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The Espresso Phase

    by Desscard

      Summary

      Scott lifted his eyes to take the order, and made the mistake of looking at the kid's face.

And—stopped.

It was a stupid, total, machine-grinding-to-a-halt kind of stop, the milk pitcher hanging dumb in his hand. Because the kid was, objectively, a problem. Dark curls shoved back off his forehead like he'd done it with wet hands and given up, one already escaping to flop down again. Brown eyes that were currently very wide and aimed, with devastating sincerity, at Scott. Built—under the too-small hoodie—like something off a Soviet gymnastics poster, all that muscle packed onto five-foot-eight of pure disaster, which somehow read boyish instead of intimidating, like a golden retriever that had been to the gym and felt strongly about it. He smelled, faintly, of cedar and black pepper.

He was, in short, exactly Scott's type, head to toe, and Scott resented every inch of it instantly and on principle.

Or:
The one where Scott quit hockey to become a barista god and Kip is an awkward but charming rugby player who started frequenting Scott's coffee shop.



      Notes

        Hello, you beautiful people!

As you can see, I’m still incapable of taking a proper break, so here I am with yet another Skip one-shot.

After the last fic - the one that traumatised many of you (and left me unable to stop thinking about it for days) - I decided to write something lighter and fluffier.

And what immediately came to mind when I thought about fluff?

That’s right: a tried-and-true Coffee Shop AU!

So here you have it. I decided to go with a complete role-reversal this time.

Bon appétit!

P.S. I dedicate this to lovely TrekChik who wanted more fluff. Love you <3


        
          See the end of the work for more notes
        



  






    






The Espresso Phase

    
      The kid had an athlete's hands. That was the first thing Scott noticed, because Scott noticed hands—old habit, dead career, whatever. Big knuckles, a tape line worn pale around two fingers, a fresh split healing on the left thumb. The rest of him was trying very hard to look like a guy who'd wandered into a Brooklyn coffee shop for a normal coffee, and failing at every available level. Shoulders that didn't fit the doorway. A gym bag the size of a body. A green-yellow bruise going soft along one stubbled jaw.
Scott lifted his eyes to take the order, and made the mistake of looking at the kid's face.
And—stopped.
It was a stupid, total, machine-grinding-to-a-halt kind of stop, the milk pitcher hanging dumb in his hand. Because the kid was, objectively, a problem. Dark curls shoved back off his forehead like he'd done it with wet hands and given up, one already escaping to flop down again. Brown eyes that were currently very wide and aimed, with devastating sincerity, at Scott. Built—under the too-small hoodie—like something off a Soviet gymnastics poster, all that muscle packed onto five-foot-eight of pure disaster, which somehow read boyish instead of intimidating, like a golden retriever that had been to the gym and felt strongly about it. He smelled, faintly, of cedar and black pepper.
He was, in short, exactly Scott's type, head to toe, and Scott resented every inch of it instantly and on principle.
"...Hi," said the problem. Soft. Like he wasn't sure he was allowed.
Something in Scott's chest did a slow, traitorous roll. He set the pitcher down before it could editorialize further, and found the dry counter voice that had gotten him through nineteen months of this job without one single complication.
"Take your time."
In the tone that meant do not take your time.
"Sorry. Yeah." The kid stepped up to the register and squinted at the menu board like it was written in a language he'd studied years ago and mostly forgotten. "Can I get a—what's good?"
"Everything's good. I make it."
"Right." A beat. The kid's eyes flicked to Scott, then away, then back, doing a frantic little circuit, like looking directly at him was a thing you had to ration. "What do you get?"
"I don't drink coffee."
"You—" The kid stopped. Frowned at the espresso machine, then at the bags of beans, then at the apron, then at Scott, assembling the contradiction in real time with his whole face. "You work at a coffee shop."
"I'm aware of where I work."
It was supposed to land like a door closing. Most people took the hint, ordered a latte, and left Scott alone with the hiss of the machine, which was the entire reason he'd taken a job where talking was optional and the sign out front—THE LOW BAR—set expectations honestly.
But the kid laughed. Not a polite one, either: this dumb honking bark of a thing that startled out of him and clearly horrified him, both hands flying up to catch it, like he could shove it back in before anyone saw. He didn't manage it. Scott watched a grown man go pink to the ears over the sound of his own laugh, and felt something inconvenient turn over behind his ribs.
He chose to ignore it. He was good at ignoring things. It was practically his only skill outside of hockey.
"Sorry," the kid said, through his fingers.
"You apologize a lot."
"I'm working on it. Someone told me I—I do that. The apologizing." He dropped the hand, squared his shoulders, and made what was clearly an enormous and heroic effort to be a functional adult ordering a beverage. "Okay. Flat white. Please. Thank you. Sorry."
"That's five things and one of them was an apology."
"I know what I did." The kid looked genuinely anguished about it, like he'd let down a coach. It should not have been endearing. It was extremely endearing. Scott was going to have words with himself later.
He turned to pull the shot, mostly so he'd stop looking at the guy's face, and said, to the machine, "You play."
The kid went still. The whole big body of him locked up in a way Scott would've known in his sleep—the specific flinch of a man bracing for a question he doesn't want asked—and Scott felt his own jaw set in sympathy before he could stop it. Ah, there it is. One of mine. For half a second he wanted, absurdly, to tell the kid it was fine, that the floor wasn't going to open up, that Scott of all people knew exactly how that flinch felt from the inside.
Then the kid said, "How'd you know?" in a tone of pure, uncomplicated wonder, and Scott realized they'd been having two completely different conversations, and that the relief loosening his own shoulders was nobody's business but his.
"The hands. The bag. The fact that you came in here like the floor might tackle you." He tamped the grounds. "What sport."
"Rugby. I play for the Kings. The Brooklyn Kings, it's—we're MLR, the league, it's—" The kid caught himself, wincing. "It's growing. That's the thing we're supposed to say. 'It's a growing league.' Like a tumor."
Scott huffed. Adjacent to a laugh. Closer than he'd meant to get.
The kid lit up like he'd scored against the run of play—total, disbelieving joy, there and gone—and Scott had to look back down at the portafilter and remind himself, sternly, that he was a grown man and not susceptible to this.
"I'm Kip," the kid announced into the silence, because the silence was apparently causing him physical pain.
"I didn't ask."
"No, I know, I just—" Kip gestured vaguely at the air between them, at the whole transaction, like the explanation might be hanging there. "You knew about my hands. It felt weird that you knew my hands and not my—" He heard it. Scott watched him hear it. "That came out so much worse than it sounded in my head."
"Did it sound good in your head?"
"No," Kip admitted, miserable and honest. "No, it was bad in there too. It's bad everywhere. It's bad all the way down." He scrubbed a hand back through the curls, dislodging two more. "You're, um. You're very—the coffee's probably really good. Is what I meant to say. At some point. Originally. Before my mouth got involved."
And there it was: Scott, twenty-eight years old, a man who had walked away from an entire life rather than let anyone get a clean read on him, fighting the corner of his own mouth—and losing, openly, like an amateur. Just at one side. Just a little.
Kip saw it happen and gripped the counter like he might need it for support.
Scott finished the flat white. Steamed milk, clean pour, a leaf he didn't have to think about anymore because his hands just did it on their own, the way they used to know where the net was. He reached for the Sharpie. And because the kid had a bruise and a tumor of a league and a face that should, in any well-run city, be against the law, Scott wrote a number on the side of the cup, low, under the lid line where Kip wouldn't see it until he was halfway down the block.
Not his number. He wasn't an idiot. The score of a game from a life ago—the last good one, the one before everything got complicated. He looked at it for a second longer than he should have.
Then he crossed it out and wrote come back when you win one instead, which felt safer, and wasn't, not even slightly.
"Four-fifty," he said.
Kip paid in quarters. Of course he did. He counted them onto the counter one at a time, lips moving, brow furrowed in deep concentration, and a curl came loose over his forehead, and Scott looked up at the ceiling and asked it, privately, what precisely he had done to deserve all this on a Tuesday.
"Is the coffee guy always this mean?" Kip asked, lifting the cup like it was load-bearing, like he'd been handed something that mattered.
"Yeah."
"Cool." Kip nodded. Too many times. "Cool. That's—cool. I like it. I mean I don't like it, it's mean, you're being mean, but I—" He ran out of road. "Bye."
He turned and walked directly into the door. Pull, not push. The bell rang in protest. He recovered with the dignity of a man who has done this before and will do it again, ears the exact color of the machine's warning light, and let himself out the correct way, and was gone—pausing once on the sidewalk to peer at his cup, then to look back over his shoulder through the glass with an expression Scott pretended not to catch.
On the counter, where the kid had left it, stood a small wobbling tower of eleven quarters and three nickels, stacked and abandoned, leaning slightly, holding.
Scott looked at it for a while.
Then he swept it into his palm, and wiped the counter, and told himself—with the weary authority of a man who knew his own bad habits better than he knew anything else—that he did not care in the slightest whether the kid came back.
He was already, God help him, a little annoyed about how much he hoped he was right.

