talk about my mouth’s moisture,” Crawford says and he lets his eyes fall shut. 
Tucker gets him the water. Crawford doesn’t remember drinking it; he’s pretty sure he’s asleep before he gets back, but it’s a real tasty thing to have when he wakes up in the morning with a throat as dry as the Sahara desert and a brutal kink in his back from laying weird on the couch all night long. 


Having Tucker Morris hanging around is—weird. Really fucking weird. Lachlan sort of hates it.
Not him, to be clear. Lachlan doesn’t hate Morris, cause that’s really fucking stupid, hating a guy after only knowing him for a couple of days. And it’s a lot of energy too, hating someone, and Lachlan just don’t have the time to waste on it, getting to know Morris just to hate him. 
So he don’t hate him, Morris. For all the reasons he’s already listed. It’s just weird having him around, and Lachlan hates that. Hates the unpleasant tight feeling in his chest he gets every time he sees Crawford and Westley show up to practice with Morris on their tail, hands stuffed into his pockets and looking around the practice rink like he’s real interested in the proceedings. Hadn’t Crawford said he could look after himself? Sitting in the stands with his feet up on the seat in front of him, watching them run around on the ice while drinking a Gatorade he don’t need ain’t looking after himself.
It’s fucking distracting, is what it is. Bad for team morale, too, cause Crawford’s been hanging with Tucker every opportunity, obviously, which means he ain’t with the team much, ain’t lingering in the rink after practice or going to gaming nights with the guys. And yeah, it’s only been, like, four days, but, like—still. Morris is distracting and Crawford’s distracted and Lachlan’s distracted, and it’s weird and it’s fucking un-fucking-tenable, being this—like. Distracted.
“Like, it’s already March, man, this is the play-off push, every game counts,” Lachlan tells Sierra, yanking at his sleeves to try and get a cufflink in one. The Italian place isn’t, like, cufflink fancy, but it ain’t not cufflink fancy, and he’s pretty sure Fucker Morris didn’t pack his set. 
Sierra makes this humming sound, smiling a little to herself as she adjusts the way her dress falls over her shoulders. It’s this, like, red color Lachlan really likes, and the material’s the fake kind of sweater fabric that makes it look warmer than it is. Lachlan can’t imagine anyone being warm wearing a dress in Montreal mid-March, but it looks so nice on Sierra he ain’t gonna point anything out.
“And every practice counts, too, I know, baby, you’ve said,” Sierra says, turning away from the mirror to look at him. She puts her hands on his cheeks and shakes him a little, mouth ticking up. “But the Metros have been playing well. Shit, you got a goal and an assist against Boston, remember?”
Remember? That’d been two days ago. Of course he remembers. Remember? The goal he’d assisted on had been Crawford’s. If he had figured out a way to ask for the puck that wasn’t, like, creepy or weird or anything, he would have, just to keep it cause he figures that shit’s not ever gonna stop feeling important.
“I mean, a case could be made that maybe Morris should stay through the playoffs,” Sierra jokes, tapping at his cheek before letting him go. “Maybe he’s your good luck charm.”
“Don’t even fucking joke,” Lachlan says, and he means it. 
Sierra gives him a look over her shoulder. “You really don’t like this guy, do you?” she asks, eyebrows meeting together as she frowns a little, like she’s disappointed in him. 
Ain’t nothing fucking worse than that feeling, seeing someone be let down by him or something, so he grunts, fidgets with his other cufflink and then takes both of them out because he figures maybe they make him look like a douche and he’s gonna wear a green sweater over the shirt anyway, so you wouldn’t even be able to see ‘em. 
Obviously Lachlan doesn’t like Morris, which is different from hating him. The immediate and easy answer he could give Sierra is no, maybe, like, fuck no if Lachlan’s feeling chatty. 
But he just shrugs instead cause he knows he don’t got much of a leg to stand on, doesn’t know how to describe the feeling in his gut to her in a way that would make her get it. 
Tucker Morris ain’t—like he ain’t been rude or nothing, ain’t insulted anything Lachlan stands for, ain’t sided with anything Lachlan stands against. He’s just always there, standing next to Crawford with his hands in his pockets and a parade of dumb hats on his head, whispering something or another into Crawford’s ear that makes him crack the fuck up, laugh the way he laughs when he really means it, all shoulders up near his ears and head ducked down low, and then Morris just moves on with whatever he was doing, turning to talk with someone else maybe, pulling out his phone to send a text, tying his fucking shoe, Lachlan doesn’t know. 
He just—it’s like it don’t matter to him, making Crawford laugh like that.
“I think me and him just got a few differences is all,” he finally says when they’re in the hallway, getting ready to leave the apartment. It’s a ten minute walk from Sierra’s place to the Italian restaurant where they’re meeting Crawford and Morris, and even though it’s easing into mid-March, they still gotta bundle up tight against the windy overcast weather outside.
“Mhm,” Sierra says from beneath her scarf; it’s wrapped almost entirely around her face. She turns around and looks at him after she drops her keys into her bag. “I mean, he’s gone tomorrow, Lachy. Right? I think it’s really nice that they’re making time for us like this. It’s their last night together before he goes back to Georgia.”
“Yeah, sure,” Lachlan says, stuffing his hands in his pockets as they wait for the elevator down to the ground floor. “I guess, I mean, like.” 
Like. What else would they be doing? They gotta eat dinner sometime, he doesn’t understand why the whole thing’s got Sierra looking all starry-eyed. She could hang out with Crawford whenever she wants now that they’ve officially met. No need for Tucker Morris to be there. Crawford’d be fine with a bit of third-wheeling, it’s not like Lachlan’d actually make him feel like the odd one out or anything.
Lachlan’s a better dude than that. Lachlan wouldn’t never do that to his buddy. 
“So I think, like, maybe just for tonight, you could—you know…” Sierra’s eyebrows go up and down. Lachlan looks at her sideways, confused, and she rolls her eyes. “Put aside those differences, baby,” she finishes, shaking her head. “I think Crawford would like it if you two got along. Or at least pretended to.” 

Lachlan works his jaw. His first instinct is to point out that she doesn’t know a thing about what Crawford would like or not.
She only met him the once, after all, so she probably shouldn’t be putting words in his mouth regarding a topic he and Lachlan have only talked about real sparingly themselves, just enough to establish the plans for it—Lachlan, moseying up to Crawford post-practice, telling him Sierra found a reservation for four at the Italian spot she mentioned in the car, it’s a little late, yeah, 8:30, I know we got an early one the next day, but what do you think, wanna take it?
Like even Lachlan don’t know how Crawford’s feeling about nothing lately, except fucking thrilled as hell that his buddy’s hanging around, like he’s been fucking starved for a friend or something, like he was hungering for Tucker fucking Morris this whole fucking time, like what does Sierra know—what does Lachlan? 
Crawford ain’t said shit to him. 
“We get along fine,” Lachlan says, shoving his hands in his pockets. It’s the truth. They get along fine. Morris is cool. He’s a funny dude. Lachlan recognizes the way his mouth moves around words and the kinds of jokes he makes. Crawford’s sound the same. 
It’s not—
They get along fine. It’s whatever. It’s weird, but it’s whatever. It’s—fine.
Lachlan doesn’t know how to describe it, sort of gets why Sierra thinks he’s being a huge bitch about the whole thing or whatever because he can’t figure out how to put the feeling into words, even when it gnaws at the insides of him. 
It’s like—
It’s just—he’d watched Crawford make up two cups of coffee yesterday, right. One for him and one for Morris, milk and half a sugar packet in each, and it’s just like. 
Lachlan’s just been throwing the leftover sugar away, every time he’s made Crawford a coffee since October. This whole time, he hadn’t realized it was Tucker’s. He just hadn’t known and that’s a—that’s weird. It’s a weird feeling. The not-knowing and then the realizing and then the carrying. 
He chews on it the entire walk over to the restaurant and then afterwards too, while the hostess is showing them to their table. Crawford and Morris are already there, sitting next to each other in the red booth, shoulders brushing and heads bowed together as Morris points at something on the menu in front of him. Crawford shakes his head and gestures at something else, a little higher up on the page, and Lachlan sort of feels like he’s looking at something he shouldn’t be seeing.
He sort of wants to be anywhere else, like, in the entire world, but Sierra doesn’t seem to understand that, cause she’s tugging him forward towards the table and then Crawford is looking up, blinking blue blue eyes first at her and then at Lachlan. He shifts away from Morris til their shoulders ain’t touching no more, and he smiles a little, running a hand through his hair and then standing up to greet the pair of them with a one-armed hug. 
“Sup,” he says, when he lets Lachlan go. He’s looking at Sierra. “It’s great to see you again,” he tells her, real careful, every word sounded and rounded out perfect. When he smiles, it’s all crooked and shit, and Sierra smiles back and no one seems to notice or care or nothing that that’s not how Crawford smiles, that’s not the way he looks, that’s not his expression, it’s someone else’s on his face. 
“Uh,” Crawford is saying, looking behind him a little, but he doesn’t need to look far cause Morris is already there at his side, hand outstretched and lips tugged up all lopsided and earnest. “This is—”
“Tucker Morris, you must be Sierra,” Morris interrupts, shaking Sierra’s hand and then looking at Lachlan. “How’s it going, man?” he asks, and Sierra’s close enough that she can knock her shoulder back against his chest without nobody seeing save for Crawford, who looks away real quick when Lachlan glances at him.
“Good, it’s been—fine,” Lachlan says, because he’s mature and an adult and if Tucker Morris is gonna ask him how it’s going even though they saw each other literally yesterday, then Lachlan’s gonna give him some sort of answer. “Good. Yeah.”
Tucker’s eyebrows go up and he blinks at him for a second, like he’s waiting for something else, but if he is then he’s shit out of luck cause Lachlan doesn’t have anything else to give him. 
His eyes are weird as shit too. Unsettling, like. One’s blue, which is fine, and the other is like—brown or hazel or something, which is also fine, but, like—together? At the same time? 
It’s weird.
The whole thing is weird, actually. Making small talk like this with this guy Lachlan doesn’t know from Adam, seeing bits of Crawford in him and bits of him in Crawford every now and again, while they’re discussing fucking—appetizer selection. Looking across the table at the pair of them, trying to listen to Sierra when she’s asking him about what dish he got last time they were here, unable to quit glancing at the way Morris leans into Crawford’s space and the way Crawford lets him, expects it even, adjusts and tilts and angles his shoulders to make it easier for him, all without even, like, looking up from his own menu. And even when Morris shifts back away, to his own goddamn part of the booth, Crawford stays sort of—like, tilted towards him. And it’s weird, it’s making Lachlan fucking crazy, looking at it, it’s like—when you sit on a sofa for long enough that when you get up there’s a little dip where you were. It’s like that. It’s like there’s this dip in the surface of Crawford that Tucker Morris fits perfectly and Lachlan didn’t fucking realize it before and that’s cool, that’s great, that’s fine, except someone should have told Lachlan that, right, he’s been throwing away the half of the sugar packet Crawford saves for Tucker fucking Morris all this time.
“I’ll have an old fashioned,” Lachlan says when the waiter comes to take their orders. “A double, thanks.”
Crawford raises both his eyebrows at him, but he doesn’t get to judge and then he forgets to even try a few seconds later when Tucker fucking Morris leans over to point at some word he don’t understand on the menu and he looks down. It’s like—sure, fine, whatever, it’s written in Italian, but it’s not like complicated Italian. Spaghetti’s still just spaghetti. Chicken is pollo. Everyone knows that shit.
There’s no goddamn reason Crawford’s gotta be all up in Morris’s space, pointing out different words on the page and discussing them with him in a real quiet whisper. It’s sorta rude, actually, doing that at the table, wide open in front of everyone. Like—don’t either of them got Google fucking Translate on their phones?
“No fucking snails, man, that’s my one rule,” Morris is telling Crawford, loud, and Crawford is making a big show of rolling his eyes, putting his hand up in defense. That’s weird too, the show. You’d think he was so fucking relaxed, the way he’s got his arm up on the table and his back up against the booth wall, but his eyes keep moving, jumping as much as his jaw does every time he clenches and relaxes his mouth. 
It’s weird, is all Lachlan’s saying. Like Crawford’s putting on a little show. 
And Lachlan fucking hates it just cause he ain’t used to being in this position, relegated to the audience.
“Oh, Crawford mentioned he was going to get you to try some,” Sierra says, looking up from her menu to give Tucker one of her bright, gap-tooth smiles. Lachlan can’t believe her memory sometimes, it’s crazy. “Not a fan?”

Morris rolls his eyes to high heavens, nudges at Crawford’s shoulder with the back of his hand. “Please, I dunno how this guy thought he was gonna get me eatin’ fucking snails,” he says and Sierra giggles.

“I dunno,” Crawford mocks, real dry, “maybe cause you used to eat them worms outta the tackle box, and they was still squirming around then, so—”
“Once,” Tucker cries, shoving harder at Crawford’s shoulder. “You eat a worm once, a decade ago, on a dare, and you never hear the end of it—”
“It was five years ago,” Crawford disagrees and he looks at Lachlan and rolls his eyes in this kind of commiserating way, like he’s assuming they’re on the same side without even checking with him first. 
And, like, he’s right, obviously, it’s just—it’s—weird. And maybe Lachlan’s face is doing something weird in response, cause Crawford doesn’t look at him all that long. He turns back to Morris, tugging at the collar of his sweater, a black turtleneck sort of situation that’s gotta be itching the hell out of his throat if all the times he’s touched it so far is any indication. It looks good on him though, at least. Makes his skin look tanner, his hair darker, eyes bluer.
“Man, have some decorum, c’mon,” Tucker says, all despairingly . “Not in front of the lady.”
Sierra cackles, shakes her head hard enough that her curls bounce with it. “I asked,” she points out. She looks over at Lachlan and smiles, and Lachlan feels like some kind of stranger invited to a table he don’t got no business being at, even as he smiles back.
Thank fucking God the waiter’s back with their drinks all neatly lined up on his little tray. Sierra ordered a cocktail too, something in a small glass with a long stem; Morris got some Italian beer, and Crawford’s sticking with just a diet coke for the evening which is real responsible. 
Maybe he’s driving them back. Lachlan doesn’t know.
“So how have you found Montreal?” Sierra asks after the waiter takes their appetizer orders—couple of plates for the table to share—and disappears back into the restaurant, lucky bastard.
Lachlan puts the cloth napkin in his lap, then leaves his hands there. Morris nods and smiles and says something about the cold that makes Crawford roll his eyes and Lachlan doesn’t hate him but he hates—how weird it feels. To be on this side of the table. Separated by the curtain or whatever. In the audience.
“And you two just came back from New York, right?” Lachlan’s shoulders straighten automatically when Morris looks at him, gesturing with the hand that’s not holding his beer. “Yank was saying y’all went down for the break?”
Stupid-ass nickname.
“Just a couple of days,” Sierra confirms, nodding. “It’s always been a city I’ve wanted to go to, I mean—it’s New York, you know, it’s one of those cities you grow up hearing about all the time, so it was great to visit.” 
“It was great,” Lachlan agrees like an echo, clearing his throat. He puts his arm around Sierra’s shoulders and she leans into him for a second. “The musical was a hit, man, perfect choice,” he tells Crawford, smiling a little. 
They haven’t actually talked about what they go up to yet, during the break, and he deserves to know that the show he helped Lachlan decide on was the right choice to make, right. It’s only fair.
Crawford smiles back at him but it looks weird on his face, way too stretched over nothing. “Good to hear it, man,” he says. Then, a little more like normal, he raises one of his eyebrows and purses his lips up. “Did you cry?”
“Nah,” Lachlan lies. “Course not.”
He can feel Sierra looking at him from outta the corner of his eye, but she’s not gonna call him on it, probably, cause she’s good like that.
“I did,” is all she says, and she squeezes Lachlan’s leg beneath the table, which is sweet. “But that could have just been exhaustion, we spent like five hours at the Met before then.”
“Oh, I know about that one,” Morris says, and Lachlan can’t even tell if he’s lying or not. He don’t seem like the kind of guy to go to a bunch of museums, but maybe he is. Crawford said they had tickets to the art one here in Montreal, and at the time Lachlan thought that was just cause it was someone else’s suggestion, but maybe they’d gone cause Morris liked that shit. Maybe he was able to explain all the stuff in there to Crawford, the way Sierra did for Lachlan.
Crawford ain’t big on museums. Or—he likes, what was he talking about the other day? Fossils and shit. He had a big nerdy fossil thing when he was a kid. Ducked out of a team thing when they were in New York playing the Admirals so he could go to the Natural History Museum on the Upper West Side and see the dinosaur skeleton shit they have there. Didn’t say nothing to Lachlan til after he got back, or Lachlan would’ve gone with him, obviously, but it’s whatever.
He goes to museums with Tucker Morris, apparently.
It’s whatever.
“Have you ever been?” Sierra asks, all excited now, sitting up straight and tucking her hair behind her ears as she looks at Morris, who rubs at the back of his neck and shakes his head real quick. 
“Never been up that way at all,” he says with a little shrug. “I ain’t much of the travelin’ type.”
Crawford ducks his head and smiles, says, “That there’s an under-exaggeration. Half this past week’s been trying to get him to come around on Montreal, despite it not bein’ Darien.”
“A mark against it, that’s for sure,” Morris agrees, throwing his arm around Crawford’s shoulders and dragging him into his space. He glances at Lachlan, then back to Sierra. “Nah, this is my first time this far north. I reckon some people just got the bug, you know, the travelin’ urge, they’re born with it, and some people just don’t.”
Sierra looks between the two of them. “Well,” she says, and she’s real good at this, talking to people who ain’t giving out much interesting information in turn, cause she says, real friendly, “I suppose you’ll be visiting more now Crawford’s playing out here.” 
It makes Morris laugh in this over-the-top way, head back and teeth on display. “I’m holding out hope these suit fuckers in the front office realize what a fuck-ass mistake they’ve made and trade this guy back down to Carolina or something.”
“That’s an awful thing to say,” Lachlan snaps. More angrily than maybe he meant to sound. It’s the first thing he’s said in a while, so it’s weird, probably, saying it now, interrupting the smooth flow of the conversation. Sierra sends him a look, all furrowed eyebrows and pinched mouth, like we talked about this, and they did, and Lachlan’s supposed to be putting aside differences or whatever, but he can’t not say anything, can’t just let that lie, cause that’s an awful thing to say. To want.
It’s terrible. It’s like, that would be like the worst thing in the whole world, right, Crawford going to North fucking Carolina. Lachlan just got him back and here beside him in the locker room and turning towards him on the bench during games, helmet tilted down so he can hear whatever he’s saying over the roar of the crowd that knows their names and says ‘em together.
Crawford leave? Crawford leave to the fucking Carolina Canines? Bullshit.
Morris looks at him, one eyebrow raised up in an expression Lachlan sorta wants to see broken up into little pieces all over his smarmy face. He takes a swig of his beer and Lachlan’s hands itch to be made into fists so much he’s gotta put them in his lap real quick.
“Is it?” he asks, and Crawford elbows him in the ribs, hard enough that he lets out an oof. 
Lachlan scowls at him. “It is,” he insists. “And you’d know that shit if you played, but you don’t, so—”
It’s weak as shit, obviously, earns him a touch on his leg beneath the table, Sierra putting her hand on his knee in a warning, but it’s gotta be said. It’s all Lachlan can think to say or at least all he’s got the words for, even if it’s weak shit, bordering on mean.
Even if it don’t scratch the surface of what he’s feeling, doesn’t do shit to ease the tightness in his chest. It’s like. 
It’s like.
It’d be the worst thing ever, if Crawford left the Metros. Lachlan thinks it would fucking suck. It’d be shit. Really, really shit.
But the way he’s sorta still tilting towards Tucker Morris, the way he’s wearing Tucker Morris’s smile, the fucking—the way he drinks his fucking coffee—now Lachlan doesn’t know. Like. If it would be shit for Crawford, too. To leave—the Metros. And the not-knowing is awful. 
Like even if it’s all just a bullshit hypothetical or a stupid joke Tucker Morris didn’t think about making, like. Lachlan would have said, hands down, no doubt, I know the answer two weeks ago, visa fees Hank Crawford’s feelings about leaving Montreal to play for some other hockey team. 
And now he don’t know, cause he’s learned a whole bunch of other stuff. 
Morris grins slow, shark’s teeth, takes a long swig of his beer. “I played for a little while, actually,” he tells him. “Hell, who’d you think dragged Hank here into the rink in the first place?”

“I mean,” Crawford interrupts and his eyes are flicking back and forth between the two of them, jaw all clenched and shoulders tight. “Like, that was our mamas, I think. Technically. Not you.”
Morris waves a hand through the air. “Technically,” he says and grins, and Lachlan realizes real suddenly that he hates him. It don’t take much energy at all, actually. 
Actually, it’s real easy, hating Tucker Morris.
The conversation drops when the waiter comes by with their appetizers, all of which had sounded pretty good on paper, but now the smell of ‘em’s making Lachlan’s stomach roll, even the real simple stuff, the bits of tomato and onion on small slices of gluten-free toast Sierra had ordered.
“I used to play, too,” she says after the waiter’s left again with their main course orders and all their menus. She’s smiling at Morris again. Crawford’s got his mouth full of fancy mozzarella stick. Lachlan pokes at his bruschetta with the edges of his fork. He bows his head real quick, closes his eyes and says a prayer in his head, thanks for the food, even though he’s got a whole bunch of followup questions for God later. “My mother signed me up for a team when I was seven.”

“Oh yeah?” Morris asks, but when Lachlan opens his eyes, he’s looking at him with a funny expression, not at Sierra at all. It’s only for a second, then he’s turning back to her, leaning forward and saying, “In—where are you from, actually? Yank’s never said, I don’t recall.”

“Near Toronto,” Sierra says, real easy with it. She says it a lot, is what she told Lachlan once. People always want to know where she’s from and they’re never all that satisfied with the answer when all she tells them is near Toronto. She can tell, she said. It’s always in their eyes, that she’s answering the wrong question they didn’t want to have to ask.
Lachlan wonders what she’s seeing in Tucker’s eyes, cause all he does on the outside is nod and tell her that’s pretty cool even if the Guardians suck.
Which puts Lachlan in a real awful position, cause he hates agreeing with people he hates. But the Guardians do fucking suck, and if it was anyone else saying that to Sierra, he’d nudge her and laugh into her ear about the fact that yeah, her hockey team’s shit and everyone knows it, but it’s Fucker Morris and Lachlan doesn’t feel much like laughing right now. 
He just feels weird, down to his core. And a little sick, too.
“You two played on the same team?” Sierra is asking Tucker, sounding real interested. “Growing up?”