***


He came back on Thursday.
Scott had spent exactly none of the intervening two days thinking about it, in the way that a man thinks about nothing very loudly and very often. So when the bell rang and the doorway briefly stopped fitting a person again, Scott was entirely unprepared and also somehow already reaching for a cup.
"Did you win one," he said, before hello, before anything.
Kip stopped halfway to the counter. His whole face did something complicated and delighted at being remembered. "We don't play till Saturday."
"So that's a no."
"That's a not yet." Kip slid up to the register, set his enormous bag down, and squared his shoulders with the air of a man who had rehearsed this. "I'll have. A cortado."
"You don't want a cortado."
"I might want a cortado."
"You wanted a flat white last time and drank it like it owed you money." Scott was already not making a cortado. "You don't like coffee. You like being in here. Those are different problems."
There was a silence in which Kip's ears went pink and his mouth opened and closed twice.
"...Cortado, please," he said, with great dignity.
Scott made him the cortado. Kip drank it like it owed him money, watched Scott the whole time over the rim of the cup, and left another leaning tower of change on the counter, and Scott swept it into the jar he was absolutely not keeping separate from the regular tips.

***


By the second week, Maria had noticed.
Maria ran the place—had run it for a dozen years, had survived a recession, a pandemic, and a rent hike that should have been a crime, and had hired Scott off the strength of a two-line résumé and a handshake and exactly zero follow-up questions, which was the entire reason he'd taken the job. She was somewhere in her forties, elegant in an apron the way some people are elegant in eveningwear, and she possessed a radar for other people's nonsense that bordered on the prophetic. She had also called Scott "girl" since the day she hired him, regardless of context, and he had long since stopped questioning it.
"He's back," she observed, from the pastry case, not looking up.
"Customers come back. It's the business model."
"Girl." She slid a tray of croissants in. "You started his drink before he was through the door."
"I saw the bag."
"You saw the bag." Maria straightened and fixed him with the look—the one that had clearly raised children and run a small business through worse than him, and was not remotely impressed by a man hiding behind an espresso machine. "Some of us had whole lives before this counter. It doesn't mean we spend the rest of them pretending we don't want anything in this one."
Scott pulled a shot he didn't need. "I don't know what you're talking about."
"No," Maria agreed, warmly. "You never do. It's one of your three personality traits."

***


The following Tuesday, Kip arrived already talking.
"Okay so—okay. Hi. Okay." He hadn't even reached the counter. "Do you know the difference between a serial killer and a spree killer?"
Scott did not look up from the grinder. "No."
"A serial killer kills over a long period of time, right, with a cooling-off period in between. Like, a break. A spree killer does it all at once, multiple places, no break, no cooling off." Kip set his bag down with the gravity of a man delivering findings to a committee. "I've been listening to this podcast."
"I gathered."
"And I've been thinking about it a lot, and I've decided you're a spree killer."
Scott set the cup down. "...What."
"It's the calm thing. The whole—" Kip gestured at all of him. "The patience. The way you look at people. You've definitely got a type." He nodded, satisfied with his work. "Spree killer."
And Scott—a grown man, a man whose entire functioning personality was not engaging—heard himself say: "Everything you just described is a serial killer."
Kip blinked.
"The patience. The routine. The type. Taking your time. That's the cooling-off one. By your own definition." Scott's mouth was apparently operating without supervision. "A spree killer's the opposite—no break, no patience, just goes off all at once. You said the words right and then assigned them backwards, which means you've actually agreed with yourself and lost an argument you were having alone—"
He stopped.
Kip was beaming at him like the sun coming up over a city he loved.
"You know so much about this," Kip breathed.
"I know how words work." Scott turned back to the machine, jaw tight, and asked himself—with real and rising alarm—why in the name of God he had just defended the internal consistency of his own classification as a murderer to a twenty-two-year-old at nine in the morning.
He made the flat white too strong. Out of spite. At himself.

***


The third week, Kip came in wrecked.
Scott saw it before the door finished opening—the way he was holding himself, careful, one shoulder lower than the other, a fresh tape job on the left wrist done by someone who knew what they were doing and a worse one on the forearm done, clearly, by Kip himself in a hurry. He moved like a man taking inventory of his own body and not liking the count.
"Sit," Scott said.
"I'm okay—"
"You're standing like your ribs are filing a complaint. Sit down."
Kip sat. Scott came around the counter—which he did not do, ever, for anyone—and looked at the wrist without touching it, the way you look at a thing when your hands already know the answer and you're only confirming it. Old habit. Locker rooms, trainers' tables, twenty years of watching bodies get broken and patched and sent back out. He could tell a grade-one sprain from across a rink.
"That's not broken," he said. "It's going to feel broken for about a week and then it won't."
Kip stared up at him. "How do you—"
"Ice it tonight, not heat. Heat tomorrow." Scott straightened before the question could finish forming. "I've seen a lot of idiots hurt themselves."
"You'd know an idiot," Kip said, with enormous fondness, and then looked horrified, as was tradition.
Scott made him a hot chocolate. Didn't charge him for it. Told himself it was because the kid couldn't operate a wallet one-handed.

***


The fourth week, Kip brought Carter.
Scott knew the guy mattered before he was introduced, because Kip walked in easier than usual—shoulder to shoulder with a big, grinning, gangly disaster of a man who plainly went back with Kip to somewhere before all of this. Scott guessed they'd come up together, years of it, the kind of friend you've had long enough to stop performing for. The good kind.
"This is Carter," Kip said. "We came up together. He's on the Kings now too."
"Charmed," said Carter, drawing the word out, already looking between Kip and Scott with the dawning, unholy joy of a man watching something he'd been told about come true in front of his eyes. "Oh. Oh. This is the coffee guy."
"Carter."
"This is the coffee guy." Carter wheeled on Scott, beaming, delighted with the entire universe. "He talks about you constantly. Constantly. We did recovery Monday and I learned more about your latte foam than I have about my own mother. 'It's like he draws a leaf, Carter. With his hands.'" He clasped his own to his chest. "Yeah, buddy. That's how leaves get drawn."
"I will pay you," Kip told him, "actual money."
Carter looked thrilled to be bribed.
And Scott—who should have found this excruciating, who had built an entire quiet life precisely to avoid being talked about—discovered he was fighting his mouth again, and losing again, and didn't entirely mind the loss.
But he caught the other thing too, underneath the comedy: even here, easy, beside the one person who plainly knew everything, Kip's eyes still did a small reflexive sweep of the room when the bell rang behind them—a quick, unconscious check of who'd come in, who might be watching—before he caught himself and let his shoulders back down. A habit, not a fear. The kind you don't choose and can't switch off.
Scott knew that one too. He made two flat whites and a leaf, and said nothing about any of it.

***


By week five, the denial was getting structurally unsound.
Scott knew his order before he ordered it—knew Kip would say something adventurous and want the flat white. Knew his schedule: Tuesdays and Thursdays after morning sessions, sometimes Sunday if they'd played the day before, never Mondays. Started, on Thursdays, holding back the last almond croissant, the good one, the one that sold out by nine, and could not have told you when that became a thing his hands just did, like the leaf, like the count.
He told himself it meant nothing. He'd told himself a great many things over the years. He was, frankly, the world's leading authority on telling himself things.
"Scott," Kip said one Thursday—he'd had the name for a week now and used it constantly, like a kid with a new word—"what made you wanna work here? Like, of all the jobs."
Scott thought about the answer. The real one. It's the furthest thing I could find from a building full of people screaming my name. Nobody here wants anything I can't give them in a paper cup. The quiet. The smallness of it. The way Maria had asked him zero questions.
"It's quiet," he said.
Kip looked around the half-full shop, at the hiss of the machine and the low murmur and the rain starting up outside, and seemed to take this as a profound and complete answer.
"Yeah," he agreed softly. "I like it here too."
And Scott, twenty-eight years old, wiped down a counter that was already clean, and gave up—privately, completely—on the idea that this was ever going to be a phase.