“We sure did,” Tucker replies, turning to look at Crawford with a little smile and it ain’t like the other ones, which is sorta worse. It’s all—Lachlan can feel his teeth creak and give under the pressure in his jaw, and he’s gotta look away real fast cause he doesn’t want to make a scene by upending the table or chucking up his guts right there on the white tablecloth, and he feels pretty close to doing both. But he can’t, cause Sierra and him had talked about it, and if Crawford really does want him and Tucker to get along or whatever, which he probably does, he’s gotta at least try.
“Coulda gone pro myself,” Tucker is saying. “Was the best d-man in our peewee league by miles, if I’m being honest.”
Lachlan doubts that, obviously, cause Crawford was on the ice back then, for one thing. For another thing, he can’t see Tucker Morris skating out of a paper fucking bag.
Across from him, Crawford rolls his eyes real hard, says, all long-suffering and fond, “That ain’t true in the slightest. Like not even a little–”

“Pretty sure they got my jersey retired in the rafters of the Greenwood Recreational Ice Rink,” Tucker keeps going, gesturing out with his beer bottle.
“He skipped practice like twice a week,” Crawford tells Sierra and Lachlan, shaking his head, laughing. “Spent most of his ice time in the fucking box, and broke our captain’s fucking nose mid-bus trip up to Atlanta.”
Tucker shrugs, mouth ticked up like he’s so fucking tickled by it all. “He was talking shit about Mare's dance routine in the talent show, remember that, Yank?" He looks at Sierra, smiles. Looks at Lachlan, smirks a little. "I only punched him cause Yankee here was puffing himself up to do it first, and I was afraid he'd miss."
"You weren't," Crawford snaps, and his temples are getting all blushy red.
"Okay, you got me," Morris admits. "I was afraid you'd break your goddamn hand on Miller Jacobs's face and then where would we be? End of the league dream for you, you'd've never gotten drafted."
"Whatever," Crawford says, all sulky and young about it. Sierra laughs and Lachlan doesn't even try to.
"Anyway," Morris says. “Ain’t nobody worn number six since I quit. Sounds pretty retired to me.”
“I bet Wes just won’t give it out cause he thinks it’s bad luck,” Crawford says. “Like saying Bloody Mary in the mirror, except he’s worried you’ll pop back up outta nowhere if anyone invokes your old number.” 
Tucker and Sierra laugh. This time, Lachlan laughs too, a beat too late. It’s weird. The whole fucking thing. Just weird and terrible, this feeling Lachlan can’t shake no matter how hard he tries.
It’s just—
The chicken tastes like cardboard in his mouth when the food finally fucking arrives. He eats it real quick anyway, just cause the quicker he’s done, the quicker he can leave. He’s doing his best, he’s pretty sure, even though his hands feel kind of numb the whole time he’s cutting up his food and lifting the fork to his mouth. He’s laughing when Sierra does and he’s listening when Crawford talks and he’s looking at Morris when he’s gotta, which isn’t that often.
It’s real sloppy work, actually,  his acting and shit. Not his best, nowhere near it, but it’s getting the job done cause they move pretty steadily through the dinner and Sierra doesn’t have to give him the disappointed eyes again. She relaxes, actually, as the night drags on. They order another round. Lachlan switches to water cause his stomach’s feeling upset and the liquor’s not doing anything to help.
He eats everything on his plate. He smiles when he should. He remembers a funny story about Crawford he can tell when it’s his turn to talk, and then he opens his mouth and tells another story about someone else instead when realizes he can’t stand the idea of giving that moment away. To Sierra, who might not get it, and to Tucker, who probably has a thousand better, funnier stories.
Sierra’s like, top form though. First star of the game. She laughs at all the jokes Morris makes, even the ones that ain’t funny; she talks about her degree and her professors and her friends; she teases information out of Crawford Lachlan’s never thought to ask about, things he’s never heard. It feels sorta unfair, to learn like this. Like he’s an eavesdropper or something, even though he’s got a seat at this table. Still feels like he shouldn’t be here.
He shouldn’t be here. Maybe that’s the bare bones truth. He shouldn’t be here and it shouldn’t be like this. Something’s wrong, something’s off, and he shouldn’t—it shouldn’t be like this. And it is, but Lachlan can’t make sense of it. He can’t get his bearings. Every time he thinks he has, he looks up and Morris is all up in Crawford’s space, arm around his shoulders or just—leaning towards him, and it’s like. Fuck.
Lachlan doesn’t know. It’s pissing him off.
Crawford’s sending him weird looks every now and again, but his attention’s pretty split between the food and his buddy and Sierra, doesn’t got nothing but scraps for Lachlan, which is for the better anyway cause this ain’t anywhere near his best work, this kinda performance of being fine and not feeling—not fine.
“Gonna go to the restroom real quick,” Lachlan says when his plate’s scraped clean. He’s gotta wash his hands. Mostly, he just needs a second. It’s really weird. 
Normally, if he was feeling like this at a dinner, out somewhere with his parents or their friends or something, he’d—well. He’d call Crawford. Get Crawford to call him. 
But Crawford’s right here, blinking at him across the table, pasta sauce smeared at the very edge of his mouth, and Lachlan can’t talk to him about shit.
So. Retreat it is.
The restroom’s a fucking maze to find, old building like this putting it in the basement for no reason Lachlan’s aware of. It’s a one room situation, and Lachlan locks the door behind him, leans up against the sink and thinks literally nothing but what the fuck is wrong with me.
It’s weird. He’s being weird, and he doesn’t fucking understand it. Doesn’t understand the rolling, oily anger that thrashes in his stomach every time Tucker Morris opens his fucking mouth. This is crazy. He’s being crazy, he’s—he’s never not liked a buddy’s buddy before, let alone fucking hated a guy, but that’s what this is.
He really fucking hates Morris and—and seeing him next to Crawford, like that’s just his natural place, the correct order of things, like—like Lachlan’s just been keeping his seat warm for him, that’s the way Morris looks at him.
It sets his teeth on edge, makes him wanna drop his gloves or something, but there ain’t nothing to fight here. Just a guy and his best friend, and Lachlan’s never cared about that shit before, like—literally, he’s never fucking cared about even just the idea of it, of not being someone’s best friend when they’re his, like that’s—what is he, fucking twelve? It’s kid shit.
It’s kid shit and it’s stupid anyway, cause it don’t fucking matter. This is Morris’ last day in Canada and then he’s going back to Georgia and Crawford’s gonna go back to normal and Lachlan’s gonna go back to normal too and they’re gonna skate together and play out their ELCs together, maybe—maybe train together over the summer, right, he could probably get Crawford to hop over to Dallas during the off-season, it ain’t too far and the facilities are so much better, and hey—you know what, they could live together next year too. He only promised his parents he’d billet with the GM for the one year, he’s gonna be free next season to do whatever he wants.
And Tucker Morris is gonna be in Georgia and Lachlan’s never gonna ask Crawford how he’s getting on with things, not even in the name of politeness. 
In the bathroom, he goes through the motion of washing his hands and then drying them most of the way with the automatic hand dryer. It whirs long and loud, and under the cover of its noise, Lachlan reaches up and touches the pendant on his chain. “I’m trying,” he says, ducking his head a little mostly out of habit. “Please, can You make it—just a little easier? Can You—give me a sign, or like—patience or something, cause I’m really trying here, but I think I’m fucking it up, and I don’t know what to do with all this shit, I—”
There’s a knock on the door, a loud rattling tap that startles Lachlan more than he’d like to fucking admit. “Jesus fucking Christ,” he snaps, dropping his hands and hoping God won’t hold the cussing against him if it was just instinct. “Just a second,” he yells through the door, wiping his hands on his pants and then fumbling with the lock.
Tucker Morris is leaning up against the hallway wall, arms crossed, and whatever peace Lachlan’d managed to wrestle together in his chest is tossed out the window the second the guy raises his eyebrow.
“It was occupied,” Lachlan bites out. “Couldn’t wait?”

“Been ages,” Morris says, lazy with it. He’s wearing this navy blue sweater that’s got this hole in the collar and looks real thin around the arms. Somehow, Lachlan still feels smaller, the one who’s out of place. 
“No, it—” he starts to argue, but he swallows the words down instead. He can’t pray for patience and then blow his fucking lid just cause Tucker Morris is a goddamn asshole. He’s realized over the course of his life that he’s gotta meet God halfway on things like this. God’s the PT guy who gave him the expert-approved exercises, right. Lachlan’s the one who’s gotta do ‘em if he wants to see improvement.
“Whatever,” he says instead and goes to push past him.
He doesn’t get very far. Morris grabs at his arm, makes him stop right there in the corridor.
“Dude,” Lachlan blinks, looking down at his hand and then back up. “What the fuck.”
Morris, at least, has the decency to let go real quick, like either Lachlan’s arm’s burning-stove kind of hot or like maybe he didn’t realize he was planning to touch him til it was too late to pull back. His face sorta glitches for a second, like a shiver, and then he’s saying, “I—”, stopping. Starting again: “Look…” stopping again.
It’s real goddamn trying, is what it is, patience feeling pretty far away at the moment, but Lachlan can’t pretend he ain’t a little curious too, so he folds his arms over his chest and stares Morris down. 
The hallway’s illuminated with this nasty, bright fluorescent light that highlights all the bumps and dots on his face; Morris’s got a scar, just above his top lip. Lachlan hadn’t noticed it til just now, but it’s hard to miss when the guy wipes a hand over his mouth, pushes his thumb into the thin white line and breathes out real heavy. 
He’s looking real uncomfortable, actually, and maybe if it was anyone else, Lachlan’d step in and help ‘em out somehow, but it’s Tucker Morris, so he don’t. 
“Crawford,” Morris finally says. His voice is low and slow and his mismatched eyes are real—like, earnest. “He alright?”
Maybe Lachlan shouldn’t feel as surprised as he does, hearing the question. It’s not like they have anything else in common outside of their mutual buddy, nothing else Morris would wanna talk about or ask him about. 
It’s just that Lachlan can’t fucking stand the idea of it, having Crawford in common with Tucker fucking Morris. He’s been trying to swallow the indignity of it all fucking week, and he hasn’t been able to.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” he demands, bristling. 
Morris huffs, works his jaw like Lachlan’s the one trying his patience or something. “How is he,” he says, like he’s pulling out his own teeth with rusty pliers. He gestures out with one hand, sharp. “Like. Doing.”
Lachlan stares at him. “I mean, I think you’d know better than me,” he points out, maybe a little more bitter than he was aiming for. “Haven’t seen him all that much lately.”
“I meant—in general, fuckwad,” Morris snaps, and Lachlan sneers back, feeling so low on patience he thinks for a second that maybe he accidentally sent a prayer to the devil instead of to God, for all the good it’s done him.
“Maybe that ain’t none of your business,” he says, tone of voice he uses when he wants the other guy to drop his gloves on him. “If he ain’t telling you himself. Seems like maybe he don’t want you knowing one way or another.”
Morris’s lips twist up; he thumbs over that scar again, looks up at the ceiling before he drops his eyes back down to Lachlan like he’s praying for patience, too, and that makes Lachlan even more pissed off if he’s being honest. 
“Problem is,” Morris says, all faux-considering. “Now I’m thinking maybe you wouldn’t notice even if he weren’t.”
Lachlan rocks forward automatically, has gotta focus real hard on pulling himself back and he barely does it in time, even then. “Fuck you, man,” he snarls. He thinks, probably, getting into it with Crawford’s oldest friend in the basement of the fancy Italian place Sierra chose isn’t what she meant when she said set aside your differences or what the fuck ever, but in his defense, Tucker Morris has the kind of face Lachlan finds extremely punchable in the right kind of lighting, which is most kinds. 
He thinks, probably, it’s time to go.
“No, man, fuck you,” Morris says, snagging at the edge of Lachlan’s sleeve again and making him stay put the moment he turns to leave, and it’s so—fucking familiar, actually, teeth-grindingly, crazy levels of rude and insistent and familiar that it actually works. Lachlan stops, looks at Morris. 
Is surprised, just for a second, to see him there and not Crawford.
He shrugs himself out of his grip, bares his teeth at him, daring him to pull that shit again. 
Morris sneers right back, stepping forward into his space, keeping his voice quiet. Fucker’s taller than him, which sucks in a way Lachlan don’t even have the words to figure out. “You ain’t even a little concerned? Dude’s got this hang-dog look in his face, twenty-four fucking seven, and you’re—what, it’s all good cause he’s keeping his edges on the ice?” Morris asks, real rhetoric, and that’s bullshit. 
That’s just—stupid-ass shit, and it ain’t Lachlan’s job to point it out to him, tell him all the ways he’s overstepping here, a guest in their fucking city, but Lachlan’s gonna do it anyway out of the kindness of his fucking heart.
“Maybe I just don’t think that shit concerns you, man,” he says. “Or else you’d already be in the fucking loop. But you ain’t even in the same goddamn country anymore, dude, from how I see it, just a fucking has-been sorta gu—”
“Screw you, Pucey,” Morris snaps. There’s a real ugly flush working over his cheeks, and his voice shakes a little, it's so low and serious. And it should feel good, but mostly it just feels weird.
“He don’t need you, man,” he says, like he believes it, and when Morris goes to interrupt, he doesn’t let him, talks over him real loud,  “He don’t. He got me.”
Morris scoffs, looks like he don’t believe him as far as he could throw him. “Does he?” he asks, and Lachlan squares his shoulders cause that’s just—but before he can figure out what he wants to do in response, if he wants to say something real mean or just drop the pretense and—he doesn’t know, drop the gloves, maybe—Morris is saying, voice stretched real thin over its bones, “All I wanna know is if he’s alright out here by himself, alright, Pucey? If you—if Hank really don’t—"
He cuts himself off, turns away and then back to him like he can’t help it. He looks mad as shit, at least, face all red and hands hanging in fists at his sides, and Lachlan can’t stand it. The implication, right, that Crawford’s alone. The fucking nerve of this guy. The absolute fucking—Lachlan can’t fucking breathe, for a second, he’s so mad.
Crawford ain’t ever been alone since he met Lachlan, not unless he was choosing to be and then that was his fucking choice, so Tucker Morris can go shove his concern and his worry and his goddamn questions up his ass cause what the fuck does he know? 
So Lachlan says, real short and bitchy, already going up the stairs cause he’s so fucking done talking with Tucker Morris, “I don’t know a Hank.”
It’s one of those things that feels real good to say in the moment but don’t make all that much sense if he thinks about it too much. But he ain’t thinking about much of anything, except how weird and wrong everything feels, about how he doesn’t know a Hank, might not even know all the things about a Crawford he thought he did. 
It’s sorta like a good summary of all the things he’s been wanting to say all fucking night, right. Feels good, getting it out there for the couple of seconds it exists unchallenged in the air. 
“That’s a real shame,” Morris calls when Lachlan’s got his foot on the first step. Lachlan slows down a little, but he doesn’t stop and he doesn’t look back. Cause then Morris would win, obviously. “He’s one of the best guys I know. Sucks you ain’t ever been allowed to meet him.”
“Restroom’s all yours,” Lachlan throws over his shoulder. It’s pretty fucking weak. Technically, it’s the last thing said, so maybe that means Lachlan wins this one, if last words are measured in technicalities. 
But if parting blows are measured in the bruises they leave in their wake, then Tucker probably wins that one, hands down, just cause Lachlan can’t fucking get the words out of his head. They’re like—haunting him or some shit, the whole fucking encounter. He gets back up the stairs, hands his card off to a waiter to pay the tab for the table, goes to reclaim his seat next to Sierra, and all he can think about is what Morris was saying and what he wasn’t saying and what he was implying and what he’d been trying to get Lachlan to tell him.
It’s like game tape he’s running over and over in his head. Did Morris flinch here? Who gave up the puck first? What opportunity had his team missed? 
The fuck did Morris even mean, if Hank’s alright out here by himself, he ain’t ever fucking been on his lonesome. Don’t Morris know that? He came up here to move in with Lachlan. Left Laval to crash at Westley’s place instead. He’s got half the fucking team wrapped around his finger or whatever, the fuck does Morris mean, by himself?
As if Lachlan don’t count for shit?
Sierra’s telling Crawford about this part-time position she got as an assistant to one of her professors, how she’s trying to turn it into something more useful for her capstone project next year. Crawford’s nodding along, eyebrows drawn and looking curious, and he looks alright. 
He don’t always, fine. Lachlan’ll give Morris that. He don’t always look fine, but who the fuck does? They’re hanging onto a middling alright position in the standings by the skin of their fucking teeth and the play’s brutal. Nothing like the A, nothing like the college circuit. The hits are heavier and the guys are faster, older, better.
Sometimes, Lachlan catches sight of Crawford in the locker room or in the gym, at some weird angle or another that makes his face look drawn and older than it is. Sometimes he gets quiet when he’s usually loud, but who the fuck doesn’t?
They get dressed in their coats and shit, separate outside the restaurant. It’s too cold to linger for long, but they all pretend they want to for a little bit before they say goodbye anyway. He hugs Crawford, two hands and tight, waves at Morris over his shoulder cause he’s the bigger fucking person. Tells him to drive safe tomorrow on his way out of the city. Doesn’t necessarily mean it.
Of fucking course Crawford’s alright. 
He was—alright, January was—they weren’t—January sucked, but, like. It sucked for Lachlan more than it sucked for Crawford in the grand scheme of things. Like Crawford, as far as Lachlan can remember, was always hanging with the guys, chatting and playing Chel and going out to eat with the D-Corps or whatever. It was Lachlan who woke up one day and didn’t have a best friend anymore.
Crawford was fine. Right. He was—maybe he was a little weird-looking, in January, in February. Rough around the edges, quiet, but that was probably just how he was around Lachlan for—for whatever reason.
And they’re fixed now anyway, so Lachlan can tell, right, what Crawford’s thinking and worrying about and if he’s stuck in his head. He was, a couple of weeks ago, one of the last days of February. He was way down in his own thoughts on their plane to Minnesota, so Lachlan’d spent the whole fucking ride pulling him back to the land of the living. They musta played six hands of cards before he got him to smile again, and every one was worth it, like. There wasn’t nothing Lachlan would have wanted to do more.
He’s fine, see. And when he ain’t, he ain’t alone with it. Cause Lachlan’s got him. 
His phone buzzes with a text while he’s taking his shoes off in the entryway of Sierra’s place. He tugs it out of his pocket and taps the screen open.
H [delivered 10:38PM]
You coming down with something I should know about?
You looked like you were gonna vom tn
Lachlan bites at the inside of his cheek, shrugs his jacket off, then texts back, tongue between his teeth.
Yeah, think maybe I am, he sends. Hesitates, adds, probably just something i ate idk
It’s a lie, but it’s a little white one. Better than the truth, that’s for damn sure. Not that Lachlan could, like, tell Crawford the truth, even if he wanted to. His gut’s still tangled up every time he thinks about dinner, the anger and confusion from talking to Morris outside the bathroom only adding to all the shit that was already there. 
He changes into a pair of sweats he left in one of Sierra’s drawers and brushes his teeth while he’s waiting for Crawford to text back. Sierra comes in halfway through, nudges him out of the mirror with her hip and starts taking off her make-up. He nudges her back when he’s gotta spit out his foamy toothpaste, then rinses out his mouth.
H [delivered 10:46PM]
If it’s not and you get me sick i’m gonna be pissed
Lachlan snorts, gets under the covers and spins his phone in between his fingers while he thinks about everything, but there’s just too much there still, beneath his skin. He feels a little like a volcano, you know, lava bubbling down inside of him, but also sorta like—he doesn’t know. Like he’s just come off the longest shift in his life and he didn’t manage to do nothing but stay on his feet. He’s winded and beat, but fuck, he held his own. 
He wasn’t just saying that shit to Morris to try and get him to shut up. He meant it. Crawford’s got him and he’s got Crawford now.
The pit in his stomach’s a little smaller now, sat up in Sierra’s bed and staring at Crawford’s message. It all feels more manageable, less—overwhelming. Tomorrow, Tucker Morris is gonna hit the road and Lachlan’s gonna stay, and that’s just that. 
He types out a reply, grinning a little at the idea of Crawford getting sick off something Lachlan’s caught and then spreading it to the whole team. Obviously, that’s not gonna happen cause Lachlan ain’t sick or nothing, not really, and it would sort of suck if it did, cause the team needs to be healthy as horses the back-end of March if they’re gonna have a hope of making up for their performance in January and clenching a wild card spot. 
Still, it’s funny, picturing how much Crawford would bitch about it. He’d probably make Lachlan buy him, like, soup and stuff, to make up for getting him sick, and Lachlan would. He’s not a monster.
“I wonder what they’ll do,” Sierra says, slipping under the covers on the other side of the bed. Her toes are like little cubes of fucking ice, pressing up against his calf. She curls up against him. Ain’t much gonna make her stay still for long like this, but her bedroom’s real fucking freezing all the time, and she’s like a little heat-seeking missile in the night.
“What?” Lachlan asks, lifting his arm up to let her closer while he keeps an eye on his half-thought out message to Crawford. “Who?”
Sierra hums, like she thinks the answer’s obvious. She’s got her own phone in her hand, catching up her texts or something he thinks. “Tucker and Crawford,” she says. Then, she adds, “Long distance relationships are hard.” 
Lachlan—wasn’t listening right or something. Because—“What.”
She shrugs, hums again, glances up at him and then back to her phone. “I mean, it sounds like they’ve done it a couple of times already, so maybe it’s easier? I don’t know.”
“They’ve done—what?”