***


It was raining the night Kip came in after close.
Scott had the door locked and the lights down to half and the chairs going up onto the tables one by one, which was his favorite ten minutes of any day: the machine cooling and ticking, the street wet and orange outside the glass, nobody left to want anything from him. Maria had gone home an hour ago with a look that said she knew something he didn't, which was her resting state.
The knock came soft, almost apologetic, which was how Scott knew before he turned around.
Kip stood under the awning, soaked through, hair flattened black to his forehead, gym bag clutched to his chest like it might keep him dry, looking smaller than a man his size should be able to. He didn't do the eyebrows, the wave, the goofy mime of let me in. He just looked at Scott through the glass, and there was none of the usual wattage in him at all.
Scott should have pointed at the CLOSED sign. He unlocked the door.
"We lost," Kip said, before anything else, standing in the doorway dripping onto the mat. "Today. We lost."
"I know. I—" Scott stopped, because I checked the score was not a thing he wanted to explain. "Heard. Get in, you're flooding my floor."
Kip got in. Scott locked the door again behind him, which he registered, distantly, was a thing he was choosing to do.
He got a towel from the back and threw it at Kip's chest, and Kip caught it one-handed without looking, the way athletes do even when they're miserable, and scrubbed at his hair, and sat down heavily in the one chair Scott hadn't put up yet like his strings had been cut.
"I had a bad one," Kip said into the towel. "I had a really bad one, Scott."
"Tell me."
And, God help them both, Scott meant it.
So Kip told him. Not the score, the rest of it. The dropped ball in the second half that everyone saw. The coach who hadn't said anything, which was worse than if he'd yelled. The fact that he was supposed to be the future of the club, the kid they'd built the season around, and he was twenty-two and broke and had spent the whole ride home doing the math on whether he was actually good or just early. The way everyone was watching him now, all the time, waiting to see which one it turned out to be.
"And I can't—" he scrubbed harder at his hair, not looking up, "I can't put a foot wrong, you know? Not now. Everyone's got the camera on the young guy. I just have to keep my head down and not give anybody a reason to make me the story."
Scott went still behind the counter.
Because he heard it. The whole second meaning of it, ringing underneath like a struck glass. Not give anybody a reason. He'd said versions of that sentence to himself for years, in locker rooms, on team planes, in the back of his own skull at three in the morning. He knew exactly which feet you weren't allowed to put wrong, and it wasn't the ones on the pitch.
He didn't say any of that. He wasn't a man who said things.
He made Kip a hot chocolate instead, because it was what he had, and set it down on the cleared table, and pulled the second chair off the next one and sat. Across from him. Off the counter. Out of the apron's gravity for the first time since the kid had walked into his life.
"You're not just early," Scott said.
Kip looked up.
"I've watched you for five weeks. You move like someone who's good and doesn't believe it yet. That's a stage, not a verdict." He turned his own empty cup a quarter rotation on the table, a small busy thing for his hands. "Everyone's watching you right up until they're watching somebody else. The part nobody warns you about is that the second part's a relief, when it finally comes."
Kip was quiet for a second. Then, carefully, not quite a question: "That's a weird thing for a barista to know."
There it was. Scott felt it land, the soft probing edge of it, the kid catching the wrong shape of a sentence the way he had once or twice before and not knowing what he'd caught.
"Drink your chocolate," Scott said.
Kip held his eyes a beat longer, then let it go. He let things go more gracefully than he did anything else, which Scott was learning was its own kind of kindness. He picked up the mug in both hands. Drank. Made a small, undignified noise of comfort that he'd clearly have died before making in front of his team.
"This is better than the coffee," Kip confided.
"You don't even like coffee. You should stop ordering it."
"I'm not gonna stop ordering it." Kip said it simply, into the steam, and didn't seem to notice he'd said the entire thing out loud—that the coffee had never once been the point, that they both knew it, that he'd just laid it on the cleared table between them in the half-dark like loose change.
Scott looked at him. The wet curls, the bruise nearly faded now, the way the misery had gone out of his shoulders just from being let in out of the rain and handed something warm. Five-foot-eight of disaster in a too-big shop, taking up the whole room.
He thought, with the calm of a man watching a slow car accident he had stopped trying to prevent: oh, I'm in real trouble.
"It's late," he said, and stood, because the alternative to standing was doing something he wasn't ready to do yet. "Train's down the block. Come on, I'll walk you, the lights are bad on that corner."
He didn't have to walk him. The lights were fine.
Kip stood, drained the mug, set it down with the careful reverence he gave everything Scott handed him. At the door, while Scott killed the lights, the kid hesitated, then said it fast, like ripping tape: "Thanks. For—not making me knock twice. Or whatever. For the door."
"It's a door," Scott said. "I open it. It's the job."
"You'd closed."
Scott didn't have anything for that, so he held the door, and they went out into the rain together, and he walked a soaked rugby player to a train he could have found alone, under one umbrella that was a little too small for the both of them, neither of them mentioning the part where Scott's shoulder got wet because he was holding it wrong, tilted toward the kid, on purpose.

***


Kip had taken to staying till close.
It had happened the way most things happened to Scott lately: without his permission, against his stated policy, and with his full quiet cooperation. The kid would come in late afternoon, drink something he didn't want, and then simply fail to leave, drifting around the shop as it emptied, putting chairs up wrong so Scott had to fix them, talking. About rugby. About the podcast, which had moved on from murderers to a deeply concerning interest in cults. About nothing. Scott had a whole second job now, apparently, which was listening to a twenty-two-year-old narrate his entire inner life over the hiss of a cooling machine, and the worst part was he'd started looking forward to it around two in the afternoon.
Tonight, though, the kid was off.
Wound tight. Quiet in the wrong way. He'd put up exactly one chair in twenty minutes and was now standing at the end of the counter turning a sugar packet over and over in those big careful hands, not talking, which from Kip was practically a fire alarm.
"You're going to wear a hole in that," Scott said.
"Sorry." Kip put it down. Picked it back up. "Scott. Can I. Okay. I need to say a thing and I need you to not—" he gestured vaguely at all of Scott, "do the face. The flat face. Where I can't tell anything."
"I have one face."
"You have one face and it's a vault." Kip took a breath that visibly went nowhere good. "Okay. So. I think you already know this, probably, because you know everything, you knew my whole hands, but I've been coming here for like two months and it's not—" he laughed, terrible, panicked, "it was never about the coffee. I don't even like coffee. You told me I don't like coffee, you don't even drink it yourself, and I kept ordering it anyway because I just wanted a reason to be wherever you are, which is, when I say it out loud, completely deranged, and I know you're probably not even, like, into guys, or into me, specifically, who would be, I walked into your door the first time, I walk into it most times, and I just—"
Scott set down the cloth.
"—couldn't keep not saying it, because you walked me to a train I didn't need walking to, and you held the umbrella wrong on purpose, you think I didn't notice but I noticed, and I've been awake about it for a week, and I really need you to just tell me if I should stop coming, because I will, I'll find another—"
Scott crossed the floor and kissed him.
It was the only reliable way he'd ever found to make Kip stop talking, and it worked immediately and completely. The kid went still under his mouth, shocked silent at last, and then made a small wrecked sound and surged up into it like he'd been waiting his whole life for permission, both hands fisting in the front of Scott's shirt, up on his toes because of the four inches between them, and the chair he'd just put up came back down off the table with a clatter as he backed Scott into it without either of them caring.
Scott had meant it to be brief. A full stop. Here is your answer, now breathe. It did not stay brief. Kip kissed the way he did everything, with his whole disastrous heart and no plan, and he tasted like the hot chocolate and smelled like cedar and rain, and somewhere in the first ten seconds Scott stopped running the part of his brain that kept score and just held the back of the kid's wet curls in one hand and let it happen.
When they broke apart Kip stayed close, foreheads nearly touching, breathing like he'd left it all on the pitch.
"Oh," he said, devastated. "Oh, no."
"No?"
"No, it's good, it's so much worse that it's good, I had a whole plan for if you said no, I don't have one for—" he gestured between them, helpless, "this."
"You don't need a plan." Scott pressed his thumb to the corner of that ridiculous, beloved mouth. "I live two blocks from here."
Kip stopped breathing entirely.
"That wasn't—" Scott started.
"No, I heard it. I'm processing. Give me a—" Kip exhaled, shaky, grinning now, the wattage coming back up all at once like a city block getting its power restored. "Two blocks. Yeah. Okay. Yes. I have legs, I'm an athlete, I can walk two blocks, watch me walk two blocks like a normal—"
Scott kissed him again, shorter, and went to get the lights.

***


His apartment was small and spare in a way Kip clocked the second he stepped in, slowing, looking around with the open curiosity of a man who couldn't hide a single thing he felt. A clean galley kitchen. A couch. Almost nothing on the walls. The deliberate bareness of a person who had once owned a much larger life and given most of it away on purpose and not gotten around to filling the gap with anything that wasn't necessary.
"It's very—" Kip searched for it kindly, "monastic."
"I don't need a lot."
"There's no, like, stuff." He turned a slow circle, taking it in, and his eyes caught for half a second on the one thing there was: a single battered duffel on the closet shelf, the kind that had clearly logged ten thousand miles, zipped shut on whatever was inside. He didn't ask. He was learning, slowly, which doors of Scott's not to knock on twice. "It's nice. It's calm. It's very—"
Scott, who had decided somewhere around the second block that he was finished waiting, reached back over his shoulder and pulled his shirt off in one motion.
"You want the house tour," he said. "Or."
Kip turned around.
Scott watched the entire functioning apparatus of him power down in real time: the eyes dropping, the mouth opening, the slow circle abandoned mid-step, the architectural assessment of the apartment forgotten forever in favor of a new and far more urgent area of study.
"...Or," Kip said, faintly. "I pick or. It's or. The tour's a—" he swallowed, "the tour's a later thing. I don't care what's down the hall. I will never care what's down the hall as long as I live."
"It's a bathroom."
"Don't tell me about it."
And then the nerves flickered up under the wattage anyway, just for a second, the kid suddenly aware of the size of the moment under all the want. "I haven't done this a lot," he admitted, quieter. "Being out-in-the-room about it. With the lights on. I'm good at the other version. The one where nobody—"
"Hey." Scott closed the space and took his face in both hands. Made him look. "Nobody's watching here. There's no camera on the young guy in my apartment. It's just me, and I closed the curtains an hour ago in my head."
Kip laughed, wet and startled, leaning into Scott's palms. "That's the most romantic thing you've ever said and it had the word camera in it."
"I'm rusty."
"You're—" Kip kissed the heel of his hand, then his wrist, then, going up on his toes again, his mouth, slow this time, no clatter, nothing to interrupt it, "you're really not."
After that there wasn't much talking, which was a novelty where Kip was concerned, and the few sounds he did make were better than any of his words. Scott took his time, because taking his time was the only way he knew how to do anything that mattered, and because he wanted to learn this the way he'd accidentally learned the kid's coffee order and his schedule and the exact pitch of his laugh: by heart, by hand, permanently. He got the wet hoodie off and found, underneath, all that absurd compact muscle he'd been pretending not to notice for two months, warm and solid and densely furred, a body built like an argument for the existence of God by a committee of Eastern European gymnastics coaches, and Kip went pink under his hands and tried to apologize for being hairy and Scott kissed the apology off him and the next one too.
"Stop apologizing," Scott said, against the cedar-and-pepper warmth of his throat, "for being the best thing that's walked through that door in six years."
"That's—" Kip's breath hitched as Scott's hands moved, "that's the coffee door or the—"
"Kip."
"Yeah. Shutting up. Wow. Okay."
He did not, in fact, fully shut up, because he was incapable of it, and Scott found he didn't want him to. He wanted the running commentary, the gasped half-sentences, the way Kip said his name like it was load-bearing, like it was the only word that held any weight. He wanted the way the kid looked up at him, undone and unguarded and entirely without a plan, the way the disaster of him went soft and certain at the center when it counted. Scott had spent six years keeping every door of himself locked, and here was this ridiculous, beautiful boy who knocked anyway, every single time, and waited in the rain to be let in.
He let him in.
After, Kip lay sprawled half across him, boneless and warm and hairy as a small bear, drawing idle shapes on Scott's chest and humming something tuneless, while the rain kept on against the window and Scott stared at his own ceiling and felt, for the first time in six years, something other than quiet living in his apartment.
"I'm definitely still gonna order the coffee," Kip mumbled, already three-quarters asleep. 
"I know."
"It was never the point."
"I know," Scott said, and pressed his mouth to the wet curls, and did not say the rest of it, the part that had stopped being deniable somewhere around two blocks ago, the part he'd say eventually, when he was less of a vault and the kid was awake to hear it.
For now he just held on, and let the trouble he was in settle warm and snoring against his ribs, and kept the curtains closed in his head, and stayed.