“Long distance,” Sierra says, slow, and now she lifts her head up and off his arm to blink at him, all confused, as if he’s being stupid for a joke or something. “I mean—I looked up Crawford’s stats back at the beginning of the season. He played for Denver Univeristy for two years, but was in Massachusetts before that, right? So they’ve been long distance for ages already.”
Lachlan stares. She sounds, like—it’s so—the way she’s speaking, it’s like she’s saying words like duh, like, this is obvious, but what the fuck kinda—like—
“But then Tucker said tonight he wasn’t ever planning to move outta Darien,” Sierra’s saying. “And he didn’t seem all that interested in visiting Montreal a lot either, which—just made me wonder, I guess. Now that they’re not kids anymore.”
“I don’t understand,” Lachlan says, and he blinks and then smiles a little bit, in preparation for finding out that he’s missed something really, actually obvious and Sierra’s about to laugh and say something that isn’t—that doesn’t sound like—
But she just frowns back at him. “I mean,” she says, “I guess I just think—it’s one thing, you know, when you’re really young, doing long distance because it’s temporary or because—you just love each other too much to break up. But the way Tucker was talking—it sort of sounded like they were looking at being long distance the entire time Crawford’s in the league?”
“They’re—what,” Lachlan says.
His mind’s glitching, broken record-player left out in the rain or something. 
The weird feeling in his gut is back with a fucking vengeance.
“Which is fine, if that’s what they want,” Sierra’s real quick to add. She sits up straight now, curling her legs under her and putting her phone down onto the mattress. “I’m not saying it’s—not, or anything. I think they could do it. They seemed really strong, like. In love. I just think—at a certain point, you know, when you get—when we’re…you have to date thinking about the future. Right?”
“Stop—saying that,” Lachlan snaps, way too harsh, but it’s like—what? Like, actually. He shakes his head, runs his hand through his hair and blinks at Sierra. “What the fuck,” he adds. “I mean—what.”
“You don’t think so?” Sierra’s eyebrows are all scrunched up and now she looks confused and a little bit hurt, too, and Lachlan would feel something about that if he weren’t feeling so—poleaxed.
That’s a good word for it. Never understood what it meant til now, but he feels fucking poleaxed, like someone’s knocked him down with a two-by-four and now they’re coming at him again with an axe.
“They ain’t together,” he says and he can’t believe he’s saying that, never ever thought the words could be used like that in that order to say that sentiment, but here they are. “Morris and Craw—they’re…not. Like that. What.”
He laughs a little cause it’s real funny, actually. It’s gotta be funny. If it’s not funny, then it’s—it’s gotta be funny. 
“Uh,” Sierra says. She’s frowning again, looking real confused. “I—like what?”

“Like—” Lachlan opens and closes his mouth. All he can think about are all the bad words he’d never say except for maybe when the right kind of wrong crowd was waiting for him to say ‘em. “Together,” he finally says. It only sounds a little like a slur.
“They’ve been together for years,” Sierra says. A correction, but she’s so fucking wrong that it’s funny. Lachlan feels like laughing about it again, but there’s something in her face that makes him think he shouldn’t. Probably for the best; he isn’t sure how much air he has to spare in his lungs.
“They’re friends,” he tells her. “That’s all, I don’t know where you got the idea they was…something else, but they ain’t. Crawford—ain’t, he’s—”

Sierra shakes her head. “Where I got the idea—Lachlan, baby, Crawford spent the past week taking Tucker on a romantic tour of Montreal! He told me they’d been together since they were kids, I don’t think there’s a lot of room for misinterpretation there—”
“Well, there must have been,” Lachlan snaps, rubbing at the bridge of his nose. “Cause they just ain’t. Crawford ain’t, alright. His buddy was up visiting, the guys got the wrong idea when Crawford was asking ‘em what he should do with him, I can show you the fucking group chat, Westley was having a fucking field day with that shit, it’s—they’re just—”
“Okay, but we went to dinner with them,” Sierra says like it’s Lachlan being real unreasonable here. “At a place we went on a date—”
“Yeah, cause we’re dating,” Lachlan interrupts, can’t believe he has to. Can’t believe—any of it. Can’t believe a single fucking thing. “It was different then, cause we were dating.” 
“Tucker had his arm over Crawford’s shoulder half the night, like you did with me,” Sierra points out, and Lachlan’s gotta—he’s gotta move. He gets out of the bed, but there’s nowhere to really go. 
“That don’t mean shit, man, Morris was just doing that to piss me off,” he says, running his hands through his hair.

“Why would that piss you off?” she asks, throwing her hands up in the air. 
“Cause it’s—he don’t get to,” Lachlan says, tripping over his words and trying to say ‘em without knowing what’s gonna come out of his mouth next. 
Sierra’s looking at him like he’s the crazy one. It’s so fucking unfair, cause he ain’t, it’s just—it’s not—something he’s ever had to explain before, it ain’t—nothing there are words for, at leat not ones he knows or nothing. 
“You can’t—he don’t play, alright,” he explains, a little desperately and a little impatiently too. “So he can’t—Crawford ain’t his liney, right, so he can’t just—and I know they played when they was kids, but that don’t matter here and now it’s…he ain’t—”
“He’s not his liney,” Sierra agrees, and now she’s looking kind of mad, too, and Lachlan doesn’t know what to do with that because he don’t want to upset her or nothing, or make her feel stupid, but it’s like. She just don’t get it, and she’s—saying this shit she can’t mean. “But maybe, you know, maybe two guys can touch each other like that outside of a rink, Lachlan, maybe that means something, maybe they’re—”
Lachlan shakes his head real fast, “You can’t say that, seriously, Sierra, it’s—” Lachlan shakes his head, barely stops himself from looking around like maybe someone’s gonna overhear. It’d be really bad. If someone thought—it’d be really, really bad. Lachlan’s heart’s pounding, just thinking about it. Someone getting the wrong idea the way Sierra did. 
“You don’t understand,” he tells her, way sharper than he meant to, but it’s the truth. She doesn’t understand. She doesn’t understand what she’s implying and how—awful that would be if it was—if Crawford and Morris were, like, together, if they—if—
“Then explain it to me, Lachlan,” she says, crossing her arms. “Cause from where I am, you just sound like a homophobic asshole.”

“I’m not,” Lachlan replies, and he tugs at his sleep shirt, ghosts his fingers over his chain before he runs them through his hair again. “I’m not, alright, you know that, I get along with your roommate fine, don’t I? She’s got a girl. I met her that one time, remember?”
Sierra’s face says that either she doesn’t remember or she doesn’t care a whit right now.

“But—look, that don’t matter, alright, I’m ain’t a homophobe, but it’s all—all irrelevant anyway, cause Crawford ain’t…he don’t—he isn’t….”
“Wow,” Sierra says, and she crosses her arms over her chest, pinches her mouth into this thin, unimpressed line. “You can’t even say it.”
“Look, he would of told me,” Lachlan points out, real quick. Pacing again. He’s pacing. When did he start moving? “So. And he didn’t, I mean, he—he didn’t say nothing about—so.”
She’s frowning. She looks, like, real disappointed in him, and she’s frowning, and—Lachlan should care, but he can’t cause he’s got other things to care about. He’s got—he can’t—
“And–and if he was, even though he ain’t but, if he was, he’d have better fucking taste than Tucker fucking Morris,” he spits, and Sierra makes this sound like the breath’s got knocked out of her. 
“This—this bothers you,” she says, like she’s witnessing a miracle of some sort. “You’re…” she trails off, all considering. Says, “Baby, I haven’t—I wouldn’t tell anyone. I haven’t. I’d never.”
“There’s nothing to tell,” Lachlan insists. 
“Okay, but if there were, if Crawford were ga—”
“There’s nothing to tell,” he snaps. Forget double-shifted, he feels like he’s just coming off of running back-to-back marathons. He can’t feel his fingertips. That’s not nearly as important as—as Sierra realizing she was wrong, that Crawford and Tucker aren’t—that Crawford ain’t, cause he—cause if he was, then Lachlan’d—know. 
Cause if he was, then he wouldn’t be—in the room. Right? Crawford wouldn’t have stayed playing. Not if he was—since they was kids.
It just don’t make sense and it’s dangerous, it’s so fucking dangerous to say. Lachlan can’t fucking breathe right. He’s moving again, but then Sierra’s moving now too, knee-walking across the bed so she can latch onto his shirt, pull him to a standstill. 
She don’t look mad anymore. Mostly she just looks real concerned. “Baby,” she says, gentle as anything, hands moving up his chest to press careful against his cheeks.
“You gotta stop saying that,” he says real quickly. More like a plea, if he’s being honest. “You can’t—it’s not funny, okay, you don’t—he can’t, so. You gotta stop.”
She looks all over his face, eyes darting back and forth between his own. Lachlan holds his breath without even knowing why. “Okay,” she says, which—is a little weird too, probably, that she’s giving in so fast cause she never gives ground about nothing. Except here she is, saying, okay, like it’s a white flag. 
Mostly, though, he can’t think around the relief.
“I guess—I must have misunderstood,” she says. She bites her lip. Lets go of his face. “Sorry,” she adds, and the furrow in between her eyebrows doesn’t lighten up, but Lachlan’s heart doesn’t really calm down either, so maybe that’s just something they’re both gonna have to sleep on.
“That’s alright,” he says, clearing his throat. “I—uh. It’s fine. We should—go to sleep. I guess.”
It’s not, but it’s gotta be. Cause it ain’t true, what she was thinking. It ain’t true, so it’s gonna be fine. And now she doesn’t think it is anymore. Cause he told her it wasn’t. He told her all the reasons it wasn’t true, and they’re good reasons, too.
It just don’t make sense.
He gets back into bed. She turns off the lights. It’s still real cold in her room, but there’s a foot of space between them, and they’re both on their sides looking away from each other.
He sorta wants to go for a run or something. Maybe Sierra’s apartment has a private gym? But probably not. Maybe he could just go for a walk around the block. 
Maybe he could just get in his car and drive home. He has some weights in the basement. He could use ‘em. Do a quick workout. Get his head on straight. 
Maybe he could get into his car and drive to Crawford and Westley’s. The doorman would probably recognize him from the last time he showed up there unannounced. He could remember the keycode to the condo, get in and go—knock on Crawford’s door. Make sure, you know. That he and Morris ain’t—
But he doesn’t need to make sure of shit. Cause it’s not true. It’s so not fucking true that it’s funny. 
It’s fucking hilarious.
He clears his throat again, shifts on the bed. Maybe it’s been hours since they turned the lights off. Maybe it’s been ten minutes, he doesn’t know. Sierra’s not asleep either, though, cause she’s not doing those little snuffly sighing sounds she makes when she’s asleep. So he whispers, real carefully, “Why, uh…why did you think they were together?”
She’s quiet, and then she rolls over onto her back, he can hear the sheets move with the motion. “I thought…I thought he looked at Tucker the same way you look at me," she whispers back, just as soft. "But I guess...I got it wrong."
Lachlan can’t think of anything to say to that, so he doesn’t. He just stays real quiet and still, doesn’t move a muscle or a bone, like a little mouse.
But he spends the whole night thinking about it. What she said and what she thought and what she meant and what she saw. And in the morning, when he walks into the locker room for practice, venti cold brew in one hand and gear bag in the other, when he sees Crawford leant halfway over Bruntley to look at a picture he’s got on his phone, he wants to think: I don’t know how she coulda thought something like that.
But instead, he thinks: I don’t know.
And that's—Lachlan thinks he's gonna be sick with it.
Crawford sees him right smack-dab in the middle of the locker room door. He waves him over, says something about Bruntley swearing to God he made a grilled cheese last night with Jesus's face seared into the bread, he's looking for a second opinion, get a load of this photo, dude. C'mon, Lox, what do you think? 
Lachlan doesn't know. Lachlan doesn't know. 
"I dunno. Maybe. I guess."
Maybe. Lachlan doesn't know. He thinks, like a betrayal: Maybe. 





  
    Chapter End Notes

    very very abridged director's notes cause i'm tired:
1) to be clear the five-ish minutes where tucker and lachlan are arguing outside the restroom in the restaurant are like the worst five minutes of crawford's life to date. he probably gave himself multiple stomach ulcers in this time.
2) this is technically in the text cause everything's there for the math to pan out, but for what it's worth: crawford's jersey number is 8, which is tucker's birthday (8th of March). tucker's old jersey number was 6, which is crawford's birthday (6th of January). it's not stated why that is and it won't be. it's not even necessarily related. it's a neat little coincidence. for example, h is also the 8th letter of the english alphabet, so maybe crawford's 8 is for H like hank. i mean it's not, but maybe it is.
importantly, lachlan connecting those dots is also like the worst five minutes of HIS life to date.
3) i like to imagine that crawford mentioning lachlan when it came to golfing was far from the first time he accidentally brought up lachlan during the mini-break. worst five minutes of tucker's life to date, etc etc
4) related to that, it's purposefully vague as to what emotions exist between tucker and crawford and thus almost all interpretations are valid. the only invalid one is that they don't love each other at all. the love is there and it exists and it goes by many different names. in this chapter, crawford literally thinks that he loves tucker. and then he thinks that he's his brother. and his hometown. it's all incredibly tangled up in his mind, all these kinds of love and longing. im glad that's something people are catching and thinking about and turning over because i think how we delineate love and where the lines blur and how it fades and what remains is all so so so interesting. and that's at least a little bit of what this fic is about! really interested in seeing people's interpretations of that scene with crawford and tucker (or would it be more accurate to say yank&tug ?) and then also how they interact throughout the chapter, when there are eyes on them together and when there aren't
5) lachlan pucey, probably: i will take a quick break from my panic attack sparked by someone insinuating my buddy is G-A-Y which has single-handedly ripped through half my walls and defenses and compartmentalization regarding who and who is not allowed to be G-A-Y and the ways in which boys are and are not allowed to express affection and who can exist in a locker room, to remind everyone that i do in fact hate tucker morris. bad enough that someone is insinuating that my buddy is G-A-Y but it's absolutely unforgivable to also imply that he would ever fall in love with tucker morris who is, and this has to be said, scum of the earth.
6) the combinations possible and what they would imply in the sentence 'i thought (crawford/tucker) looked at (tucker/crawford) the way (i/you) looked at (you/me)' did my head in. i had to take an hour and a shower just to think about all of them and decide which one i wanted to use.
7) things start happening from here on out very quickly and they do not stop happening. this will hopefully either read like a trainwreck or the down part of a rollercoaster or both, depending.


  


      

  












      Chapter 19: lachlan
  



    Chapter Notes

      my compromise for myself is that it is very late where i am right now but i'm posting this chapter anyway with my Most Important Notes (that got a comment box in the doc while writing) and then tomorrow when i am less very tired, i will re-write my author's notes with the other stuff i've thought of and wanted to touch on with this (very very very very long chapter)
and part of that will be sharing the links to the art people made and posted in the last two weeks!!! there have been some really really gorgeous pieces that i can't wait to link to here (tomorrow) (but they should all be linked via ao3 at the bottom of this chapter anyway!)
the song for this chapter is 'waltz right in' by matt maeson !! this is one of my favorites by him and while i think he has a lot of songs that fit either crawford, lachlan, or crawlan, this one is just...i think very fitting in parts for some of the underlying emotions in this chapter (and also just very pretty!)
warnings for this specific chapter: there is...just an incredible amount of cope here. also mild to extreme homophobic language both from the narration and the characters' dialogue, in various settings as is typical in a hockey locker room circa 2016. i feel like this is in the middle of needing a warning and not needing a warning, because it's canon-typical for this fic but it's also jarring (and it's supposed to be jarring!)


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  Lachlan sort of feels like he’s losing his damn mind. And the worst thing is, there ain’t nobody he can talk about it with, so all of it’s just sitting there, heavy, at the edge of all his thoughts. 
It’s like an echo that won’t shut the fuck up but also refuses to say anything useful.
It’s like—Lachlan doesn’t know. He just doesn’t know, and what is he supposed to do when he doesn’t know? Just let it go?
Sure, maybe, usually, but this is Crawford. This is about Crawford. And there’s not been a moment since Lachlan met the guy where he hasn’t wanted to know everything he can about him, and this is—this is big. To not know. To guess at. To even, like. Entertain for longer than it takes to get the answer, one way or another.
Honestly, Lachlan feels like a real shitty buddy for even, like, entertaining the thought of it, even just for a few seconds.
Crawford ain’t—that. 
It ain’t up for debate. There ain’t—
There ain’t nothing to debate, cause it’s just so outside the realm of possibility it ain’t worth the air you’d waste speaking about it.
Crawford ain’t—
He just ain’t. Thinking otherwise, that’s just like. That’s just real messed up.
And it’s not fair, either, really, right, cause it ain’t like Lachlan can just ask him or nothing, so Crawford can’t give him a flat-out answer, either, can’t deny it the way he would if he knew what Lachlan was thinking. 
And maybe even worse than all that is the fact that they can’t laugh about it, cause they can’t speak about it, cause Lachlan can’t—ask. 
Cause that’d mean—finding the words, and then, like, saying them. And there’s power in that, probably. Like, it’s superstitutous maybe, or just paranoid, but Lachlan can’t shake the feeling, the same way he can’t shake the thoughts, that asking about it would be giving it—not existence to grow or nothing, cause you don’t start fucking guys just cause someone asks if you’re a faggot, but—
But speaking it, asking Crawford—it’d mean believing it, just enough to want to hear the no, what the fuck, man? Where the fuck did you get that shit from? Me and who? That’s insane, man.
It’d mean thinking it could be true. That it’s something that needs to be talked about and something that deserves a denial, and it ain’t. It just—ain’t. 
Crawford ain’t. 
And Lachlan doesn’t need to hear that from his mouth, cause he doesn’t believe it’s even a possibility. He doesn’t. 
He doesn’t. 
It’d just help, probably, if they could laugh about it. It feels a little like that’s what Lachlan’s body’s been trying to do for days now, like there’s this bubble of laughter just stuck in his chest with nowhere to go, getting bigger and harder to breathe around every single time he tries to swallow it down, every time he looks at Crawford and thinks—
It’s like missing a step down the stairs, every time. 
He’ll be waiting in line to skate a drill, look down the ice and see Crawford laughing at something one of the d-men have said, head thrown forward and mouth covered by his gloves, and he’ll think—
Or he’ll see him passed out on the floor of the twins’ playroom at Hayden’s place, on his stomach, baby still tugging at his hair like she’s worried he’s died, and he’ll think—
Or he’ll settle down into the seat next to him on the plane, and Crawford will have his nose buried in a book and usually, Lachlan would try and make a bet with himself about how many pages he’ll actually turn before he gives up the fucking ghost and gets his phone out like the rest of them, but now Lachlan’ll just glance at him out of the corner of his eye and think—
Or he’ll catch him at breakfast in some hotel, in one city or another, taking a sip out of his coffee, the one he makes that has a little bit of cream and half a packet of sugar, and he’ll think—
But it doesn’t matter what Lachlan thinks or doesn’t think or believes or doesn’t believe.
Cause it’s not about thinking or believing. It’s just cold hard facts. Crawford ain’t. 
That’s the long and the short of it. End of fucking sentence.

If they were gonna have a conversation about it, which they won’t ever do, not in a million fucking years, it’d probably go like this:
Lachlan would say, hey. I ain’t trying to say nothing, one way or another, but how you were with your buddy, like. Mighta come off kinda gay to some people, you know. Cause he don’t play or nothing, but y’all was taking turns feeling each other up like a pair of fucking bunnies anyway. And obviously, you know, you ain’t a fag, you’re a goddamn hockey player, and I know that, and you know that, but—I dunno, man, you were kinda making it look like you forgot that.
And Crawford would say, oh shit. No way, man. That’s so fucking funny. Who the fuck told you that? No way, did you—wait, seriously, dude, did you really believe that? Like even for a second? Shit, I know you never went to college, Bagsy, but c’mon, there’s uneducated then there’s just downright stupid, Jesus Christ, man. 
And Lachlan would say, alright now, no need to get mean, Crawdad. I ain’t the one who was hanging off of some fucker from Georgia like he was a sailor on shore leave, was I? I didn’t give no one any wrong impressions here, that was all you.
And Crawford would say, damn, can’t a guy hug his friend?
And Lachlan would say, not like you was doing, dude, my girl thought y’all were fags but, like, worse. She thought y’all were—like, together. 
And Crawford would say, stop, stop, I don’t wanna even think about that, man, what the fuck.
And Lachlan would say, okay, Crawdad, okay, well, don’t worry man, here’s what we’re gonna do. We gotta get you laid, man. We gotta get you a girl. We can find you one, man, you’re a fucking catch. Hey, you like blonde women too or just the dudes? Nah, nah, I’m joking, I’m joking. I know you ain’t like that, man. I know that.
And Crawford would say—and he would be really relieved and shit to know that Lachlan knew him well enough to know he weren’t like that—he’d say, that sounds good, man, for sure. Been picking up girls all this time, didn’t know I needed a fucking audience, but sure, sure, let’s go out tonight, you can be my wingman if you want. 
And Lachlan would. He would want. And he’d say, time and place, man, I’m there.
Cause that’s the truth. Anything Crawford needs, Lachlan’s there. Just name the time and place. Just give him a few seconds to grab his keys and his wallet and his phone, and he’ll be out the door.

“Jesus fucking Christ,” Crawford says, swiping at his sweaty forehead with the bottom of his shirt and propping himself up against the back of Lachlan’s sofa. “No way that’s the same fucking one.”
“Fuck you, it is,” Lachlan snaps, but he’s a little winded too. He glances at Crawford from the corner of his eyes and then away, to the other side of the room. The whole place is a bit of a mess, but in his defense, he spends most of his time elsewhere: the practice rink, a hotel room, Sierra’s apartment, or Crawford’s. 
And lately, when he’s been in, he hasn’t exactly been in a cleaning mood.
If nothing else, the mess of clothes on the floor, dishes on the little table, and shoes thrown topsy-turvy by the door is probably a pretty good comparison to his mind right about now.
Lachlan’s eyes catch onto a gearbag flung just outside of his bedroom, half-unzipped, its guts spilling out onto the floor. He looks away.
Crawford makes a skeptical noise and Lachlan throws up his hands after making sure the thing’s real steady against the wall behind it. “What about me makes you think I’m owning multiple bookshelves these days, Panky?'
Crawford’s lip curls up, and he crosses his arms. He’d stripped out of his heavy-duty canvas jacket the moment he’d taken his hands off his half of the bookshelf, and the fabric of his henley stretches tight across his muscles, darkened with sweat beneath his arms. “I just don’t remember it being that goddamn heavy when we were putting it together,” he says.
Lachlan makes a big show of rolling his eyes. “You’re a fucking athlete, man,” he says. “It was, like, three blocks.”
“Long blocks,” Crawford argues. “And I was doing most of the lifting, mind you, you were too busy directing to hold up your fucking end, eh?”
“Eh,” Lachlan repeats, shaking his head and putting a hand over his heart. “Get that out of your damn mouth, it’s like I don’t even know who you are anymore.” 
Crawford laughs, shoulders up, head turned down for a second before he punches Lachlan in the shoulder.
“Like it’s my fucking fault you couldn’t find a parking spot on this block that could fit your stupid truck,” Lachlan adds, putting more offense into the words than he feels just in case it keeps Crawford laughing. It does. His mouth’s all dry watching him do it. 
It’s like that a lot lately. Lachlan doesn’t even know what he’s looking for half the time he’s looking at Crawford, but it’s something. 
Proof, maybe. Evidence. Something heavy enough that the coin will stop spinning on its edge, will be forced to fall one way or the other, heads or tails.
It’s been a week and a half since Tucker Morris went back to Georgia. Lachlan still feels like he’s losing his goddamn mind. 
He keeps looking at Crawford and thinking maybe. 
He keeps looking at Crawford and looking away just as fast, scared to death he’s gonna get caught and Crawford’s gonna see it all spread out across his face. The question, the suspicion. The guilt. The doubt, which in itself feels like a goddamn betrayal.
Crawford ain’t, Lachlan thinks. He sounds out all the syllables in his head real carefully, real slow. Crawford ain’t.
“Hey, watch it, ” Crawford says mildly, stepping up closer to the bookshelf and pressing his palms against one of the crooked shelves, like he can force it straight. It hasn’t been straight since the day they put it together, which could have been Crawford’s fault or Lachlan’s.
Straight, ha, Lachlan thinks, bordering on hysterical.
“That stupid truck’s the only reason you was able to get this bookshelf here,” Crawford tells him. “Don’t know why you wanted it so bad though. Christ, it’s shittier than I remember.” 
“Watch it,” it’s Lachlan’s turn to warn, and he elbows Crawford’s hands away from his shitty bookshelf. “Treat her with a little respect, would you?”