***


The apartment had started to fill up.
It happened by increments, the way Kip did everything: without a plan, all at once, and impossible to reverse. First a toothbrush appeared in the cup by the sink, leaning against Scott's like it had always been there. Then a tub of protein powder the size of a paint can colonized an entire cabinet. Then there were cleats by the door that Scott tripped over twice and threatened to throw off the fire escape and did not throw off the fire escape. A hoodie on the back of the one good chair. A second, worse hoodie. A phone charger Scott didn't own and a phone that was always playing some man in a calm voice explaining how a charismatic leader had convinced two hundred people to move to Guyana.
Two months ago Scott had owned almost nothing on purpose. Now he owned a boyfriend's entire athletic supplement regimen and a working knowledge of multiple cults, and the strange part, the part he turned over at night like a coin, was that he didn't mind. The monastic quiet he'd built so carefully had been invaded by a five-foot-eight golden retriever who left wet towels on the bed, and the apartment had stopped feeling like a waiting room and started feeling like somewhere a person lived. Two people. He kept not minding it. It was the most reckless thing he'd done in years.
It was good. It was so good it made him nervous, which was its own kind of tell.
The only place it wasn't good was anywhere with other people in it.
They ran into Carter and two of the other Kings outside the bodega on a Sunday, and Scott felt it happen before he saw it: the hand that had been loosely hooked in his jacket pocket withdrawing, the half-step of distance opening, the easy thing between them folding itself small and out of sight. "This is Scott," Kip said, bright and careful. "The coffee guy. From the place." And the guys nodded, friendly, uninterested, and Carter shot Scott a look that was almost an apology, and it was fine. It was completely fine. Scott knew the choreography by heart; he'd written the original.
It just sat with him, on the walk back. Quietly. The way it used to.
Kip was subdued by the time they got home, fussing with his keys, not quite meeting Scott's eye. "I'm sorry," he said, finally, to the kitchen counter. "About the. Out there. I hate that I do that, I just—"
"I know."
"You always say that. 'I know.' Like you actually—" Kip rubbed the back of his neck, "how do you always know."
And Scott, who had spent six years keeping every door of himself shut, stood in his no-longer-empty apartment with this person who hid them in public and never once made Scott feel hidden in private, and decided to open one.
He went to the closet. Took down the duffel.
He hadn't unzipped it in three years. He did it now, on the kitchen table, and started taking things out and setting them down, one at a time, the way Kip stacked his quarters. A pair of skates, the leather gone soft, the blades still sharp because some habits you keep even after you quit the thing they were for. A roll of stick tape. And a jersey, folded, that he shook out once and laid flat so the back faced up.
HUNTER. And a number Kip clearly knew, because Scott watched the whole thing arrive on his face in stages.
"That's—" Kip looked at the jersey, then at Scott, then at the jersey. "That's an NHL—" a beat. "Scott. Scott Hunter." His voice did something strangled. "You're Scott Hunter. You're the—" he stood up, sat back down, "you're the kid who vanished. Everyone thought you'd, like, there were whole, my buddy had a theory, you were supposed to be the future of the whole franchise and you just—"
"I just," Scott agreed.
"You were twenty-two."
"I was twenty-two." He looked at the number on his own back, lying on the table he ate breakfast at. "They built the season around me. Called me the future of the club. I've heard a kid say almost exactly that to me recently, actually, in the rain, about himself. It's part of why I let you in out of it."
Kip had gone very quiet. The good kind, the listening kind, the kind Scott was learning he was capable of when it counted.
"I left because I did the math," Scott said. "On living the rest of my career as a marketable, mysterious, permanently single franchise face. On every road trip, every camera, every locker room, for fifteen more years. And I couldn't. So I walked, and I didn't explain, and I let everyone keep their theories, and I came here."
"But—" Kip's brow furrowed, and there it was, the exact question, the one Scott had been waiting two months to be asked, "if you got out. If you left so you could be, like, free. Then how come you're still so—" he gestured, helplessly kind, at all of Scott, at the vault, at the bare walls he'd only just started letting Kip cover.
Scott was quiet for a second. Then he said the truest thing he had, spare, because it was all he could carry out at once.
"Getting out and being okay aren't the same thing. You can be out of the closet and still keep every door in the house locked. I've been doing both for six years." He folded the jersey back along its old creases. "I left the only family I ever had to stop hiding who I was. And after that I didn't have a lot of appetite for wanting things. Wanting things is how you end up with something to lose again." He set the jersey down. "So I got small. Quiet. A job where nobody needs me to be anybody. I told myself that was the same as free."
He looked up at Kip.
"It wasn't. I just had it confused for a long time. Until somebody kept walking into my door."
Kip didn't say anything for a moment, which had to be a personal record, and his eyes were bright in a way he wasn't bothering to hide. Then, instead of a speech, because he was finally learning Scott's language too, he reached across the table and took Scott's hand and held it, here, with the lights on, where there was no camera and no choreography and no half-step, and turned it over, and pressed his thumb into the palm like he was trying to leave a print.
"I order flat whites I don't even like from a legend," he said wetly. "I've been humiliating myself in front of a Hall of Fame ballot—"
"I'm not in the Hall of Fame. You have to play more than four seasons."
"Don't—" Kip's voice cracked, half laugh, half something else, "don't undersell your own tragic backstory to me, I'm having a moment."
Scott huffed. Adjacent to a laugh. Closer than he ever used to get.
He didn't put the duffel back on the closet shelf that night. He left it out, half unpacked, the skates and the tape and the folded jersey sitting in the open on the table among Kip's chargers and Kip's terrible second hoodie and the protein powder the size of a paint can. Stuff. A whole apartment of it now, his and Kip's tangled together, none of it put away where it couldn't be seen.
In bed, much later, Kip already asleep and sprawled across two-thirds of the mattress as was his custom, Scott lay awake and listened to the rain that wasn't even falling, just the ordinary night sounds of a place with someone in it, and thought that he had spent six years calling an empty room freedom, and had been, on that as on so many things, exactly and completely wrong.
He'd tell the kid the rest of it eventually. The parents. The twelve-year-old version of him in the back of a stranger's car. The whole bag.
There was time. For once, there was time, and somebody to use it on.
He went to sleep before he could get nervous about that too.