“It’s a bookshelf, it ain’t a lady,” Crawford says, lips quirking up like he’s real amused by Lachlan. His eyes are bright when he glances over at him, and his shoulders are down. Relaxed. He’s been way more relaxed lately, since Morris left. Since Morris came. Up. Came up to visit. 
He’s still got these lines between his eyebrows a lot of the time, and he’s still rolling up to practice with dark shadows under his eyes at least a couple of days out of the week, but he’s been—Lachlan doesn’t know how to explain it. How to measure the distance between the Crawford from February and the Crawford now, not even a full month later.
Or maybe he hasn’t changed at all, pre- and post-Morris, Lachlan thinks. Like, maybe Lachlan’s just trying to see that shit ain’t there cause he can’t get Sierrra’s words out of his damn head. 
Maybe it’s just Lachlan that’s changed. Maybe it’s just that when he’s looking at Crawford, he’s looking for different things now. Trying to jump to conclusions, trying to find—evidence. Yeah. To support his case. To silence the fucking maybe’s. He’s looking at Crawford, but like—interrogating everything he sees on his face. Looking at Crawford, but the way a detective would when he’s talking to a suspect. Are you guilty. Did you do it. Did you think you could get away with it.
Christ, he’s an awful friend. 
“It’s a trophy case, it ain’t a bookshelf,” he hears himself say, mouth all dry and voice all tight.
Crawford smiles, the big one, the kind that makes him look young, and Lachlan can feel himself grinning in response. It ain’t like it’s hard. It’s the easiest thing in the entire world, really. It’s a little like getting off a rollercoaster, the way he’s been feeling the last couple of days. Since Morris left. It’s like the whole world’s spinning, like he’s dizzy, like he’s constantly expecting to be thrown upside down and topsy-turvy. Looking at Crawford’s like swallowing a tornado. It’s wrecking him from the inside out, but it ain’t like there are any better options around. What else can he do? Not look at him? Not hang with him? Not ask him to help with a little light furniture re-arranging? 
Crawford ain’t—but he’d still—it ain’t like—
Like. Crawford ain’t. But if he was, which he ain’t, but if he was, he’d still be—like. The guy Lachlan’d call first. For anything.
So.
“Still don’t understand why you decided now’s the time to make room in your new digs for it, man,” Crawford says, looking at the shelf with a real critical eye. 
Lachlan shrugs. “I dunno,” he says, even though that’s a lie. He does know. He just doesn’t know how to tell Crawford.
Two days ago, some girl posted a video of Ilya Rozanov in a club somewhere out west. He’d been drunk or at least drinking, and he’d been—sad. Or, like, as close to sad as Ilya Rozanov can get, Lachlan doesn’t know. He’d been asked about what it was like, living with Shane Hollander in Switzerland; he’d been asked what he missed about the lockout.
Everyone and their mommas have got opinions about what he said and how he said it on Twitter. It’s all reporters could ask Shane about after practice yesterday, it’s probably all they’re gonna be talking about after the game against Ottawa tomorrow. Not cause Rozanov was mean or nothing, not cause what he said was especially juicy, but just cause they’ve both been real fucking close-lipped about what it was like for them, living in Swtizerland together, and there ain’t nothing the media loves more than a human interest story about two people no one can quite believe are human.
“I guess, like,” he starts to say and then he stops. Shrugs again.
For what it’s worth, and Lachlan knows it ain’t worth much, but. For what it’s worth, he sort of feels for the guy. Rozanov. He sorta understands where he’s coming from. Sure, Lachlan didn’t spend the lockout living in a different country, where everyone was speaking a different language from him, except for this one guy who he happened to live with, get along real well with, but—but it sort of felt like that. In Laval, with him and Crawford. 
And he gets it, what Rozanov was talking about in the video. He misses it too, sometimes, all of it, even if Crawford’s right in front of him and laughing and putting his hands on him and jerking him around on the ice during practice. He’d miss him even more if they’d spent the lockout living together and then Crawford had—Lachlan doesn’t know. Gone to play with the Centaurs or something. He’d miss him so much it’d probably come spewing out of him at random moments too, an overfull glass pouring out liquid at just the slightest nudge.
So. Lachlan’d seen the video, cause who the fuck hasn’t seen the video, and then he’d sat with it for a little bit, and he’d thought about all the stuff he couldn’t have and all the stuff he missed and how some of it was still right there in front of him, how much worse it could be than it was, like. At least he had Crawford, next to him on planes and busses, in the hotel room just down the hall, a text away if he needed a lift to practice or whatever. Rozanov, who maybe loved Hollander the same way Lachlan loved Crawford, like he was his favorite person and this island of familiarity in a crazy, non-stop spinning world, didn’t have none of that.
So he’d texted Crawford and he’d gotten his stupid bookshelf back, even though it looks sorta out of place in his studio basement apartment, even if it’s uglier than he remembers it being, more fragile-looking and crooked, like it’s gonna fall apart if you look at it wrong. 
And it doesn’t—there’s still—in Lachlan’s mind, he still can’t—he still thinks he’s losing his goddamn mind cause he can’t stop thinking about Crawford and Morris and Crawford and being—he can’t make his brain shut up, even if he’d really appreciate a few moments of fucking peace and quiet.
But he’s got more than Rozanov does. He’s got a bookshelf again, and he’s got his friend to help him carry the weight of it down the street.
“Uh huh,” Crawford says, easy, cause his mind’s probably a friendlier place to be than Lachlan’s has been lately. He makes a big show of stretching his arms up and twisting his back like he’s working out a kink in it, as if the bookshelf’s actually heavy enough to break him, the dramatic fucker. “I already got my gym workout in today, the trainers are gonna be pissed if I tell them you’ve been making me do weights.”
“Then don’t tell ‘em,” Lachlan snaps, and it’s too sharp, too serious, but Lachlan’s been bouncing in between feeling out of control and feeling steady for the last week, so it’s not much of a surprise when he adds, without input from his fucking brain, “it ain’t like you’ve never had a secret before.”
Crawford blinks, eyebrows shooting straight up, looking real taken-aback for a second before he schools his face into something more familiar, that hangdog look he gets when he’s thinking about something real hard. “Guess so,” is all he says, and he scratches at the side of his neck, turns away to look around the room like it’s real interesting all of a sudden. 
Christ. Lachlan’s like. Fucking terrible. A shit friend. His stomach swoops, drops. Fuck. 
“I, uh,” he says, real lame-sounding. “Got a few books off Sierra, needed a place to put ‘em.”
“Yeah, totally,” Crawford nods. He’s still not looking at Lachlan, eyes instead running over his television set-up, the kitchenette in the corner, the edge of his bed peeking out of the alcove’s wall that separates the sleeping area of the studio from the living one. It ain’t a whole lot to look at, ain’t a whole lot here besides the mess of it all, but it makes Lachlan feel weird all the same. Vulnerable, like it’s his guts and blood and stuff, spread out over the room and under Crawford’s eye.
“Didn’t think I’d have room for it when I moved in,” Lachlan adds, and that’s a lie too. It wasn’t ever about the room the bookshelf took up, just whether or not Lachlan wanted to look at it in his space. Back in January, in February, when Crawford was being a dick and Lachlan was trying to figure out if he’d just made everything up in his head, he didn’t want to see the fucking thing, cause seeing it meant remembering building it, which meant remembering Laval, living with Crawford, laughing and joking around with him. 
Crawford hums. Nods. “It don’t take up all that much room,” he points out, and Lachlan shrugs, cause he’s right. It don’t. But it wasn’t ever about the room it took up, like. On the floor plan. But if Crawford doesn’t understand that, then Lachlan can’t be the one who tells him.
Guess he’s got secrets too. 
He grunts out an agreement and then watches Crawford amble across the room to pick up a book from the coffee table., examining the cover and then turning to look at Lachlan with his eyebrow raised. “Sierra?” he asks.
Lachlan shrugs, nods. “I thought it was like one of them steamy romances when I saw it on her shelf,” he says, and Crawford huffs out a laugh. 
“Why, cause it got Dick in its name?” he asks, and Lachlan huffs. Like, yeah. Obviously. “You’re fucking unreal, Bagsy, everyone knows it’s about a whale.”
“That’s pretty fucking rich coming from a guy who thinks Catcher in the Rye’s about baseball,” Lachlan chirps back, and Crawford tosses the book at him with a catch this, man. 
It goes on the bookshelf, but it looks weird there, all by its lonesome. Like it don’t really belong, so Lachlan picks it up again, tosses it on the sofa to put away later. 
He turns back to Crawford, mouth open to ask if he wants to stick around and play a round of Chel or if he wants to grab a late lunch or something, but Crawford’s already speaking, saying something real defensive about—something. The book he hasn’t read, maybe. The book Lachlan hasn’t read.
And Lachlan means to listen, if only cause that’s his natural inclination whenever Crawford says much of anything at all, but then Crawford scratches at his collarbone, sorta absently, and the henley gapes open slightly at the buttons, and Lachlan’s interrupting, eyes zeroed in on the pale skin of Crawford’s neck.
“Wait, H, where’s your—” he cuts his words off at the knees, opens and closes his mouth, tries again. Crawford draws up short, blinking at him. “You ain’t wearing your chain,” he says, hand reaching up and tugging at his own cross and chain, like Crawford’s gonna be confused as to his meaning or something. 
Crawford hesitates. Swallows a little; Lachlan watches the rise and fall of his throat moving with the motion. He scratches at his collarbone again, then up higher at his neck. “Yeah, uh,” he says. “I lost it. Couple of weeks ago.”

“You lost it?” Lachlan demands and Crawford’s eyebrows furrow down over his eyes. “Where’d you lose it?”
“Well, if I knew that, I wouldn’t have lost it, Lox,” Crawford bites out, looking real—Lachlan doesn’t know. Pressed, maybe. His shoulders are up again, and his words are sharp, measured out perfectly. 
“Right, no, sorry,” Lachlan says. “I just meant—like. That sucks, man. I’m sorry.”
Crawford shrugs, two beats later than normal, off his rhythm. “Yeah,” he agrees. He touches his neck again and then lets his hand drop, folding his arms across his chest. “I dunno what to tell you, man,” he adds, like Lachlan’s—interrogating him or something.
Shit, maybe he is. Lachlan doesn’t know.
“I took it off to take a shower,” Crawford’s saying. “In Pittsburgh? I guess. Must have been. Forgot to put it back on. Fucking Puffins.”

“Fucking Puffins,” Lachlan agrees automatically, mind racing and tripping over itself, turning and spinning out of his control.
He thinks—he doesn’t know what he thinks. He thinks—maybe—Crawford’s a real good liar. Crawford’s a really, really good liar.
But he ain’t ever taken his cross off to shower, not in all the months Lachlan’s known him. He doesn’t take that thing off, not for nothing, so—Lachlan maybe would have believed him, if he’d said it’d broken, like the clasp or something. But to just—forget it? In some random hotel room in Pittsburgh? 
Maybe it’s not that Crawford’s suddenly become a bad liar. Maybe it’s just that Lachlan’s spent the past week and a half turning himself into an amateur detective and Crawford ain’t got no idea that Lachlan’s examining all his stories for holes. Looking for the murder weapon, trying to catch him red-handed.
No—trying to—that ain’t what he’s doing, fuck. That’d make him a real lousy friend if it were. It’s not.
He’s—he’s trying to prove his fucking innocence. Cause he knows that’s what Crawford would want. If he knew what Lachlan was thinking. If he knew that there were—doubts, floating about. He’d want someone in his corner, proving that he ain’t—that. Lachlan’s got his back.
“Yeah,” Crawford shrugs, shoulders jumping up and falling down in a real jerky fashion. “Sucks. It was my grandpa’s.”

“So’s mine,” Lachlan says, sorta absently, touching the raised lines of his crucifix. 
Crawford hums, drags his sleeves down the length of his forearms. He nods at Lachlan’s necklace, chin tilting up. “Figured,” he says, scratching at his cheek. “Thought I read something about your daddy being raised Catholic.”
“My daddy ain’t ever believed in much of anything,” Lachlan dismisses, waving his hand. He opens his mouth and then he closes it again cause he can’t figure out how to ask what he wants to ask, can’t figure out a way to talk about it without talking about it. 
Crawford either lost his cross or he took it off. Okay.
Bottom line is he ain’t wearing it anymore, doesn’t seem to want to put it on again any time soon. Okay.
That’s okay. Right? Probably. That’s—that’s probably okay. Or at least, if it ain’t, then at least it’s personal. Real personal,  like maybe Crawford’s going through a crisis of faith or something, something he don’t want to tell Lachlan about, which is—that’s okay. That’s—like, Crawford ain’t obliged to tell Lachlan anything. It’s fine. It’s personal.
“Not like you,” Crawford says, and Lachlan’s gotta force his mind to focus on him again, find and pick up the thread of conversation to figure out what he’s talking about.

“Nah, not like me,” he agrees, tugging at the crucifix to make sure it’s front and center, right over his sternum, just next to his heart. It’s where he keeps his faith too, probably, if he had to pick a place for it. Deep in his bones. Right in the middle of him.
Crawford nods, like he gets it. Lachlan’s always thought he did.
He can’t see anything when he looks at him except for the strip of pale skin where his gold chain used to be.
Is it gay? Taking it off. Maybe lying about it. Is it—is that evidence? Lachlan doesn’t fucking know. He thinks—he knows, like—a bunch of Christians got a couple of strong opinions about gays, but Crawford wasn’t ever big on churches in the first place, as far as Lachlan knows. His faith’s always been the strong and steady kind that he doesn’t need to go to church for, that he keeps so private that Lachlan’s been jealous sometimes, thinking of all the ways Crawford’s found and talked to God outside of the well-trodden path Lachlan’s been walking since he was little.
“I’m sorry, H,” Lachlan says and his voice hardly sounds like his own, it’s so full of gravel. He clears his throat and tries again. “Did you, uh—like, we can make a call to the hotel, ask around, maybe someone spotted it and turned it in?”
It’s not what he wants to say, but it’s not like he can say what he wants to say either. It’s not like he can demand to know if Crawford took off his necklace himself, lost it on purpose or—it’s not like Lachlan can ask if Crawford’s fucking—boyfriend visited for a week and they fucking—fagged it up so much or whatever that Crawford’s got a whole fucking crisis of faith going on about being a god Christian and sucking cock, it’s not like—Lachlan can’t ask. 
He thinks asking would hurt the both of them, and he doesn’t want to do that. He just wants—
“I already did,” Crawford says, real easy and smooth, rubbing at the back of his neck like he’s ashamed or disappointed or something. Liar, Lachlan thinks. Then, maybe maybe maybe.
“Oh,” he hears himself say. “Shit.” 
“Is what it is,” Crawford says, and he shrugs, and there’s nothing about the motion that looks easy or smooth or effortless. 
“Sure,” Lachlan says. It ain’t gay, taking off a cross. He’s being stupid. He’s being—fucking sensitive or something. It’s not fucking related. The only reason Lachlan’s thinking it’s related is cause he’s spent the last week and a half turning over every conversation he’s ever had with Crawford, relating it back to all the stuff Sierra said. Since they were kids. Long distance. You can’t even say it. But, Lachlan, if Crawford were gay—
He’s being a shit friend. He should—he should take Crawford at his word. Right? He should believe him, clap his shoulder, tell him it sucks to misplace something so important. He should tell him to stay for a game of Chel. He should ask him if he wants to go to church in a couple of days for the Sunday late-morning service. It’s been a while since Lachlan went, too. Maybe it’d be good to go. If Crawford’s really having a crisis of faith or something, Lachlan should support him without judgment. He should meet him with love, the way God would. Right? Right. 
And if Crawford was—gay, which—which he ain’t, but if he was, then—Lachlan would—Lachlan wouldn’t—
It wouldn’t change anything. Or, it would, probably. It’d change—fucking everything. It’d—but Crawford would still be Lachlan’s first phone call and his favorite person, even if he was gay, so it wouldn’t, actually. Change anything.
It wouldn’t.
So Crawford should stick around. Play a game of Chel. Lachlan was just caught off guard, about the chain. He’d get used to it. He’d take Crawford at his word, fuck the Puffins, fuck the whole city of Pittsburgh. Sucks you lost your chain, H. We’ll get you a new one if you want. 
“I should go,” Crawford say, same time Lachlan opens his mouth to say—any of this. All of it, maybe. “I think maybe the parking job was illegal.”
Lachlan’d watched Crawford pay for three hours of parking. He’s got maybe two and a half hours left on the meter. “Alright, bud,” he says. He swallows down everything else. He thinks it gets easier every time he tries. “For sure. City parking’s real complicated for the country boy, eh?”

“Eh,” Crawford mocks. He smiles. It ain’t the big one, but it looks genuine enough. In his head, Sierra asks, what if he was, and Tucker Morris demands, is Hank alright, and Lachlan’s losing his goddamn mind. “Get that word outta your mouth, Lox,” he chirps. “It’s like I don’t even know who you are anymore.”
“Hah, get lost, fucker,” Lachlan says, which is probably kinder than the first thing he thinks to say, which is: you and me both, man.

So.
So God’s House is a real great place to throw a party, right, everyone knows that. As long as you follow the rules and stuff, you’re gonna have the time of your life partying it up in God’s House. There ain’t no better place to be and it’s a big joint. Everyone in the whole world can fit in there. But you gotta promise to follow the house rules, right. You gotta remember all the little stuff. You gotta take your shoes off at the door and you can’t kill anyone, pretty much ever. Like as a rule of thumb. You can’t kill anyone and you gotta do your dishes within a reasonable time and you gotta throw some money in the pot for the communal groceries and fags aren’t allowed, hands down, no way, at all fucking times, the same way murderers ain’t allowed. That’s the same thing, really, in God’s House, killing someone and kissing a guy when you’re a guy. That’s like really bad shit. Like, all the party guests have different opinions on what’s allowed, cause there are so many fucking rules, right, and everyone knows you’re supposed to follow all of them, cause you’re supposed to be on your best behavior when you’re visiting God and partying it up on His property, but everyone’s got different ideas about what rules can and can’t be broken, everyone’s got their own wink-wink-nudge-nudge shit, like, yeah alright, you’re not supposed to wear this one kind of wool or something, sure, and yeah, you’re not supposed to have sex outside of marriage, haha, wink-wink. But everyone agrees, pretty much, about the whole fag situation. That’s like murder. Maybe worse. That’s grounds for being kicked outta the House. That’s like, one way ticket to Hell kinda shit, everyone knows that. Everyone agrees on that. Everyone thinks that and everyone tells everyone else that. Gays go to Hell, the same way non-believers do, and that’s why you gotta go out and spread the word and tell people what you think about how they’re living their lives, cause you’re trying to save their souls and that’s real important. 
But, like—Lachlan doesn’t know.
Lachlan thinks, like—if Crawford’s a fag, then—well, first, Lachlan don’t even know if he’s, like, at the House party, really. Right? Like not all people are—partying people or—whatever. Right? Like. Crawford’s—a god-fearing guy, or—Lachlan doesn’t know. Crawford wears the cross, he—like, he’s aware of the…party. In God’s House. He’s been before, probably, a couple of times, right, he’s got the party favor, he’s in dress code.
Or he wore the cross, at least. 
But maybe he, like. Maybe Crawford doesn’t want to be at the party anymore. Maybe he ain’t there, cause he doesn’t like the rule about the fags, but maybe he’s like—God’s neighbor or something, right, like maybe he and God chat over the white picket fence every now and then. Exchange pleasantries and howdy’s and chocolate chip cookies when they’ve baked too much. 
It sounds kind of nice, if Lachlan’s being honest. Getting to live next to God without having to be in his House all the damn time. Maybe God just doesn’t care about the fags if they’re not making out in His House. Or maybe God’s never cared about the fags; maybe it was the landlords or the property managers who cared the whole time, and everyone’s got it all confused and turned around and twisted up in their heads.
Lachlan’s confused and turned around and twisted up. He’s a one-man tornado, spinning around pointlessly. He doesn’t even fucking know what he’s thinking anymore. Nothing makes sense, least of all his own fucking thoughts. 
Okay. So.
Alright. Okay. So. It’s like this. The church, like, pretty much every denomination worth their salt, agrees that men can’t fuck other men, and that’s God’s rule. You can’t lie with another man the way you lie with your wife. That’s in the Bible. Lachlan’s read that part. It’s Leviticus.
Guys who kiss other guys, they’re sinners. They’re going to Hell. That’s what the church says, because that’s what the Bible says. So if Crawford was—maybe Crawford thinks he can’t be a Christian and a sinner at the same time, but that doesn’t make sense, because everyone’s a sinner. God forgives you for your sins because He loves you. Jesus died on the cross so we could be forgiven for our sins. 
So if being gay is a sin, it’s—like it’s whatever, right, cause God forgives the sinners. Right? Maybe being gay is like, a really tiny sin. Maybe it’s like not eating shellfish or trimming your beard. Some people don’t do these things, cause the Bible says not to, but it’s not like you’re gonna get kicked out of your church for eating a prawn cocktail, right? Like there’s bigger stuff going on. People are dying, and sometimes other people are killing them, and that’s gotta be worse than a man lying with another man like he’s his wife. Or like—whatever. Like he would his wife.
Except Lachlan isn’t sure most churches would agree with him, which—maybe that’s why Crawford ain’t wearing his cross anymore. He was raised Southern Baptist, Lachlan knows cause they’ve talked about it a little, back when they were living together in the fall. The Southern Baptists, they—they really don’t like gay people. Everyone knows that. They’re real strict about who’s allowed to party it up in God’s House, and they’re real strict about the kinds of sins God forgives and the kinds of grudges He holds against you.
Lachlan thinks it sounds exhausting. Like, Lachlan knows God’s got infinite time on His hands and stuff, otherwise He wouldn’t be able to watch over everyone on the planet at all times, always, but he thinks it sounds exhausting as shit, trying to keep straight who’s kissing who. Sierra’s roommate is a huge fan of reality TV, and Lachlan can’t keep track of who’s sleeping with who on those shows, never mind times’ing that by like a billion. He can’t imagine God having the time to get His hands dirty with all that stuff, or maybe he just can’t imagine God wanting to.
So maybe Crawford’s like—maybe he’s trying to figure out a way to be Christian and—gay. 
He ain’t gay, obviously. Obviously, he ain’t. But like. He could probably do it. Like, maybe if he found the right version of God’s House, or maybe if he just wanted to be God’s neighbor or something. It sounds real nice, actually. 
Sometimes, Lachlan’s in the middle of God’s House party, and it feels like a prison cell where all the doors and windows are locked and you can't leave without feeling eyes on the back of your neck.
He—all he’s saying, right, is he gets where Crawford’s coming from, maybe. If he’s trying to—if he’s gay and he’s—
But he ain’t. Gay. He just—ain’t.