***


Kip asked him to come to the final, and Scott, against six years of policy and most of his better judgment, said yes.
He hadn't been inside any kind of stadium since he'd walked out of one, and it turned out it didn't take much to bring it back. The ground was small: a borrowed soccer stadium, a few thousand deep, a big day for a growing league and a rounding error next to the buildings he used to play in. It didn't matter. His body didn't do scale. The lights, the cut-grass smell, the kit, the particular animal sound a crowd makes when it stands up all at once: the cues were identical, and his nervous system helpfully filled in the rest in tens of thousands, the way it used to, a low old static climbing his ribs. He sat in the back of a stand in a hood with a paper cup of coffee he wasn't going to drink, and waited for the part of him that had run from all of this to start screaming. It did, a little. But he stayed in his seat, because down on the pitch in the wrong-colored kit was a five-foot-eight disaster who'd left a wet towel on his bed that morning, and Scott had discovered he could sit through almost anything to watch him.
It was a bad game until it wasn't. The Kings were down by four with the clock dead and dying, pinned on their own line, and then the ball came loose and Kip had it, and Scott watched him do the thing he'd only ever seen the shape of before: he watched him be good, undeniably, the whole eighty meters of it, that compact furious body finding gaps that weren't there, a step nobody could lay a hand on, and Scott was on his feet with every last one of those few thousand strangers before he knew he'd stood, his cup of coffee on the concrete, his heart in his throat, roaring for the kid like he hadn't roared for anything in his life.
Kip went over in the corner as the hooter sounded. Won them the game. Won them the season, it turned out, the result they'd built the whole year around.
And then the cameras came.
Scott watched it from the back of the stand, the part nobody else was watching because they were all watching the try. It wasn't much of a machine, by the standards of the one that had built and nearly buried him: a single broadcast camera jogging over, one sideline reporter, the league's social-media kid orbiting with a phone on a gimbal. But it was that same machine in miniature, and Scott had a specialist's eye for it. He watched the kid, flushed and laughing and overwhelmed and so beautiful it hurt to look at, get folded into it in real time: the lens swinging onto him, the questions, the league realizing live and on the air that it finally had a face worth pointing a camera at. He watched it close around Kip exactly the way a far bigger version had once closed around a twenty-two-year-old named Hunter, and he knew, with a calm that was almost peace, that he was watching the last good day.
Because Scott knew what came next. He'd lived every inch of it. The future of the club. The marketable, mysterious, single young star. The years of cameras that never blinked. Some far-off, reasonable part of him knew the comparison didn't even hold: that rugby wasn't hockey, that a growing league was a tenth the size and a hundredth the money, that the walls here might be lower than the ones he'd run from. But the shape of the thing was identical, and the shape was what had nearly killed him, and fear has never once in recorded history been talked out of anything by a footnote about scale. There was no room in that life for a barista two blocks from the train, and there shouldn't be. Kip had a shot at the thing Scott had thrown away. The kindest thing Scott could do, the only thing, was not be the reason he had to choose.
It was good while it lasted, Scott thought, in the roar, and was surprised by how much it cost to think it, even braced.