And they aren’t ever gonna talk about it, probably, cause there ain’t nothing to talk about in the first place, and there are too many damn risks and too little rewards for Lachlan to bite that bullet and open his damn mouth, but if they did—like, if the not-knowing got so damn bad he had to either say something to Crawford or explode, then it’d probably go like this:
He’d get Crawford alone, obviously. Not at Westley’s place, but not in public either, cause fuck that shit. Maybe in a hotel room. Yeah. Some place they never have to go to again, right.
He’d get them alone, then he’d say, real casual, like halfway through a movie or something kinda casual, he’d say, hey. Really liked meeting your guy. It was cool seeing where you was from like that. But. Um.
And Crawford, who ain’t never as patient as he likes to pretend, would say, spit it out, Bagsy. We can’t stay here forever. Gotta hit the road in the next day or so, dude.
And Lachlan would say, hold your damn horses, man, can’t you just give me a damn moment—
And Crawford wouldn’t be able to, cause Crawford swings between two extremes, right, either he gives Lachlan all the damn space he could possibly want, forever and ever, amen, or he’s breathing down Lachlan’s damn neck, pushing and prodding them into going one way or another like he knows best just cause he’s a little older or what the fuck ever. 
He ain’t ever given Lachlan a singular moment, and he wouldn’t start then either, if they was gonna talk about it. He’d know, somehow, probably. He’s got like a sixth sense for that kind of shit. For Lachlan trying to talk to him about serious shit. All Lachlan would probably be able to get out would be hey, uh, so, and Crawford’d be up off the bed or turning the volume of the television up on high or suddenly remembering twelve things he’s gotta go do. 
But—okay. Well. If they were gonna talk about it, which they ain’t, not ever, but if they were, then Lachlan would plan for that shit. It’d be in a hotel room and Lachlan’d be on the bed nearest to the door, right. Seal off the exits. He’d say, real casual, hey man, remember when your buddy was visiting? Morris? Funniest thing happened after we went out for dinner. Sierra was, like, totally convinced—this is real funny, man—she was totally convinced that you and Morris were, like—together. Like me and her, can you believe that, man? 
And Crawford would say, holy shit, you’re kidding. No fucking way. 
And Lachlan would say, that’s what I said, man, I told her it was crazy. I told her there was no fucking way you were a—you’d—with another man—
And Crawford would say, yeah, that’s—Bagsy, your girl is crazy, how’d she even come up with that shit?
And Lachlan would say, hah, well, I mean, like you was touching him a lot, I guess. And he was touching you back. And you was just letting him?
And it wouldn’t sound like an accusation, cause Lachlan would have practiced a lot beforehand to make sure it wouldn’t. 
But he’d say, like, that was pretty gay. All the—it was the way you looked at him. Apparently. Sierra was real confused. Cause you looked at him all—like you was his, instead of the league’s. And you’re the league’s, same way we all are. And we both know that, like, we know what it means, we know how much we had to give up, to get here and to have this and to get to stay and stuff, I know, man, I know the room wouldn’t ever let you be anything but the league’s, but—it’s just, I think, she didn’t. I guess. Cause she’s just studying all this stuff in a classroom, you know, she’s real smart for sure, man, she’s something else, but there’s stuff you just don’t know shit about unless you’re on the bench or in the room, and she ain’t, not like we are. So she don’t get it. Not like we do. So she thought—she saw the way you was looking at your buddy, and she got kinda confused. Thinking maybe you were—with him. Cause y’all were being all cozy together, like, out in public, man, even if he ain’t team. And I’m not saying it was weird or nothing, but—I can kinda sorta maybe see, you know. Where she was coming from. Is all.
And Crawford would pause, to like, process all that stuff, but then he’d laugh in a believable kind of way, he’d laugh and it’d sound the way it always does when he’s taken off guard and real tickled about it. And then he’d say, oh man, that’s so fucking embarrassing. Shit, man, thanks for saying something. Trust me, I won’t do that shit in the future, now that I know how it could be—how it looks. Jesus Christ, Bagsy. Shit.
Or—
Or Crawford would say, oh, well. I mean—yeah, uh. That’s crazy. Totally crazy. I’m, uh. I’m not.
And Lachlan would say, no, yeah, obviously. Obviously, you’re not. Crawford, man, I didn’t doubt it for a second, I told her from the get-go, you weren’t, you know?
And Crawford would say, quiet and the way he gets sometimes, like a—like a turtle going back into its shell or something, head sinking in between his shoulders, he’d say, yeah. Cool. Anyway, I should go back to—
And Lachlan would interrupt quick and then say, quieter, total ad-lib, totally in the moment, completely off the cuff and just in case, just for the sake of the 0.1% chance that—that Crawford’s—he’d say, hey, man—I wouldn’t—you know if you were, it wouldn’t be…I wouldn’t…you’d still be….
And Crawford would know what he meant, and he’d believe him. He’d know what he was trying to get at, without Lachlan ever needing to say anything at all. 

Sierra shifts beside him on the bed, turning over onto her side. Lachlan can see the flex of her body from the corner of his eyes, despite the darkness of the room. She takes a deep breath and then lets it go in increments, a sliding scale of a sigh.
“I want to talk about it,” she whispers. Lachlan looks up at the ceiling. She doesn’t have to say what the it is. To be honest, she doesn’t even have to say I want to talk about it. He’s been outrunning this conversation for the past two fucking weeks, was hoping the longer they went, the less it would matter until they could just agree to disagree without having to mention it again at all.
But no. She wants to talk about it. Tucker Morris has been back in Georgia for two weeks and three days now, and Lachlan’s still fucking dealing with the shit he left behind him.
He doesn’t say anything. 
It’s not a great time. It’s past midnight now. She has classes tomorrow. Lachlan has a morning practice. They’re both already bone-tired. End of March has been busy as hell; she’s had midterms all this past week on top of her usual late labs and the responsibilities of her work with one of her professors. He’s had two short roadies and a bunch of practices that have worn him to the quick, in-person signings and obligations with the franchise, phone calls with his father. 
And he doesn’t want to talk about it. He doesn’t want to think about it. Not any of it. He just wants to go to sleep.
“Sierra,” he says like a prayer, but like one of them prayers you only say when everything’s gone to shit and you’re begging God on your knees to stop beating you black and blue.
She shifts on the bed again, sits up. She doesn’t show him mercy, not a lick of it. “Lachlan,” she says. “I just—I was hoping, maybe you’d want to talk about it. If enough time passed. If I gave you enough time to…think about everything, maybe you’d bring it up again. But you haven’t.”
“There’s nothing to bring up,” Lachlan says. There’s a watermark on the ceiling. It’s an old apartment. Sierra and Abby are always complaining about how drafty it is, and maybe that’s part of living in a place that’s got so much history. Thin walls, single-glazed windows, stains all over you can only hope ain’t looking to expand anymore. 
“Lachlan,” Sierra snaps, and she sounds—real tense, now. Or at least, like, harsh. Fed up, like this’s been boiling up in her for ages—two weeks—and it’s finally overflowing. “Baby, c’mon.”
“C’mon, what?” Lachlan says, and he sits up too. Can’t stand the idea of staying still and prone. “Sierra, I don’t know what—what you want me to say.”
It’s only sort of a lie. It’s sort of mostly the truth. 
The truth is he doesn’t know if he can say what she wants him to say. Like, he just doesn’t know how to pronounce the words. How to get them out of his mouth. Used to, at least, back in the old days, they’d give you a bullet to bite down on when they were trying to saw off one of your limbs. That’s what Lachlan remembers reading about in history class once.
Sierra ain’t given him nothing. It’s like she wants to hear him scream.
“I don’t—” she breaks off, hands curling over her criss-crossed kneecaps before she lets out this long sigh that’s got her shoulders deflating. “I haven’t talked about it with anyone else,” she says, real quiet. “Not even Abby.”
“Good,” Lachlan says, immediately. He hadn’t even realized that might be an option for her, talking to someone else about the whole—thing. The thought, even if it didn’t happen, makes him want to freak, ants crawling all over his body. “Good, cause—you can’t, okay, it would be really bad. If anyone thought you thought—”
“See, that! Right there, Lachlan, that,” she says, gesturing with a hand. “I haven’t told anyone, and you’re still looking at me like I’m the problem. But maybe I need to talk about it with someone, okay? Maybe I think we need to be the kind of couple that can talk about things like this!”

Lachlan blinks, works his jaw. He—alright. Alright. “Of course we can—talk about stuff,” he says. “I just—there’s nothing to say, Sierra, that’s all. He’s not—that. Gay. He’s not—gay,” he adds, real quick when he sees the way her eyebrows jump up. You can’t even say it.
“Lachlan, it’s not just about…Crawford specifically, baby.  I mean, I thought Crawford and Tucker were dating and you acted like I was suggesting he’d—killed someone,” Sierra points out. “And you were afraid I was going to get the police involved! That’s not nothing, baby, we need to talk about it.”

“We really don’t—”

“I need to know that you don’t think it’s a crime,” she says, posture rigid. Unforgiving, unflinching. “That’s really fucking important to me.”
He flinches instead. He shakes his head. He rubs his hands over his thighs, down to cup his kneecaps and then back up. “It’s not,” he says, real quick. “I know it’s not, alright, it’s—but it’s bad, okay, it wouldn’t be—it’d be—”

“Bad?” Sierra repeats, and that’s not what he meant, he didn’t mean bad like bad, but her face looks carved out of fucking stone when she snaps, “Being queer isn’t bad, Lachlan Pucey, what the fuck is wrong—”
“No, I know, I know,” he says, quick, before she can say it again. Louder. God, what if she says it agan and louder? This is an old apartment. The walls are thin. “I know, okay, I’m not saying—it’s fine, being–gay is fine, alright, it’s cool. Love is love, I get it, I support it, I—”

“You just said—”
“But he can’t, alright, it would be—for him. Bad. Cause of hockey. Okay? That’s all. I meant. He can’t—Crawford, I mean—he isn’t anyway, I’ve been—I’ve been looking into it, and he isn’t. Um, gay. But if he was, I mean—if he had those sort of—uh, I don’t know. Tendencies? Uh—urges, I guess, he wouldn’t—act on ‘em or nothing. Okay. Because—it’d be bad.”

Sierra doesn’t say anything for a second, but she looks at him long and hard. “Because of hockey,” she says, like she’s testing out the words. “Crawford can’t be gay because he’s a hockey player instead. That’s what you mean, right?”

Lachlan swallows, tries not to flinch when he hears the words in her voice cause he thinks she’d notice. He shrugs instead, then nods and tries to sound confident about it when he replies, “Yeah. I mean—yeah. There aren’t—you’re not gay and a hockey player. No one is.”
“That you know about,” Sierra points out.
“What?”

“There aren’t any gay hockey players who have publicly come out. Or who have told you about their sexuality in private.”
“Yeah, that’s what I said,” he says stiffly, a little bit annoyed.
“No, you—that’s different,” she says. Her hand moves, like she wants to reach out between them and touch him but she thinks better of it. “Those are different things. You get that, right?”
Lachlan shrugs, looks away and scratches at the edge of his jaw. It feels a lot like splitting hairs, if he’s being honest. There aren’t any out hockey players. There aren’t any gay ones. Cause you can’t be gay and play hockey. You just—you can’t. Sierra just doesn’t understand, and Lachlan—if there are words to explain it to her, he doesn’t know them.

Okay, so it’s like this. Right, it’s like this:
When you’re real little, like real small, someone takes you by the hand and they sit you down and they show you how to lace up your skates, how to get them on real tight around the ankle and how to tuck the knots away so you don’t trip on them by accident. 
Then they’re gonna show you how to skate. And then they’re gonna show you how to fly. And then they’re gonna make you fall in love with that, with the freedom of it. They’re gonna say look how fast you can go, little man, and they’re gonna say, come here, come to me, come on, you can do it, look, no hands, wow, look at you go, and they’re gonna show you how far you can go and how quick you can get there. 
They’re gonna give you a little stick and they’re gonna show you what it feels like to push a puck past the goal line for the very first time, and it’s gonna feel a lot like falling in love. Or, because you’re so little, you’re so small and new to everything, maybe it’s the other way around. Maybe this is the first fantastic feeling, and maybe falling in love is always gonna feel a little like this. This euphoria, this disbelief, this breathless joy. 
And you’ll learn that hockey is freedom and flying and euphoria and pride, this straight dose of molten lava down to your bones that will make you feel light as air before anything’s ever really even made you feel heavy. Nothing else like it in the whole wide world. 

“They’re different,” Sierra insists. “Lachlan, I mean, I just—” she breaks off, rubs at her eyes and then breathes out like she’s forcing the tension out from her body. “Can you just….The other night, you said—you were—it was like you were scared, baby.”
“I wasn’t scared.”
“You couldn’t even say it,” Sierra says, like she needs to remind him. Like he hasn’t been thinking about that for two weeks.
“He’s not gay, okay,” he snaps, carding his hand through his hair and fighting the urge to get off the bed. To start pacing again. Lord knows what she’ll read into that. “There, I said it.”
“It’s not about Crawf—” she starts to say before she cuts herself off, pivots and says: “Okay. Okay, but what if he were? Just—hypothetically, Lachy, okay, I believe you, he’s not, but—hypothetically. What if he were gay?”
Lachlan sucks in air between his teeth and tamps down on his instinctive he’s not. It won’t do him any good, and it ain’t—it ain’t—how can Sierra not understand? It’s not a hypothetical, it’s just—it’s an impossibility. 
It’s just—Crawford loves hockey. He loves hockey, the same way Lachlan loves hockey, and when you love something like that, you can’t be gay. 
Or—you could, maybe. With anything else. If it weren’t hockey they loved. If it was like—Lachlan doesn’t know. If they’d grown up anything but hockey players, if all hockey players weren’t hockey players and loved other things the normal way that normal people love normal shit, the normal amount, then—maybe. Maybe they could all be fucking gay as a fucking rainbow, alright, maybe it wouldn’t—maybe it’d be allowed.
But it’s just not. Cause they all fell in love with the game. And Sierra doesn’t understand, like, fundamentally, maybe. She doesn’t understand, cause she played for a little bit, but she’s always said she just gave it up. Didn’t like it enough to stick it out after elementary school was over. Decided to do the debate club instead. 
Lachlan would have toughed it out through anything to have hockey. He would have let hockey strip him down to his bones, like no lie, no exaggeration, he would have clung to hockey even if it meant peeling off his skin and tearing through his nerve endings and his muscles, his sinew, drilling through the marrow of hisbones, right. Even if it demanded half of himself, he’d have kept playing. He’d have offered the other half, too, free of charge. He would have skated himself down to nothing.
How do you explain that to someone? What do you say?

It’s like this. Okay. Okay, it’s like this, right. They start you young. It’s like an arranged marriage and it’s like love at first sight and it’s like the greatest love story of your life. Someone helps you tie your skates. They lead you out onto the ice. You score a goal, you fall in love. It’s beautiful. It’s real fucking beautiful, the first time you meet hockey.
And sometimes, the person who tied your skates for the first time is the same person who takes you off the rink and into the locker room for the first time, too, but sometimes it’s not. Either way, no matter what, you find your way there, you find yourself there because someone showed you where it is. Someone takes you by the shoulders and pushes you from the ice down this tiny hallway and into a room that smells awful, like sweat and socks and too many boys crammed into too small a space, and they’ll tell you, they’ll say—they’ll sit you down on one of the benches in front one of the stalls, right, and they’ll say, this is the most important room in the world, okay?
And you’ll say, basically, what the fuck do you mean?
And they’ll say, did you like that? On the ice? Was that fun? Do you like hockey?
And you’ll say, I love hockey.
And they’ll nod, cause they’ll understand and remember exactly how that feels to fall in love with the game, and they’ll say, You can’t have out there, if you aren’t allowed in here, okay? Do you understand? 
And you won’t. You won’t have any fucking idea, because you’ll be real little and real small and still reeling from experiencing just how much you can love something for the very first time. You won’t understand up until the moment you do, and that’s what it’ll feel like too, like waiting and waiting and waiting for the puck to drop and then suddenly it’s left the ref’s hand. 
Cause one day you’re gonna be ten or twelve or fourteen or sixteen, and you’re gonna be standing in a locker room and you’re gonna get it. Cause you’re gonna realize what happens if you don’t belong somewhere you’re technically allowed to go. You’re gonna watch kids leave, take off their skates and hang them up cause they weren’t good enough or weren’t man enough, the bad kind of guy. Too soft, weird. Quick to cry, gay. Not a fit for the room so not a fit for the ice either. Not a fit for the team.
And you’re gonna realize that it really is the most important place in the entire fucking world, the room. It’s do or die, all the time, cause it’s the place you gotta go through to get to the ice. To play the game.
And you love the game; you love the ice.
So you’ll be whatever you gotta be and give up whatever you gotta give up to get there. To fit into the room so you’ll be allowed past the doors. Even if it means cutting off bits of yourself to slip past the doors, you’ll do it. Even if it means saying words you don’t believe in and laughing at jokes you don’t find all that funny. You’re real young. You’ve only ever loved one thing and you’d do whatever it takes to keep it, especially now that you understand all the ways you could lose it. 
And you can’t—you can’t fathom a world where you don’t have hockey. Where you can’t love it. You’ve loved it all your life. Since you were real small. You didn’t, like—it wasn’t like you grew up loving hockey, it’s like you grew around it, like it’s a part of you and if you ever lost it, there’d be this huge, aching hole in your body that nothing else would ever be able to replace.
So you can’t—so you gotta—so the room’s—so it’s real important to—so there’s nothing out there that would—
So Crawford can’t be gay. Is the point. Crawford can’t be gay, because he and Lachlan love hockey the same way. The same way thousands of little boys across the goddamn world love hockey. Enough to give anything up, anything away, if it means keeping it.
And no one’s gay in a locker room. No one’s stupid enough to risk it. 
And if they are, which they ain’t, but if they are, then they’re not—dating anyone. They’re not telling anyone, and they sure as hell ain’t flaunting it. They ain’t gay and open about it. They ain’t gay and actually, you know—gay. 
Cause the room wouldn’t never allow it. 
And sure, maybe it’s like—maybe someone’s gotta be first, maybe it’s all one small step for man, one giant leap for mankind or what the fuck ever, but it’s like. The odds are real minuscule, right. Gay hockey players. Gay hockey players that are, like, out. That are—out and breathing and playing hockey in the big leagues and kissing their fellas on the side. That sounds nice, in theory, you know, but it’s like. It sounds real fantasy level stuff, too. The way the moon landing would sound if you tried to explain it to someone in the 1860s. If you tried to explain it to someone in 1960, hell, if you tried to explain it to someone in 1968.
It just ain’t, like. A thing. It just ain’t possible. The room wouldn’t never allow it and no guy who loves hockey enough to get his foot through the door of that room would ever risk it. 
Would ever love something else enough to risk hockey.
So Crawford ain’t. Cause Crawford ain’t stupid and he ain’t a risk taker neither. He understands locker rooms same way Lachlan does. Better even, maybe, cause sometimes Lachlan gets so mad he forgets that every joke in the room’s supposed to be laughed at, sometimes Lachlan forgets he’s supposed to laugh when he don’t want to do nothing more than start throwing his fists around, like—
Of all the guys, Crawford’d be last on Lachlan’s list of—like. Crawford would be the last on his list, alright, cause Lachlan—Lachlan’s always thought no one’s ever gotten what all of it means to him, the hockey and the love and the need for it. Not the way Crawford does. So if Crawford—if he was—if he—
Then it’d be like maybe he didn’t know him at all.

“Not Crawford then,” Sierra says. “Just—hypothetically. Someone else on the Metros. They’re gay. What do you do.”
“What?”

“Like—Pike. If Hayden Pike came to you and said he was gay—”

“Hayden has two children, and his wife’s pregnant with the third, I think if he came to me and said he was gay we’d have bigger fucking problems to deal with—”

“I—okay, Hollander. If Shane Hollander was gay, what would you say?”

Lachlan blinks at her, then lets out a bark of laughter. 
She doesn’t crack a smile. 
“I’m just trying to understand, Lachlan,” she tells him, and her chin wobbles a little bit. “If someone—a hockey player—came out to you, what would you do? Cause you’re—I don’t think you know either.”
“It wouldn’t happen,” he says. “Sierra, it just—it isn’t something that can happen. Not even—hell, look. If—if my buddy Trip in Dallas called me up, told me he had a boyfriend, I’d throw him a goddamn party if that’s what he wanted. Alright? Is that what you wanna hear? I’m not homophobic, I just—it’s—dangerous. In the league. You don’t understand, man, but it’s real—dangerous. It’d be bad. Okay? It’d end. Bad.”
“I’m trying to understand,” she snaps, wrapping her arms tight around her own middle and looking at him like he’s disappointing her and hurting her all in one. He hates it. He hates the look on her face, hates the fact that he put it there, but he’s—he doesn’t know what to tell her. “Fuck, Lachlan, you can’t tell me anything, but I’m fucking trying, okay? I’m—”
She breaks off and turns her head away, blinking real quick at the wall across from her bed like she’s trying not to cry, and Lachlan feels real rotten and like he’s gonna be sick.
He wants to say whatever will make her happy again. He wants to tell her the truth, but he doesn’t know what that is. 
Okay, like, what would Lachlan do if Shane fucking Hollander told him he was gay? He can’t even fucking imagine. Laugh? Support him? Give him a little pride pin or something? What’s the right answer? It’s like asking what he’d do if he lived in an alternate reality where you could take a flying car to Pluto and his dad never busted up his shoulder and his dogs could talk to him and the lockout never ended and Santa’s Christmas elves stocked the grocery store aisles. It’s like—completely impossible, how the fuck is he supposed to figure out a serious answer to a stupid fucking hypothetical?
“I don’t know what to do if we can’t talk about this stuff,” she tells him, folding her legs up and wrapping her arms around her calves. “But you’re just…you’re not telling me anything, Lachlan. You’re not letting me in.”
“I’m not—” he closes his mouth, opens it again. “Baby,” he says, “there’s nothing to tell.”
She shakes her head, rests her cheek on her knee, looks away from him. It’s sorta gutting. Sorta devastating. It’s too fucking late in the night for this shit. Or early, Lachlan doesn’t know. Lachlan doesn’t know. What to say. What to do. 
“If…Crawford was…gay,” he tries, real slow. Sierra doesn’t stop him. She doesn’t say, never mind, I changed my mind, I don’t want to hear this, you don’t gotta say it. “It’d be…bad. He’d be taking a risk with his future career, okay, that’s what I mean. That’s all. He wouldn’t—I’m not saying one way or another, about anything, this is cold, hard, objectionable fact: he’d be kicked out of the room. Any room, on any of the fucking teams, alright?”
Sierra turns her face on her knee, looks at him. Her lips quirk up a little, like hardly at all, but just a little. “Objective,” she corrects, and Lachlan rolls his eyes. 
“Whatever,” he says. “It’s just a fact. The room wouldn’t let him stay. If he was a—if he was gay. So he’d lose his career, he’d lose—all the training, the contracts would be bought out, no GM would want him. He’s what, he’s got two years, studying gender theory in college, what’s that gonna get him, job wise?”

“He majored in gender studies?”

“Shit, don’t tell him I told you,” he winces. “He doesn’t want people to know, cause—”

“Cause it’s not what the room expects,” Sierra says, and Lachlan shrugs. She unfolds herself carefully, reaches across the divide between them and takes his hand. He lets her. “The room can change,” she tells him, real quiet. “You know that, right? It’s just—you mean the locker room, right? That changes when the people do, baby.”
Lachlan shrugs again. Isn’t stupid enough to disagree out loud, but his mind’s full of flying cars and moon landings. Sure. The locker room can change. But that sounds less like positive thinking and more like a silly, impossible kind of hypothetical.
“If Crawford—or Hollander—or Pike came out,” Sierra says, real slow, holding onto his hand maybe so he can’t leave the bed. “Baby, I’m saying if, alright, if. If any hockey player came out to you, around you—I guess I want to know, like…what would you do?”

“I—I don’t know what you want me to say,” Lachlan admits. Real quiet. He’ll say it. He just—he’s going without a script here.
“Just the truth,” she whispers, like it’s easy. Like he’s just been—hiding it under his tongue this whole time. “Tell me what you’d say.”
Lachlan shakes his head. He doesn’t know. What would he say? If it was—fuck, alright. If it was Hollander. He’d say—well, obviously, Shane Hollander wouldn’t be gay and he definitely wouldn’t fucking ask for Lachlan’s opinion on the topic, so he wouldn’t say anything to his face. 
But he thinks Briker would be a fucking dick about it, and he’s been looking for an excuse to punch Briker in the mouth since January, so he’d probably do that. And then, like, if other teams were talking shit about his gay captain, he’d probably get a major penalty defending him. He’d probably drop gloves every shift if he had to, cause Hollander’s his captain, even if he fucked off to Switzerland when they needed him. He’s still Lachlan’s captain. So Lachlan would—
“I’d probably, like. I’d have their back,” he says. If it was Hollander. He’d have his back. If it was any of the guys on the team, probably. Hell, even if it was Briker, maybe. Probably. He’d have their backs.
If it was Crawford, though—Lachlan doesn’t know.
It’s fucking awful that he doesn’t know. That he can taste the lie when he thinks about saying it. If Crawford came out to him, told him he was dating Tucker fucking Morris, Lachlan would—would Lachlan—
“Maybe there’s a gay player just waiting for it to feel safe enough to come out,” Sierra says, half a question, and Lachlan shakes his head automatically.
There ain’t. There just—there ain’t. She doesn’t understand.
But he doesn’t want her to pull away either, doesn’t want to see her small like that again, so he opens his mouth, tries to put the feeling into words. “Sierra, it’s—” he breaks off. Exhales. Inhales. “Okay, so, like….”
She waits. He thinks, not for the first time, he loves her a little bit. For waiting.
“You start playing when you’re really young,” he finally says. “Right? You did, too. You said you started playing when you were—what, five? Six?”

“Yeah,” she agrees. “My mom enrolled me in lessons as soon as I was old enough. She wanted—she was worried I’d speak English with an accent if I didn’t have activities outside of the house, and every kid in the GTA plays hockey, so.”
Lachlan blinks. He hadn’t known that. But—he hadn’t ever really asked, either. Figured every kid wanted to skate, simple as that. “Oh,” he says. 
She smiles a little, close-mouthed, half-tick, and touches his knee. “You start playing young,” she says, nudging him.
“Right,” he says. “Like—real young. I was skating when I was three, and I know—you know, my dad and brother had a lot to do with that, but either way, it’s—you’re young. Before you know anything about anything else about yourself, okay? You start when you’re so young, and then you—-if you love it, if you really, really, love it, you stick with it, and you keep sticking with it, and that’s the only way you make it as far as the big leagues. You keep sticking with it. And loving it. And—and choosing it. Over—everything.”
He pauses, wonders if he’s making sense. Isn’t sure, but she doesn’t stop him, so he continues, stop and start, half fucking nonsense, probably, “You can’t make it to the big leagues if you can’t make it in the room, yeah? It—you have to be a room guy. Like—either you’re a guy that’s good in the room or you’re a guy that can blend into the background or you’re terrible in the room but you’re literally the next coming of Christ Himself. But that’s—like. The guys who aren’t good, the guys who don’t fit, they don’t last. They just—they don’t.”
“That’s awful,” Sierra mumbles, and Lachlan shrugs. He thinks, like—it’s not about awful or not awful. It’s just about hockey. It’s just about getting to play the game. How and when.
“But they start us really young, you know,” Lachlan points out. “It’s like—so we can love hockey before we know anything else, like. About ourselves. So. I mean, that’s why it’s not possible. What you’re saying. It’s just—not.”
Now Sierra frowns, eyebrows pinching together. “I think—you have to explain that one to me, baby,” she says, careful. “I don’t—I don’t think I follow.”
“If you—like, okay. You love hockey, right. And you gotta be in the room. You gotta stay, like. In the room so you can play hockey. So. I mean, you wouldn’t—if you was gay, you wouldn’t be. Like. You probably—by the time you found out, you’d already be playing, so. You just wouldn’t be. So you could stay.”
Sierra stares at him. “Lachlan, that’s terrible,” she whispers, and Lachlan puts his hands up, don’t shoot the messenger.
“I’m not—I ain’t saying it’s good, I’m just—them’s the facts, that’s all. I’m just—you just wouldn’t be, you just—you wouldn’t take that risk, cause it’s—it’d cost you everything.”
“It’s not a choice,” Sierra argues, her eyebrows flattening out and her eyes getting all big and wet again. “Lachy, baby, being gay—it’s not something you choose, you’re born that way, you’re not—you don’t get, like, test results back, you’re not—I don’t know—”
“No, I’m not saying that, I know it’s—okay, being gay ain’t a choice, but like. Acting on it. That is, yeah?”

Sierra opens her mouth. Closes it. Opens it again, says, “What?”

“Maybe guys have those—urges, or whatever, I dunno, maybe they got gay thoughts, but, like. You act on ‘em, and you’ve made a choice. And that’s what I’m saying, babe. Nobody in the league’s gonna act on that shit, cause they know what they’re risking and they ain’t gonna risk hockey. Not for nothing.”
“So, what, you think—you’re saying you don’t think there’s…anyone in the league who’d let themselves have a gay relationship, even just—in secret, on the side? Because of hockey?”

“Sierra, there are guys on my team who won’t even let themselves have a slice of cake in case it affects their game,” Lachlan shakes his head, not exasperated, but definitely tired. Crosses his arms and then uncrosses them just as fast. “It’s just—no, yeah. I don’t think so. I can’t imagine it. No.”
For a second, she doesn’t say anything. She just looks at him, all slanted eyebrows and pursed lips, like she’s just been presented with an unsolved puzzle and a time limit. 
“I’m not saying it’s good or, or, I’m not—proud of the—state of things or anything,” he adds when she stays quiet and thoughtful. “I’m not. I’d—I hope it changes, the room and—and what guys gotta give, but I think—I just—that’s all I meant, the other day. When you was saying that about Crawford and his buddy. It’s not just—it’s dangerous. Is all. It’s not possible and it’s dangerous, and I’m sorry if I—I should have handled it better, I was just—caught off guard.”
He swallows, casts around for something else to say and comes up empty. He’s been running out of words for the last couple of miles, scraping the bottom of the gas tank, unable to shake the feeling he’s not explaining anything at all the way he should be and yet also, somehow, like he’s been tearing himself open and leaving his insides bare for her to look at, a little like how he’d felt when he was standing next to his bookshelf, watching Crawford look over his studio and the mess of him all spread out for him to see.
“You don’t need to say sorry,” Sierra tells him finally, and she puts her hand on his wrist, squeezing it gently. He doesn’t shrug, mostly just cause he’s tired of shrugging. He sorta feels like he needs to say sorry. He almost made her cry. “I’m sorry,” she adds, slipping her hand down into his and tangling their fingers together. “For pushing. It just—”
It’s her turn to shrug. She does, lopsided and pretty.
“It felt like we weren’t communicating where it mattered, and that’s important. For any relationship,” she says. “To be able to talk about the hard stuff. To want to.”
Lachlan thinks to want to is a pretty fucking tall order, but he nods real quick so she thinks he’s in total agreement, just cause they’ve spent the last couple of weeks being on opposite sides from each other, so it’s real important to agree again. “Right, no, for sure, I agree one hundred percent,” he says, and he squeezes her hand back, shifts and turns his head so he can see the clock on her bedside table. “Okay, so let’s meet back here, same time next week, one in the morning. What do you think, wanna tackle religion next? Poverty rates? Women-hating old man professors?”
It makes Sierra swat at his shoulder, but it also makes her laugh, too loud and too bright for this time of night. Morning. Whatever. Lachlan lets out a breath of relief anyway, at just the sound.
“Shut up,” she says, and Lachlan, for one, is happy to obey, happy for the excuse to lay down, slip back beneath the covers and be quiet.
He feels like a bruise all over, if he thinks about it for too long. Or like a—a half-picked at scab, something real gross. Something real vulnerable to infection. God, he said a bunch of stupid shit, and now she knows it, and he doesn’t even feel better after. He doesn’t feel like he’s done anything but opened his fat mouth and talked a whole lot of bullshit. Crawford’s still—and Lachlan ain’t anywhere closer to figuring out how he’d—if Crawford was, which he ain’t, but—
“Lachlan,” Sierra whispers and it’s only probably been like two minutes since they last spoke, but it feels a little like it’s been hours.
He grunts in reply, turns over onto his side so he can look at her.
She reaches out, runs her fingers over the edge of his chain and then wraps them around his crucifix. He holds himself really, really still. 
“I don’t want you to say anything,” she says, real quiet. “I just want you to think about it, okay?”
Lachlan grunts a little. Agreement’s easier than words anyway. He’s listening. Sure. He can think about whatever she wants him to think about. Add it to the fucking list.
She adjusts the pillow beneath her head, moves closer on the bed as shifts to get comfortable. “What if,” she whispers, and then she sucks her bottom lip in between her teeth, hesitates. “What if you had a friend who…I know you said players—they start young, but not all players. Not everyone. What if you had a teammate who knew he liked guys, or—grew up loving a guy, knew he did way before he started playing?”

Lachlan inhales and then he forgets to exhale til he feels like he’s gonna explode, pressure valve jammed and system going haywire.
He doesn’t know. He can’t imagine it. Or he can. Maybe he can. Maybe he just doesn’t want to. 
“I dunno,” he says, rolling onto his back, blinking up at the ceiling. There’s too much ugly possibility in Sierra’s words. Something too knowing. They ain’t talking hypotheticals. They ain’t talking about some random guy deep in the closet and warming the bench somewhere out in Vegas. They’re talking about Crawford. She can strip him of his name and they can whisper about it, get really vague and shit, but it’s still just Crawford. She’s telling him he doesn’t need to say anything, she just wants him to think about it.
Like he’s been capable of doing anything else lately. Like he ain’t driving himself in-fucking-sane thinking about it. Thinking about Crawford being gay. Thinking about Crawford being gay for Tucker fucking Morris. Thinking about what that means, about his priorities and his future and his relationship with God and—and his relationship with Lachlan, how much he trusts or doesn’t trust him. 
He didn’t tell him shit. Not about the sugar packet and not about all the years before that.
It’s like—can Lachlan even be mad, right, if Crawford was keeping this thing a secret from him the entire time he’s known him? If it ain’t some new development, some thing he started feeling and worked through while Lachlan was sitting next to him on their couch in Laval, on the plane going or coming from city on the eastern seaboard, if he’s been feeling like this since before he ever met Lachlan, then can Lachlan even be mad that he didn’t know?
Or, it ain’t about can. Lord knows Lachlan’s capable. It’s more like—goddamn, you know, what right does he have? 
“Just,” Sierra murmurs, real gentle from beside him, like she’s got her kid-gloves on and he’s labeled FRAGILE: HANDLE WITH CARE. “Think about it. Like—if the love was there before the danger was introduced, then—do you think maybe…someone would risk it?”
Lachlan doesn’t know. He wants to tell her the risk was probably always there for Crawford, one way or another. He’d still be a good ol’ Southern boy of faith, even if he wasn’t a hockey player. Them good ol’ Southern boys don’t tend to take kindly to a couple of gay guys kissing, but.
But maybe the problem is that Lachlan doesn’t know what Crawford’s capable of risking when it comes to love. They ain’t ever talked about it. About love.
“I dunno,” he says, blinking up at the water stain on her ceiling. “I…guess.”
Maybe if you fell in love with something more than you loved hockey, you’d risk it all. Maybe if you fell in love with something before you fell in love with hockey, you wouldn’t be able to ignore the thoughts or the urges or whatever part of you makes you look twice at another guy and notice his smile.
Maybe you’d risk it all, even if you aren’t a risk taker. Maybe that’s what everyone means when they say love changes you. Maybe it does, for worse and for better. Maybe it makes you brave and it makes you stupid and it makes everyone around you hold their breath and bite at their fingernails and pray that you come to your senses. 
Maybe when Crawford fell in love, it was like—shooting stars and fucking rainbows and shit. A little slice of heaven, singing along to “Islands in the Stream” with the windows rolled down, going seventy down a clear road with the sun smiling down and warming the car from the inside out. Maybe burying the puck in the back of the net gives him the same sort of butterflies kissing Tucker Morris for the first time gave him. Maybe that came first, chicken and the egg style. Maybe the love came before the hockey for him.
Lachlan doesn’t know. Lachlan doesn’t know nothing except for the fact that thinking about it makes him feel sick, inside and out. The chorus of maybemaybemaybemaybe in his head is getting louder. It’s impossible to ignore. It’s starting to sound a lot less like maybe and a lot more like youdidn’ttellmeyoudidn’ttellmeyoudidn’ttellme.
It ain’t fair, probably. Probably, it ain’t fair and it ain’t something to be proud of either. But he ain’t. He ain’t proud of it. Doesn’t change nothing. If Crawford’s—
Then he didn’t tell him. And he should have. Lachlan would have been so fucking happy for him, if he’d just told him he was in love with somebody. At least, he would have had time to practice if he’d had a little warning in advance.
Sierra shifts over onto her back, and he can hear it when she starts falling asleep by the way her breathing changes, stretches out. It’s not ten minutes later before she’s snoring softly, foot pressed up against his thigh. 
He tries closing his eyes and he tries praying, but he isn’t sure what he can say. Already knows what God would want him to do with all the anger and the hurt and the betrayal burning in his chest. He’d want him to give it up. He’d want him to toss it in the river and then wash his hands. He’d want Lachlan to think about how the universe must have looked before He created light, when the earth was nothing but darkness without an end. How that was the Beginning, the very first thing He gave the earth after He shaped it in His hands because that had to be the first thing. The light had to come before the fresh water and the vegetation and the creatures and the humans.
He’d probably tell Lachlan nothing grows in darkness, and He’d probably tell Lachlan to get over himself and He’d probably tell Lachlan that there ain’t no goddamn point, to any of it, if he can’t love his brother as he loves himself. He’d probably say, Jesus Christ, Lachlan Lee. Forgive men their trespasses. Haven't you been paying attention?
He doesn’t know how long he stays like that, on his back with his eyes closed, but eventually, he shifts onto his side and then onto his front. He tries telling himself it’s cause his neck was getting real sore in that position, musta strained it during practice, but really, it’s some sorta half-forgotten prey instinct. He can’t stomach the idea of keeping his underbelly exposed like that for long, even if he trusts God not to hurt him in a way he can't handle. 

There’s a video that gets posted online end of March or so. Not the one with Ilya Rozanov, drunk in a club and waxing poetic about Switzerland and Shane Hollander. Lachlan’s seen that one and he doesn’t need to see it more than the once to get the picture.
Nah, the Montreal Metros post their own video, a couple of days after Rozanov’s impromptu interview. It’s like their version of damage control, except there’s not really much damage to control, no bleeding to stop. Sure, it’s probably tense over in the Boston Raiders’ front office, but the Metros don’t come off looking any worse for wear. It ain’t their star center drunk in a club missing his buddy so loudly you can see it from space.
But they post their own video anyway, either as low-level damage control or to capitalize on whatever attention they can get out of the moment. It’s nothing real special or interesting, just this ten minute segment of random questions that’ve been sent in for the players to answer. 
Honestly, it ain’t nothing but smoke and mirrors. No one’s sent the fucking questions in; some intern in one of the back offices probably sat down and, like–pulled them off the Internet or something, and then Spencer Presley went prowling around the locker room looking for guys to snatch up for the video. 
Lachlan’d gotten out of it by faking a real important visit to the trainers. Crawford hadn’t been so lucky. Or—probably more accurately, Spencer Presley had sniffed him out on purpose, pulled him in for filming for no other reason than cause, as far as Lachlan can tell, they’re locked in some sorta power struggle where they’re both just trying to make each other’s lives as miserable as possible all the while smiling real nice and pretty.
It don’t matter all that much, and it ain’t something Crawford’s ever explained to him. All Lachlan knows is that Crawford’s tried his damndest to never say anything interesting or honest into Spencer Presley’s microphone, and Presley’s retaliated by putting him in front of the cameras almost twice as much as Lachlan and Pitchy, even more than the guys just a few years older than them.
But so the Metros post this video, right, real good timing so that if anyone’s searching up Metros video hockey hollander, they’ll get this one first, cause it’s got most all of those keywords in its title even though Shane’s barely in it for thirty seconds. Just long enough to say he likes vacuuming on Sundays as a routine meditative exercise or whatever.
Lachlan usually skips that part when he watches the video, so he doesn’t actually know. Usually, Lachlan skips over all the intro stuff and the parts with the other players, drags the cursor to the halfway mark on the Youtube progress bar. Six minutes and twelve seconds in, the film cuts away from Bruntley’s bored face and to Crawford. 
And that’s the part, that—
Lachlan’s lost fucking count, how many goddamn times he’s watched this fucking video. He just—he watches it and then he closes the window and he has to go and do something, walk around or walk it off, but there ain’t nothing he can do. 
So he just opens the tab again. Pulls up Youtube. Searches for the video. Drags the cursor forward. Watches it again, like maybe—maybe this time, something will be different. Either Crawford won’t say what Crawford says or Lachlan will realize he means something completely different or Lachlan will figure out what he’s supposed to do now, with all the space in his head the maybes were taking up.
In the video, Crawford is slumped down in his chair, hands resting on his thighs in the vee his legs make when they’re spread out like that. Spencer Presley is holding a microphone out to him even though Lachlan’s pretty sure it ain’t even turned on or nothing. It’s a prop, just like the note cards in her hands. Just like the long, sharp red nails she’s got wrapped around the microphone’s base.
Crawford says he likes long walks on the beach. He says he’d probably be a fisherman if he wasn’t a hockey player. Maybe a teacher. He says he used to want to go vegetarian, he says he doesn’t like the Rolling Stones or the Beatles. He likes pineapple on pizza. His favorite meal is chicken enchiladas, but he had this real good mango salsa and salmon once, a recipe that was going around the Metros’ AHL team. He says he’d probably be left-handed if it weren’t for the fact that he’s right-handed. He says the only part of trail mix he likes it the really salty raisins you get left with when all the salt from the nuts gets knocked off ‘em in the bag. He says that’s cause his sister and his brother used to fight over the M&Ms in the bagged mix they got from the Pig, and he wasn’t about to complicate matters by trying to dig out his fair share.
Spencer asks him if he ever got bored in Georgia in between seasons with his college team out in Denver and his AAA team up in Mass. She says it like she already knows the answer, like there’s only one she can think of, and she’s already moved onto the next question in her head.
But Crawford—he smiles a little bit. Straightens and shrugs and runs a hand through his hair. “It was real hard to keep up the practice, seeing as there weren’t no other D-men around to play against, but we made do.”

“We?” Spencer says.
In the video, Crawford ducks his head a little bit. Maybe he’s looking kind of bashful, Lachlan doesn’t know. Lachlan keeps watching it, trying to figure it out, but the truth is he doesn’t know. “Yeah, yh, me and a buddy of mine, there was one summer—musta been seventeen, I think. I was being a—I was pissed I wasn’t getting good practice on my aim, like the way it would be on the ice, so my buddy—he tricked out his truck, tied a bunch of glass bottles to the ends of this plank’a wood and strapped that down on the rim of his truck, drove back and forth and up and down this parking lot so I could try and break ‘em with the puck.”

It’s—like, it’s the most Crawford’s maybe ever said to Spencer Presley in one sitting and it’s honest. It’s so fucking truthful, like Crawford—like Crawford didn’t even think about lying about it. Like he wanted to be honest. Like he wanted to tell someone.
Usually, Lachlan pauses the video right there for a second or two, just to—just to take a little break.
When he unpauses it, Spencer’s lip curls up. “Wow,” she tells Crawford, like she don’t understand what a gift she’s just been given. Hank Crawford’s soft and unfiltered honest joy. “But, Hank, couldn’t you have just put on roller skates and practiced shooting at stationary targets?”

Crawford looks at her like he can’t believe a journalist would ask such a fucking drag of a question. “Yeah,” he replies, real slow. “But then I wouldn’t have gotten to slap pucks at a moving vehicle, Ms. Presley.”
“Right,” she says, and Lachlan thinks if she was less of a professional, she’d be rolling her eyes and raising her voice and raking her red nails down Crawford’s smirking face.
But she is—a professional, that is. So the interview goes on. Crawford uses 2-in-1 in the shower. Crawford’s favorite book is Moby Dick. Crawford listens to rock music when he’s driving. Crawford dislikes poutine.
It’s a mix of lies and things too boring to be anything but the truth. Some of this stuff Lachlan doesn’t know but sort of recognizes anyway. Some of this stuff Lachlan knows for sure ain’t nothing but a falsehood. Crawford listens to classical stuff, not classic rock. And he loves the fuck out of poutine, if only cause he knows he shouldn’t be eating it at all.
And then, eight minutes into the video, Spencer asks, “What’s your favorite eye color?” 
Even she sounds a little bored with the questions. It ain’t exactly high-end journalism; if she went to school to study this shit, this is probably not what she’d been imagining she’d end up doing with that fancy degree.
“I mean—blue, I guess. I just got the one,” Crawford tells her, smirking a little. “I think I’m biased.”

Spencer makes a sound that’s a little like a laugh, except for the way it’s got claws. “What’s your favorite eye color on a girl?” she asks, sly. It ain’t completely out of left field. Adder’d been asked about his perfect first date, and Briker had spent a couple of minutes describing his ideal type of girl down to the texture of her hair.
Crawford’s mouth goes thin for a second anyway, his eyes flashing like he’s real annoyed. In the video, if you’re looking real close, you can see the way his hands slip into the pockets of his joggers. You can see the way his leg starts bouncing. 
Then, if you’re looking real closely, you can tell there’s a moment where he sorta—comes to a conclusion or something, some kinda realization. He relaxes back into the chair he’s sat on and he looks directly at the camera with this twist of his mouth, fond and like he’s fixing to tell a joke.
“I mean,” he says. It sounds like he’s swallowing down a chunk of laughter. “Why choose?”
It’s the same tone he’d used to tell the other story, about the summer he spent sniping pucks at the back of his buddy’s truck. 
He hadn’t said the name of the guy who was driving back then, but he hadn’t needed to. Not if you’ve been paying attention, and Lachlan’s been paying nothing but attention. He’s been paying so much goddamn attention that he’s fixing to bleed the bank dry. 

He still can’t figure out the joke. Or—he can, cause he remembers meeting Tucker Morris for the first time, shaking his hand and thinking that the guy had weirder eyes than he’d realized from looking at the pictures of him on Crawford’s Instagram. In the photos, sometimes he was in shadow or laughing real big or turning away from the phone so only half his face was in the shot. In real life, there was no missing the fact the guy got the one brown eye and the one blue one. 
So it ain’t actually that Lachlan can’t figure out the joke. It’s more like—he gets it, but he just can’t decide what the difference is, between getting the joke and being in on it and being someone the comedian’s laughing at. He thinks it depends on where you’re sitting: in the audience or backstage.
He thinks: maybe. Maybe maybe maybe.
But all his maybes are pretty lackluster these days. They’re more like a reflection of this knee-jerk reaction he’s trained himself into rather than any kind of actual protest. 

They ain’t gonna talk about it, not ever. Probably. They’re probably never gonna talk about it, cause Crawford won’t ever tell Lachlan there’s something he’d like to talk about and Lachlan won’t never find the words to start the conversation himself. Some things are too big to ever leave the mouth. It ain’t nothing but a matter of logistics. Your throat’s too small to fit your heart in it. You’d probably choke to death if you tried.
But if they was gonna talk about it, if they could talk about it, then it’d probably go like this:
Lachlan’d spend a day or a week or two weeks or more trying to write a script to stick to. Trying to memorize his lines. Trying to figure out what all he’s supposed to say and how to say it cause he’d know, like in his guts, right, he’d only get the one chance to say it. Crawford’d never let himself be alone with him again if he said the wrong thing. He’s like a goddamn skittish fucking cat, honestly. Got a million hidey-holes Lachlan don’t got access to, which is something he’s only realized real recently.
So, anyway, Lachlan’d say, hey, buddy.
Or he’d say, hey, Crawford.
Or he’d say, hey. Hey, H.
And Crawford’d look up from his phone or his book or away from the window, would say, what’s up, man, no need to yell, I’m right here.
And Lachlan would look at his face and his stupid smirk and his blue eyes and the way he’s holding his mouth like he’s got this laughter trapped inside of him, and he’d toss his script out the window. Total ad-lib. He’d say—he’d say, hey, so. You remember when we was out for your birthday, at the pasta class thing, and I was making fun of your dough so you shoved my face into the counter top and I got flour up my nose?
And that’d make Crawford laugh, probably, cause it’d taken Crawford fucking ages to stop laughing when he’d done that back then. Yeah, he’d say. Fucking A, he’d say.
And Lachlan’d say, and remember when you got Hayden to distract me so you could hide my suitcase in Hollander’s bathtub when we were down in Nashville and I had to go knock on the captain’s door in nothing but my tighty-fucking-whities and a ball cap cause you took everything else?
And Crawford would be laughing so hard he’d probably have to wipe tears away from the corners of his eyes, and he’d say, oh, man, Lox, that was a good one. That was—real good, man.
And Lachlan’d say, and remember when you threw down your gloves trying to defend my daddy’s honor cause you didn’t want some Trawler telling me he was a cheating piece of shit? Even if you wasn’t talking to me much back then? Even when you can’t fight to save your fucking life?
And Crawford’d say, yeah, man. I remember that, hell, my face is still tender sometimes when it rains, you know?
And Lachlan’d say, and remember before Christmas, when we was picking out our tree on that farm you found and you accidentally knocked one of the pre-cut ones over and half the needles came off it and then you blamed me when the owner came looking, and he almost guilted us into buying the damn thing before I told him I’d spend double on a nicer one if we got to chop it down ourselves?
And Crawford’d laugh a little, rub the back of his neck, say something like, well you was the one who tripped me into it in the first place, man, so—
And Lachlan’d cut him off cause he’d be running out of nerve faster than he’s ever run out of patience with the guy, and he’d say, real clear and simple, he’d say, even when you did all that shit, you was my favorite person. You’ve been—it’s been ages. You’ve been my favorite person for ages now. Jesus Christ, H, You give me more whiplash and gray hairs and laughter lines than anyone else in the entire world, like—you age me prema-fucking-turely, dude, but that’s alright, right, cause I figure it was gonna happen anyway, so it might as well happen with you, right, aging. Getting old. It’s like—man, I’d have to go through some sorta fucking…personality transplant or something to make that not be true anymore, if you getting flour and egg up my goddamn nose didn’t change nothing. You hear me, Crawford?
And Crawford—Crawford’d probably laugh a little, maybe shy, maybe pleased, maybe uncomfortable. He’d run his hand through his hair. He’d crack his knuckles. He’d say, man, that’s real sweet. What, are you dying or something?
And Lachlan’d say, no, man. I’m just—I’m just trying to figure out how you could be gay and think you couldn’t tell me, man. I’m just trying to figure out where you got confused with that shit, cause I gotta be honest, H, I thought you was way smarter than that.
And Crawford’d get stiff all over if he didn’t try to run right then and there. He’d probably think about it. He’d probably get real close to just—throwing himself overboard and trying to swim to shore or something. And he’d say, probably, real stiff and quiet, what, way smarter than being a fag?
And Lachlan’d say, well, yeah, man, don’t you know? Don’t you know the fucking risk you’re taking here? Don’t you know? Is he worth it, H?
And he wouldn’t mean to. But the words would just burst out of him, even if he didn’t mean to say ‘em. He’d want to say something else, like, love is love or some shit like that, but Lachlan knows himself well enough to know, like. He wouldn’t, probably. 
And Crawford’d say—maybe he’d say, I know the risks, man. Which one of the two of us here went to college? I can do the fucking math.
Or he’d say, real serious, he’d say, yeah. He is, of course he is.
Or he’d say, chin tilted up like he’s baiting Lachlan into dropping his gloves, he’d say, wasn’t it you that told me you wanted me to find a love that’d make me brave?
And if he said that, Lachlan would say, holy shit, man, there’s a difference between being brave and being stupid, you goddamn idiot, holy shit, Crawford, what if someone finds out, what are we gonna do if someone finds out and tells the GM or the captain or—
Or Crawford would—maybe he’d get sorta shy and sorta pleased about it, maybe he’d be relieved to talk about it a little bit. Lachlan’s pretty sure he ain’t been talking about his big gay feelings for Tucker Morris all over the damn town, so—maybe he’d duck his head down and his cheeks would get sorta red, and he’d say, we weren’t telling anyone yet.
And Lachlan would say—
Or he wouldn’t say, cause he’d never say and he’s trying to be honest here, at least in the privacy of his own mind, but he’d think, he’d—
I didn’t think I was just anyone, he’d think, but he wouldn’t ever say. 
Out loud, he’d probably say something like, I’m really happy for you, Crawford.
And then real quietly, in his own mind, he’d think, Hank Colton Crawford, you’re scaring me shitless, man. If I gotta be scared for the both of us, I goddamn will be, but please for the love of God, tell me you know what you’re doing.
And Crawford wouldn’t, obviously, cause he ain’t a mind reader and even if he was, there’s no chance in hell he knows what he’s doing. He’d say, probably, like, thanks, man. It means a lot.
And Lachlan’d say, any time, man. You know it.
And he’d make it sound easy, saying it. He’d want Crawford to believe that it was easy to say. 
But it probably wouldn’t be.
If it was easy to say, he’d probably have already said it, found a time to talk about it somewhere in the mess of the tail end of March and the first few days of April. But he hadn’t, and to be honest, he probably won’t. They probably won’t never talk about it, not any of it, cause sometimes the only thing worse than the question of maybe is the definitie response that answers it.

The Metros fucking crush the Centaurs on home ice, 7-2. The Bell Centre loses its fucking mind around goal 4 and then the noise never dies down. It’s, like—bordering on cruel, Lachlan thinks real privately, but he ain’t gonna begrudge the team a point in the standings, ain’t gonna try to rain on their parade when he feels the same buoyant elation in his every step off the ice. Hell, even Hollander’s grinning, looking real pleased with his two point night, a clean assist and a nasty goal that looked like pure, highlight reel Shane Hollander.
Crawford’s awarded first star though after he nets a sick goal in the first and spends all his fucking time on the ice controlling the fucking game, it feels like. 
Lachlan’s chest is warm and tight all over with pride as he leans up against the edge of the tunnel to watch him skate back out onto the ice to wave at the home crowd as the announcers call his name
His bucket’s off, tucked beneath his arm, and his hair’s a sweaty mess of curls pressed into his forehead and against the nape of his neck. The crowd screams at him and he laughs back beneath the blinding glare of the arena lights, skating out on the blue line and then turning around to skate back, like it’s his fucking comfort zone, like it’d kill him to do it proper and go to one of the face-off circles. Fuck, but he fucking cracks Lachlan up sometimes, he’s fucking unbelievable and Lachlan’s so goddamn proud of him, he doesn’t know if he can keep the feeling in. It’s overflowing. It’s gotta be all over his face.
So he gets gone before Crawford can see him watching from the mouth of the tunnel, not cause it’s necessarily bad but because it’s—it feels like too goddamn much for Lachlan. He’d hate for Crawford to think the same. 
But the intertwined feelings of happiness and pride so white-hot they burn last through the post-game media and then through Coach’s talk and Hollander’s speech. They last him through his shower, too, last through getting most of the way dressed again and pausing in his sweats and his thin Montreal undershirt to text Sierra back. It’s late, but she says he’s welcome to come over for the night if he wants.
Obviously, he’s gonna come over. 
Like, obviously, he ain’t—
“7 to fucking 2, boys,” Briker drops down in front of his locker, a couple away from Lachlan’s. He’s still dripping wet from the shower, got a towel loosely tied around his waist and nothing else on. But he’s talking real loud, like he wants everyone in the room to hear him, like he wants all eyes on him, like he’s expecting it.
Across the room, Tremblay agrees with a whoop, and a few of the other boys chime in, nudging and grinning amongst each other the way they’ve been doing since even before the final buzzer. Lachlan can feel his own smile tugging at the side of his mouth. 7 to fucking 2. It’s probably a little cruel, but it’s like—it’s good to be on this side of a score like that after a January like the one the team suffered through.
Adder throws the towel he’s been wearing around his neck at Briker, who catches it and tosses it at Crawford. Crawford’s sat down on the bench and bent over his phone, texting, lip pulled between his teeth and distracted. The towel hits his shoulder, falls to the ground. Crawford looks up on a delay, real quick, to give Briker this fake-ass smile before he’s back down to his phone.
Lachlan looks away. Could be his sister. Or his parents. Or his brother.
Could be Morris, maybe. Maybemaybemaybe.
“Those fags on the ice never stood a fucking chance,” Briker announces. A handful of people laugh, Lachlan can’t tell who. 
“The way they were holding their sticks, you’d think stick handling weren’t their favorite fucking activity,” Powell laughs. Drapeau’s on his way to the showers; he stops and claps Powell on the back, and it makes the guy look real pleased. His chest puffs out.
Crawford’s thumbs aren’t moving anymore. Lachlan doesn’t mean to look, but now he knows.
“You got that right, man,” Briker says. He’s grinning. He’s got a mean grin. Lachlan wonders who he got it from. His stomach’s curling up around itself just hearing it in his voice. 
He ain’t looking though. Can’t look away from Crawford. Crawford’s still as a pond on a windless day. Crawford ain’t moved a fucking muscle.
MaybemaybeMAYBEMAYBEMAYBE.
“It almost doesn’t feel good,” Briker tells Powell or maybe he tells Lachlan. They’re close enough, like, physically. Maybe Briker thinks Lachlan’s someone who wants to hear this shit. “Beating a bunch of faggots like that. Like—you gotta wonder if it’s getting them off somehow hah.”
Lachlan doesn’t say anything. His teeth hurt so goddamn much he thinks they’re gonna splinter into fragments right there inside of his mouth and then he’s gonna have to go back to his dentist in Dallas, say, yeah, well, this time no one broke my teeth but me, but it was for a good cause, alright, it was either break these guys from clenching my jaw too hard or break a teammate’s face wide open, and—
He glances up just in time to see Hollander cross from his stall and into the room leading to the showers, caddy in his hand. His face is expressionless. He’s got a towel slung around his shoulders. He doesn’t see Lachlan looking. He doesn’t look like he’s seeing much of anything.
Crawford’s put his phone away, shoved it somewhere in his bag or in his pocket. He’s got his hands on his thighs now, spread flat, eyebrows furrowed together real tight. 
“Dominated by real men, right,” someone agrees with Briker, and it ain’t Powell, who would agree with Briker about anything. That’s worse, somehow, probably. That it ain’t just Powell or Briker, that it’s—it’s the whole goddamn room, and Crawford’s just—sitting there. And Crawford’s just—
MAYBEMAYBEMAYBEMAYBEMAYBEMAYBE
Hayden’s got the sweatiest of his gear off and laying in a pile next to him, a gato held real loose in his fingers as he takes a swig. He doesn’t usually shower in the locker room after games, likes to go home and do it at his house. He’s sitting in his stall too, glancing up every now and then like he’s keeping an eye on the room while he shoves his feet into his shoes.
Lachlan’s blood’s fucking boiling, cause—cause what if this shit’s—what if Crawford’s—he’s gonna be fucking sick, listening to this shit when he doesn’t know one way or another if Crawford’s—when he thinks, probably—maybe—
Someone should say something. And it should—if no one says something then it’s gonna be Lachlan, cause Crawford shouldn’t have to hear this shit, right, not if he’s—
It would mean—Lachlan doesn’t know if he can think about what it would mean, saying something. He don’t—he tries to picture it, imagine it, tries to imagine standing up and saying something like love is love and gay guys can play hockey and you shouldn’t say gay like it’s an insult, but even just the fucking thought is fucking—hysterical. It’s so fucking funny, Lachlan’s chest hurts all over from holding in the laughter. That’s gotta be what this pain is from: from trying not to laugh. 
What the fuck can he even say. Sierra sounded so fucking sure a room could change that she almost made Lachlan believe her, but she didn’t give him a fucking how-to guide. He doesn’t have a script. Doesn’t know. He doesn’t know.
Maybe he can just start throwing punches. Maybe he can just—maybe it’s that easy. Maybe Crawford would let him this time, if it was cause of—
“Hey, dude, c’mon,” someone says, and it takes a moment for Lachlan to realize it’s fucking—it’s Crawford speaking. Lachlan’s Crawford. Fucking—Hank Crawford.
It’s so sudden and so fucking unexpected that Lachlan’s elbow slips off his knee and he almost sends himself flying forward, off the bench completely. He snaps his head up to look at him; Crawford doesn’t glance at him though. He’s too busy staring at broker with nothing on his face but this real small frown.
You’d think that’s all he was feeling, just—mild disapproval, if you didn’t look at his hands. 
He’s leaning forward a little, still, hands clasped between his knees. His fingers are twisting the loose skin around his knuckles, nails digging, maybe tearing. Maybemaybemaybemaybe.
“Enough, man, that ain’t cool,” he adds. Hayden’s stopped fiddling with the laces of his shoes. Hollander’s still in the shower. Hollander could be back in fucking Switzerland for all the good it’s doing Crawford right now. 
What the fuck, Lachlan thinks, watching Briker raise both his eyebrows back at him.
He needs—he needs to do something, right. Stand up. Get in Briker’s face. He wants to. He’s got this—raging fury in his chest, right, this clenching of fear and anger and betrayal and doubt he’s been carrying around for the past three fucking weeks, and it’d feel really good to take it out on Briker. Break his nose a little. He’d do it in a heartbeat if it’d get Crawford to drop his own hands, stop moving his fingers over ‘em like he’s trying to tear them to shreds.
He needs to do something. He’s gotta do something. He’s got all this anger and he’s got all this rage, and he’s a man now. He’s a man and he’s in the room and there’s no way a little boy’s fear is enough to keep the body of a man still and silent like this.
“What’s it to you, man?” Briker asks, nice and easy, but so fucking fake that Lachlan’s teeth hurt.
He needs to move. He needs to fucking hit something. Briker, right in the fucking face. He wants to. 
He can’t lift his feet though. He can’t do anything but look at Crawford, who’s watching Briker the way you’d watch—fuck if Lachlan knows. A rabid dog, maybe. When you don’t have a gun but you’re bluffing that you do.
Crawford shrugs. It’s uneven, jerky. “I got a cousin who’s—gay,” he says. His nostrils flare out when he exhales. “So you can fuck off with that homophobe shit. Enjoy the fucking win, you ain’t gotta make it weird, man.”
Hayden’s sat up straight in his stall now, ain’t even trying to pretend he’s focused on anything else. Ain’t getting up though. Ain’t saying nothing. Maybe he’s got a little boy in his chest too, terrified of the monsters in the room, same as Lachlan.
But Lachlan don’t got an A. Hayden does. That’s gotta count for something. Crawford’s lungs can’t be the only set working right, he’s—he’s got no power here. He’s got—nothing. He don’t even got Lachlan, if Lachlan can’t make his body work right, make his hands form fists.
“How am I making it weird, man?” Briker asks, all friendly. He gets up, drops his towel, starts changing, easy as. “I’m just making observations. You and your fag cousin got a problem with that?”
Crawford’s throat bobs as he swallows, and he looks—it’s just once, just a real quick glance. He looks at Lachlan. Then he looks away. Down to his hands. Maybe he’s wishing he was still holding his phone. Maybe he’s wishing he’d held his fucking tongue. God knows Lachlan fucking agrees with that one.
Cause why the fuck would Crawford find his fucking spine, now of all goddamn—what, does he get first star and decide—
Maybe. Maybe he does. Maybe that’s it. Maybe he gets first star and he texts his fucking boyfriend who tells him he’s proud of him and he fools himself into thinking the room’ll love him no matter what he is, and he’s—he’s wrong, he’s stupid and he’s wrong. Lachlan’ll have his back, out of sheer fucking instinct, but the fucking room? Hollander’s in the goddamn shower; Hayden’s saying nothing.
Something in Crawford’s shoulders gives out. You wouldn’t notice unless you were watching real close and could read the guy like a book, and Lachlan is and Lachlan can, for the most part. 
So he sees it, the second Crawford dips his chin. The moment he deflates a little, like the fight’s leaving him, like he’s woken up and smelled the bloodbath he’s baiting. Like he’s just now remembered all the rules about the room he knows—that Lachlan knows he knows, fuck—and he says, “Just think it’s weird you’re so concerned with the Centaurs’ sex lives, man.”
And he’s smirking a little, but his eyes aren’t in on the joke. The tone’s familiar though, and hearing it makes some of the pressure in Lachlan’s chest go away. Crawford sounds the way he should, which is like he’s the smartest guy in the goddamn world and he knows you want to beat him black and blue for it.
Okay, okay. That’s—back to normal then. That’s—okay. Crawford ain’t—this is the regular scheduled programming. This is him, the way he usually is. Okay. 
Lachlan’s never felt so much fucking relief in his life, he doesn’t think, watching the way Crawford sits up and then leans back in his stall, crossing his arms loose over his chest. Whatever—whatever he was trying to do or whatever he was thinking he was doing, it’s over now. He looks the same again. He looks like Crawford again.
“I mean,” Crawford drawls. “Didn’t Dykstra strip the puck off you in the second? Then Chouinard scored, yeah? Like—I’d get it if it was Boodram, but Dykstra? Man, by my calculations, half the team’s already fucked you tonight, you that eager for seconds? I’d-”
Briker throws the bundle of his shirt down, takes a step towards Crawford in nothing but a loose pair of athletic shorts. “Fuck you, man,” he snarls, and Lachlan’s up off his feet in a heartbeat, so at least he can still—at least he can do this, right, at least he can jerk forward and make a grab at his arm before he can even think to raise it.
“Think it’s the other way around, bro,” Crawford tells him like he’s fucking—cruising for a fucking bruising or something. “And your ass ain’t worth standing in line for, Bike.” 
“Alright,” Hayden snaps from the other side of the room, lurching to stand too, like he’s just as surprised as Lachlan is to find that he can move again. It’s too goddamn little and too goddamn late, but it ain’t like Lachlan can really throw a fit; it ain’t like he was doing much better. “Alright, that’s enough out of all of youse.”

Briker holds his hands up, all who, me, Coach? Lachlan feels like he’s second away from gnashing his teeth and like—he doesn’t know. Throwing up, probably. If he’s being honest. He feels seconds away from losing it right here in the goddamn locker room of the Bell Centre, spewing his guts and fragments of his teeth everywhere. Getting blood on the stylized logo in the center of the floor, staining it something bad.
He can’t look at Crawford. He can’t—
His head’s real quiet, the first time in weeks. He’s gonna be sick. There ain’t no maybe about it.
There ain’t no maybe about it.
“Lachlan, let him go,” Hayden says, no nonsense, nothing but Alternate Captain in his voice.
It works, all instinct and no respect. Lachlan lets him go, glances at Crawford and then away as quick as he can stand. 
Briker jerks himself further away from him, real fucking dramatic, like Lachlan’s threatened his goddamn life or something. “The fuck’s wrong with you,” he snarls, sneering at Lachlan like Lachlan cares even a fucking whit what he’s gotta say. As if Lachlan wouldn’t fucking hit him now, before God and half the fucking team. As if it wouldn’t feel good as all hell to do it.
Maybe something of what he’s thinking shows up on his face, cause Hayden’s got his arm wrapped around his back a moment later, tugging him outta the room without even giving him so much as a warning about it. 

It’s a fucking attempted kidnapping is what it is, and if Lachlan could draw in enough breath to produce words, he’d tell him that too. But he can’t. He really, really fucking can’t. 
They walk for—Lachlan doesn’t know. A bit. Maybe. A few seconds, maybe. An hour. And then he’s getting shoved into a room that turns out to be a trainer’s room, empty and dark. Hayden hits at the wall next to him until he finds the lightswitch, and Lachlan squints automatically when the fluorescent lights flicker on before he’s digging in his pocket for his phone.
“Lachlan,” Hayden says, and Lachlan can’t—he can’t figure out his tone and he doesn’t want to either. He doesn’t want—-he’s busy. He has to—he’s gotta—
His phone’s in his hand, unlocked. He navigates to his messages app. He starts scrolling.
“Lachlan,” Hayden snaps again, angrier this time or maybe just more concerned. “Jesus, Rook, what the fuck’s up with you, you’re—”
But Lachlan’s looking for something. It’s something he doesn’t even need to find, cause he already knows, but he’s looking anyway because—the confirmation is—he thinks, okay. Maybe he does need to see it. Maybe it would be good. To make sure he ain’t misremembering shit. 
He isn’t, he’s pretty sure he isn’t, but if the maybe is gonna die, then it’s gonna be put to fucking rest.
Hayden’s still talking, in this tight voice like he’s really tearing him a new one, lecture-wise. Probably something about teammates and off-ice behavior, the importance of cohesion in the room going into their play-off push, the importance of the team.
“Crawford don’t got a gay cousin,” Lachlan says, cutting him off. Cutting him clean down the middle. 
Hayden blinks at him, mouth hanging a little open, words halfway hanging out, looking sorta useless, sorta dumb. “What,” he says.
“Ain’t nobody got a gay cousin,” Lachlan says, a little more agitated now, waving his phone through the air. He can’t—he blinks and all he can see is Crawford sitting in his stall and twisting his fingers like he’s trying to snap them, swallowing and—and trying to be fucking brave or something, overestimating his pitch and winding up in  fucking stupid territory instead. 
“I mean,” Hayden’s eyebrows bunch together. “Like statistically, that’s not true.”
“It is,” Lachlan snaps. “It is true, man, nobody’s—nobody’s got a gay cousin. Okay, they just got—” he swallows. He blinks. Crawford is texting on his phone. Crawford’s looking up into the stands of the arena full of people chanting his name. Crawford’s breaking his fingers, twisting, and twisting and twisting and twisting. “They just got a reason they can’t be gay themselves.”
Hayden shuts his mouth, makes this real small noise and just looks at Lachlan for a second. Lachlan glares back at him. The anger’s easier than anything else. The anger’s been brewing in his gut for—a long time. Weeks and weeks and weeks.
He should have laid Briker the fuck out. He shouldn’t have let him say all that stuff about queers. He’s been—shit, Briker’s been saying that stuff for ages. Crawford’s been listening to that shit for ages. Has Crawford been—what has Crawford been thinking—what has Crawford been thinking Lachlan’s been thinking?

“That’s a big leap you’re making there, bud,” Hayden warns him, hand out like he’s trying to calm a raging bull or something. Probably a good idea. Lachlan feels like he’s fixing to vibrate out of his skin.
Had—how many times had Lachlan laughed? He fucking hates Briker, so probably not all that often, but it ain’t like he’s ever stood up for gay people in the locker room before. Who the fuck has? No one. No one fucking has. Hollander’s always been quiet or gone; Hayden’s always been busy. And Crawford’s—been there. He’s been there and he’s been listening and he’s been—all this time, he’s been—
Ain’t no maybe about it. He’s—
“It ain’t,” Lachlan says. “It ain’t a big leap. I—look, see,” he shoves his phone in Hayden’s face. Hayden rears back like it’s a snake or something. “See, look,” he demands til Hayden reaches out and takes the phone out of his hand so he can squint at the screen.
It’s pulled up to his text thread with Crawford from months and months ago. From back at the end of August, back when they didn’t even know each other all that well. 
“Crawford don’t got cousins. He told me,” Lachlan says, real quiet.
They’d been talking about tattoos. He’d asked Crawford if he had any. Crawford’d been being smart, asked if he meant if he had any cousins, and Lachlan’d laughed. He remembers laughing at that, slouched out by the pool with his feet in the water and his scalp burning under the Dallas sun. He’d said: no, tats. 
And Crawford’d said: no cousins, no tats. 
So Crawford lied, just now. In the locker room. And Crawford’s a real good liar, but sometimes it’s like he forgets that Lachlan’s a real good listener. That Lachlan probably remembers most everything he’s ever learned about Crawford, since the very first day they met. Since they ate Chipotle with a bunch of the guys from rookie camp, and Crawford told him he didn’t like dogs all that much, or blue cheese dressing. 
There’s a thousand reasons he could have decided to lie to Briker, obviously. Maybe it was the first thing he could think of that’d get him to shut the fuck up. Maybe he meant to say gay friend and then thought maybe that was too gay, too easy to turn back around on him. Maybe he was just saying shit and not thinking about it.
Maybe he was just trying to be brave, the way Lachlan told him he hoped he’d be if he ever found a love worth being brave for. Maybe he was thinking about that, and he was thinking he wanted Briker to shut the fuck up, and then he stepped up to the plate and realized the bat was heavier than he remembered. Bunted the ball instead of hitting it out of the park. Said, I got a gay cousin. Stop with that shit, man, I got a gay cousin, and he’s family, so I don’t want to hear this shit from you.
That’s probaby easier to say than I got a boyfriend and I love him, so shut the fuck up about faggots on ice, they just gave me the first star of the fucking game and all you did was give away the puck tonight, every chance you got.
And what was Lachlan doing? Nothing. He wasn’t doing nothing.
“He don’t got a cousin,” Lachlan says again. “Let alone a gay one.”
Hayden still hasn’t said anything. He’s looking down at Lachlan’s phone, eyebrows still furrowed. His hand sort of flexes around it, and his jaw’s real tense.
He’s tense all over. Honestly, Lachlan’s never seen Hayden looking like this.
Then, quick and with no fucking hesitation, Hayden’s pressing down on one of the texts, selecting it and then the ones above and the ones below, half the goddamn conversation. 
Then he presses delete.
Lachlan blinks at him when he shoves his phone back into his face. He thinks he can feel his mouth hanging open a little, figures he probably looks real dumb, but can’t bring himself to care all that much. 
“Now he does,” Hayden says. Like it’s that simple.
He’s got this look in his eyes though. Like he knows it’s not. 
“What,” Lachlan says, taking his phone back on autopilot, hands sorta slack and eyebrows bunched up. 
Hayden’s eyes dart between both of his and he’s frowning too. He looks—honestly, he looks as serious as Lachlan’s ever seen him. He looks more serious than that, actually, and that’s saying something cause Lachlan shared a locker room with him right before Game Six of the Stanley Cup Finals last year.
“Lachlan,” he says, real stern and heavy and tense, “you can’t—you can’t tell people this shit. Not if he’s your friend. And he is. He’s your friend.”
“I know that,” Lachlan snaps, jerking out of Hayden’s hand when he tries to clasp his shoulder. “I ain’t an idiot, man, I’d never.”
He’d never. He wouldn’t even if Crawford weren’t his best friend, cause he ain’t—he ain’t a horrible person like that, going around spreading rumors and gossip and spilling secrets and outing people. And he wouldn’t cause it’s Crawford and Crawford’s his goddamn best friend, his favorite person in the entire world and that ain’t changed just cause he’s—cause he’s probably—
“You just did, Lachlan,” Hayden points out, unflinching, straightforward. “You just told me. And you can’t do that shit again, okay. Not—not your girlfriend, not your family. If you’ve got—” he breaks off, looks up at the ceiling and then to the side a little bit. “Suspicions,” he says. “Or—or a feeling or—you can’t tell anyone, alright?”
“I wouldn’t,” Lachlan says, but he feels small, like a little kid getting a lecture from a coach. He—he did. Hayden’s right. He—but Hayden wouldn’t tell anyone. Hayden’s a—an adult, he’s got the A. He can’t say anything. He’s Crawford’s friend too.
Hayden shakes his head. “Not even to Crawford, man,” he tells him, like it’s final. “You can’t tell Crawford that you—what you think. It’ll fuck him up, alright, you gotta….” He works his jaw, purses his lips. His face doesn’t do serious well and it really doesn’t do threatening. “I have a—friend,” he says finally. “From Juniors. Who’s…you know.”
“Got a gay cousin,” Lachlan suggests, and now Hayden just looks a little pained.
“I really don’t—okay, whatever. Yeah. Sure. Not important. It’s—he’s got a gay cousin. And I couldn’t—you can’t tell them you know. Or that you think. You can’t—ask them, alright? It’s—it’s—”

Lachlan tilts his head. “Why not?” he demands, even if he’s pretty sure he’d rather get swept in the final Stanley Cup series than corner Crawford and accuse him of hiding a secret boyfriend.
He wants to hear Hayden’s reasoning anyway, if only so he can take it and use it as his own when he’s gotta look himself in the mirror later on.
“Cause, my friend and Crawford—if you’re right, then both of them’s probably spent their whole lives being really damn worried someone’s gonna find out, and that could fuck anyone up. So it’s just—the kindest fucking thing you can do. Waiting them out. Waiting for them to feel ready to tell you, alright, cause—I think—I mean, it’s probably their nightmare scenario, the other way around.”
“I—” Lachlan swallows. Then he nods. He can imagine. Crawford wouldn’t—the real, honest to god truth is that if Lachlan was to track Crawford down and shove him into a room in the rink or something, tell him he’s got all this evidence about him being gay, Crawford’d probably punch him in the jaw and then he’d probably make a run for it and the way he’d act afterwards would make January when they weren’t barely talking feel like their fucking—honeymoon period or something, Lachlan doesn’t know.
Hayden holds his gaze for another second, real serious. Real alternate captain stuff. Then he nods too and takes a step back. “Good,” he says. “That’s really good to hear, Rook—”

“But you’ll tell Shane,” Lachlan says, and he doesn’t even realize he’s gonna speak and that he’s gonna say this and that he wants to til it’s already out of his mouth. The frantic energy of the last ten minutes has faded now; it’s like all he can fucking think about
Hayden whips his head back up to look at him. “What, no,” he says, tight around the eyes. “Lachlan, what aren’t you getting about not anyone?”
Lachlan shakes his head. It’s not that. He’s got that part. He—gets that part. “Not about Crawford,” he says. “I ain’t stupid, man. I know—that. But that shit that Briker was saying today? About the other team? That ain’t happening again. So—you gotta tell Shane to do something. You gotta or I will, man. Swear fucking down. He’s the captain.”
“He’s got enough on his plate right now,” Hayden snaps, and he looks—Lachlan doesn’t know how he looks. Defensive, maybe. Shoulders squared and hands down at his side, curling into themselves. “Don’t bring him into this, man, it’s the last thing he needs—”

“It’s his room,” Lachlan snaps back, real close to raising his voice. Wanting to. Barely biting back the volume. “It’s his goddamn team, it’s y’all’s room, and he needs to fucking fix it, cause I ain’t gonna let that shit happen again—”

“What, like you didn’t let it happen just now?” Hayden asks, and that’s—that’s real mean. That’s below the belt and it hits Lachlan exactly how it’s supposed to. It hits him and it sends him reeling, cause it ain’t even a lie. It’s just the goddamn truth. What’d Lachlan do except sit there and watch Crawford twist his knuckles and try to be brave?
He wants to say that he’s a fucking rookie, that Hayden and Shane are vets on the team, that they’re the ones that have to step in, that they’re the guys who set the mood of the room and its values and its morals, but he don’t—maybe that’s fairytale shit. Maybe that’s not how it works either. 
“Next time, I’ll do better,” Lachlan swears. To himself and to God and to Hayden Pike and Crawford, if he can hear him. He swears it like Crawford can hear him. “Okay, that’s—I’m tellin’ you. I don’t care if it’s—if it’s you or Shane or me, but that shit—” Crawford, under the arena lights and grinning like a goddamn—angel. Crawford, sitting in his stall, twisting and twisting and twisting his fingers. He points at the door, back to wherever the locker room is. “That shit ain’t happening like that again, and I don’t think you want to see how I fucking solve the problem, man.”
He doesn’t even know if he’s telling the truth. Hopes to God it ain’t just an empty threat. Thinks, probably, if he’s made to sit in a room with Briker again and listen to him say the same damn things and then watch every word dig under Crawford’s skin, it’d end in blood and, like, a suspension from the league. His, probably.
Hayden looks torn, real tense all over again. “Rook—”
Lachlan shakes his head real fast. He doesn’t—he’s just a fucking rookie. Rookies don’t fucking change rooms. They’re real fucking stupid but even they’re not stupid enough to try, but he—he wants to think he’d try.
And maybe he wouldn’t. Maybe the little boy in his chest, who after all this goddamn time is still terrified of losing the one thing he loves in the world more than anything else, maybe he’d win out again. Would take the reins and keep him frozen and silent.
“Or, if I’m—well. Gotta be honest, man,” he admits, reaching up and tangling his fingers in his chain, centering the crucifix over top his sternum. He shoves his hair back off his forehead with his other hand. . “Guess I’m sorta hoping it’ll be you fixing it. If I got to choose.”
Hayden’s eyebrows go up and then down and in real fast. “Me?” he says, touching his chest, like he’s real surprised by it. Like he wasn’t brandishing around his A just a moment ago, yanking Lachlan out of a situation like he was a naughty kitten and then shaking him til he stopped yowling about it. “Why me?”
“Cause sure, Crawford’s, like, fucking obsessed with Shane Hollander,” Lachlan says. “Thinks he’s the bee’s fucking knees. But you was the guy who helped him with his taxes when he wasn’t sure how to file ‘em, and you made sure he knew the names of the trainers he’d need to talk to get his stupid fucking favorite gato stocked in the lounge, and—”
And I’d be real disappointed in you if you make it be me, Lachlan doesn’t say, cause he can’t. He literally—he can’t. But he thinks it real hard. 
He thinks it’s actually real easy, if he thinks about it. 
“And you was the guy who invited us over to decorate his tree for Christmas and I don’t got the faintest idea why you did that in the first place, but that was you. It was your house and your food and your tree, so.”
So you should have seen the way Crawford was twisting at his knuckles. You should have realized how much that whole thing was costing him. You should have done something sooner. We’re just rookies, man. What would you do if it was your buddy from Juniors who had to listen to all that stuff, would you just sit there? Would you just let him hear it?
“I’m serious,” he adds, a promise. Then he nods his head once, like a punctuation mark.
It’s as good a place as any to leave things. Hayden or Shane is gonna talk to someone, talk to the team, talk to the guys. Lay down some kinda law about shit like that. Foul language like that. And if they don’t, then Lachlan’s gonna. At least they’re on the same page about that.
He’s gotta push past Hayden to get to the door, and maybe something about knocking his shoulder against Hayden’s knocks the words loose from the guy’s mouth, cause he says, real sudden, “He asked me to do that, you know?”
Lachlan stops. Turns around to frown at him. “What?”

“Crawford told me you were missing your family in December, the whole—tree and cookie decorating thing, he thought maybe you’d want to help out with the whole thing. He asked me to invite youse both around for an afternoon. If it ‘weren’t too big an imposition’,” Hayden’s fingers come up, making air quotes around the last couple of words. “I don’t know—maybe he never told you.”
Lachlan blinks at him, feeling his chest tighten up again at the news. No. Crawford hadn’t ever told him. But that’s—god. 
God.
“You should have said something sooner,” he tells Hayden, real quiet cause he thinks maybe his voice will shake if he tries to say it louder. He blinks and all he can see is Crawford beneath the lights of the rink, Crawford twisting his knuckles, Crawford cornering Hayden at one of them unofficial practices they held during the lockout, demanding an invitation to the Pikes’ family Christmas just cause he thought it would make Lachlan happy, then turning around and lying to Lachlan’s face about it.
Maybe he should feel offended, cause of the lying and shit, but mostly he just feels—raw. Scraped over. Roadkill with the gravel shrapnel to prove. Hayden should have said something sooner. It’s awful, that he didn’t.
At least Hayden winces like he knows it. He flinches a little, like he knows Lachlan ain’t talking about any goddamn Christmas tree. 
“Alright,” Hayden finally says, like it costs him and like he’s got a little boy in his chest too and like he doesn’t know who’s calling the shots here. 
Lachlan nods. It ain’t that he believes him, it’s just that he wants to. 
All the guys have left the room by the time Lachlan gets back there to grab his stuff. Crawford’s stall is long fucking empty, but he wasn’t expecting any different. 
Still fucking stings looking at it. The empty locker stall, Crawford #8 written on the plaque above it.
The room’s empty too. It’s crazy the way it looks when it’s like this. Empty and quiet and still. Just a room after all. That’s so fucking crazy to hold in his head that he can’t think about it for long. He has to grab his stuff and get gone real quick; he has to walk through the door without looking back and convince himself he ain’t leaving nothing important behind him when he goes.








  
    Chapter End Notes

    temporarily abridged author's notes (watch this space!)

1) lachlan this whole chapter is like that dog with a frisbee meme that's like 'no give only throw' except he is going 'NO communication!!! only understanding!!!' and that's probably like the beginning of the end for his and sierra's relationship because she's so reasonable. because she wants to understand what he's saying and what he thinks and how he acts, and he wants her to understand too, but he doesn't have the words and can't quite figure out how to say what he's thinking, keeps doubling back and spiraling and cutting himself off, can't translate and can't even figure out the questions he wants to ask her about her life experiences (though to be fair i think she also isn't quite sure how to open up and talk about her life the way he'd want - see chapter 15 for that monologue from him), and even though he's so bad at it, he still wants to be understood, right, because if he can be understood without saying anything then he doesn't have to worry about saying the WRONG thing and being too vulnerable and too much.
and that is crazy and unproductive and the best way to get nowhere at all and have nothing to show for it because sierra's right you need to be able to have tough conversations with the people you love even if you say the wrong thing and you put your foot in your mouth and you don't make sense.
UNFORTUNATELY for sierra, crawford&lachlan DO understand each other WAY more easily WITHOUT words - and lachlan is so spoiled by having a best friend and a relationship with someone like that that he doesn't quite remember how rare it is. (not to say that it's perfect either, very obviously crawford&lachlan do not perfectly understand each other at any point in this fic, but they are much more similar than they are different, and i think this chapter is lachlan aching for understanding and validation, wanting to find it from someone, trying to find it with sierra and not feeling satisfied while he sort of dreams over and over again about how he'd be able to find it with crawford even as he admits that crawford is a liar
2) i really enjoyed writing both shane & hayden in this chapter. for shane, i really love thinking about all the ways this version of shane hasn't been a good captain to these two rookies, entirely because he is living his own main character story in the background of THEIR main character story. and i think--shane as a gay man must have his own survival techniques honed through years of being in the room and in the league and one of them here is 'disengage and don't acknowledge and just don't. just don't' which is what crawford has done a few times in this fic already! i think it's a good survival strategy. i think it comes with a lot of casualties, and i find the idea that crawford(and lachlan) are casualties of shane's survival strategy without any of them actually knowing that.
and the conversation hayden has with lachlan at the end of this fic is something i've been wanting to write for ages and i'm so glad to finally do it. hayden in this universe continues to fascinate me. what if you had one friend who is gay and you're pretty sure he's gay but also you're hockey players and also he would not tell you that he's gay, like he would never do that. never ever, so you don't KNOW but you DO know he'd freak the fuck out probably if you told him you knew so you spend years and years turning a blind eye and waiting for him to come to you and following his lead in the locker room you share because he's good at masking and good at avoiding confrontation and maybe it'd be more suspicious to tell the other guys to quit it on the homophobic shit? except now there's this guy in the room who's telling you he won't let that slide anymore and you don't know what to do about that. except you don't want him to get your friend involved cause you want to protect your friend, even if this guy is sorta right that he's also the captain. but he's your friend first. so you want to protect him. and you want to have not made the wrong choice years ago when you made it. and you don't know what to do
(like i just think it's so---maybe they've all made bad choices with the information they had and maybe it would have been so much better if they made different choices but they didn't cause they didn't know how the future would turn out. and that's everything to me!! when you try your best but you DON'T succeed!! Best Flop Friend Of The Year goes to hayden pike)
3) this is 23k words long cause lachlan needed to spiral about this and the best way i know how to write spiraling is really just thinking the same thing twelve times in a row in different fonts as you accidentally dive deeper and deeper into yourself
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