***


He'd learned, at twelve, in the back of a stranger's car with everything he owned in a trash bag, that the things you let yourself love get taken in an instant and without warning. He'd spent the years after that becoming very good at not loving anything that could be taken. Hockey had been the exception, and look how that ended, by his own hand. He knew this part. He knew how to let go of a good thing before it could let go of him. It was, God help him, the thing he was best at after the leaf.
So he started.
It was small at first. He didn't tell Kip he'd seen the deeper thing in the stadium, the way the future had already arrived. When Kip came by the shop the next day still glowing, phone buzzing in his pocket every ninety seconds, Scott made him a drink and was warm and was a wall, both at once, the old skill coming back like he'd never lost it. He let a half-step open from his own side, for once. He started, quietly, getting ready to lose him, the way you take the photos down before you move out.
"It's insane," Kip was saying, lit up, leaning on the counter. "There's a, my agent says there's interest, like real, and the league wants me to do this whole, but the thing is—" he reached across the counter and grabbed Scott's wrist, eyes bright, the way he grabbed everything, with his whole heart and no plan, "the thing is I want you there, Scott, for the announcement, all of it, I keep thinking it's not gonna feel real until you're—"
"You should be careful," Scott heard himself say.
Kip stopped. "What?"
"With where you're seen. Who with." Scott kept his eyes on the milk, on the clean pour, on anything. "You've got a real shot now. That kind of shot has rules. I'd know." He set the cup down, not quite able to make it meet Kip's eyes. "I just don't want to be the thing that costs you it. That's all. You don't have to want me there."
The glow went out of Kip's face slowly, replaced by something Scott couldn't look directly at, and the buzzing phone in his pocket filled the silence like a trapped insect.
"You're doing it right now," Kip said quietly. "The face. The vault. You went somewhere."
"Drink your coffee."
"Scott."
"I'm being practical. One of us has done this before." It came out colder than he meant it, armor always did, and he watched it land, and hated himself, and did not take it back, because taking it back meant wanting to keep him, and wanting things was how you lost them, and he could not survive losing this one slowly.
Better to do it now. Quick. Before the cameras did it for them.
Kip looked at him for a long moment, the loudest Scott had ever heard him be without saying a single word. Then his phone buzzed again, and he pulled it out, and whatever he saw on the screen made his jaw set in a way Scott had never seen on that open, hopeless, honest face.
"I have to go," Kip said. "There's a thing. A press thing." He pocketed the phone. At the door he stopped, hand on the glass, and didn't turn around. "For the record, you're wrong about what it costs." The bell rang. "I'll prove it to you."
And he was gone, into the bright dangerous noise of his new life, and Scott stood in the quiet he'd spent six years calling freedom, and finished making a coffee for a man who'd already left, and told himself it was better this way.
He almost believed it.
He'd never been more wrong about anything, and he had, mercifully, less than a day left to be wrong about it.

***


The morning after the worst thing Scott had done in six years, the shop was busy, and Kip was everywhere.
Not in the shop. In the world, or the corner of it that cared. A man at table four was watching the try on his phone, the sound tinny and small, and Grady's away, oh, what a finish from the young man, on a loop. The girl at the register had it open in another tab. Somebody had left a folded sports section on the counter, below the fold, with a photo of Kip mid-stride, mouth open, gorgeous and unguarded, a few thousand on their feet behind him, under a headline calling him the face of a growing league. It wasn't the whole city. Rugby didn't move the whole city; that was sort of the point of rugby. But in the small world that did care, Kip was suddenly everywhere at once, and that small world was about to get much more interested in him than it already was. It was exactly what Scott had known would happen, and he had been so busy being right that he'd forgotten right was a thing you could do to yourself like a wound.
He made flat whites he didn't drink the smell of. He told himself it was better. He'd told himself a great many things over the years; he was, after all, the world's leading authority on it. None of them were landing this morning. The apartment had a wet towel on the bed he hadn't moved. He wasn't going to move it for a while.
The bell rang at 11:40.
Scott knew the shape in the doorway before he looked up, the way he'd known it the first time, the doorway briefly failing to fit a person. But Kip wasn't soaked and small today, and he wasn't lit up and oblivious either. He stood just inside the door in a Kings hoodie, fresh from whatever the morning's media obligations had been, jaw set, pale, terrified in a way Scott could read at fifty feet, and absolutely, visibly, not leaving.
The shop noise dipped the way rooms do when somebody half the room recognizes from somewhere walks in. A couple of phones came up. Table four looked from the loop on his screen to the man himself, six feet away.
"Kip," Scott said, low, already reaching for the armor, already starting the kind thing, the practical thing, the you shouldn't be here, not with the cameras, I told you, go be the future, I'll be fine, "you can't—"
"I told you I'd prove it."
Kip crossed the floor. Not the careful half-step, not the choreography, not a single check of the room. He came around the end of the counter into the space behind it where customers never went, into Scott's two square feet of the world, close enough that Scott could smell cedar and black pepper under the cold he'd carried in, and his hands were shaking, Scott could see them shaking, and he reached up anyway and took two fistfuls of Scott's apron in those big careful athlete's hands and pulled.
"Don't," Kip said, fast and low and just for him, before Scott could reach the kind, practical, cowardly end of the sentence. "Don't do the noble thing at me. I was up all night, I had a whole speech, and it was terrible, I'm so bad at the talking part." His knuckles went white in the canvas. "So I'm just gonna skip to the part you can't argue with."
"Kip—"
"There's a camera right there," Kip said. "I know. I see it." His voice cracked clean down the middle and he kept going anyway, which was the bravest thing Scott had ever watched a person do. "I'm so scared I might throw up. Don't let go of me."
And he went up on his toes, all that compact furious strength rising the four inches between them, and kissed Scott full on the mouth, in the middle of The Low Bar, at 11:41 on a Tuesday, in front of table four and the girl at the register and a folded newspaper with his own face on it and at least two phones and God and everybody.
Scott's brain, the part that kept score, the part that had spent six years calculating the cost of exactly this, went completely and finally silent.
Because here was the thing he'd been so sure was impossible that he'd thrown his whole life away rather than test it. Here was a twenty-two-year-old standing at the exact cliff Scott had once stood on—the future of the club, the marketable face, everything Scott had run from rather than risk—and instead of doing the math the way Scott had done it, the only way Scott had ever let himself do it, the way that always came out career or truth, pick one, he had reached across that false little line and grabbed both in his two shaking hands and refused, out loud, in front of everybody, to put either one down.
Scott had spent six years certain there was an abyss on the far side of this exact moment. Fifteen years of hiding, or nothing at all. He'd built his whole small life on that arithmetic. And here was Kip, walking straight up to the wall Scott had believed was the edge of the world and putting his hand clean through it, and on the other side there was no abyss waiting at all: just a coffee shop, and the smell of cedar, and a boy who'd come to keep him. He'd been doing the math wrong the entire time. There had always been a third answer. He just had never once been able to see it from inside the door he was standing in.
Scott stopped holding the apron from his side and put both arms around him and kissed him back like he meant it, because he did, because he was done, gloriously and permanently done, being the world's leading authority on telling himself things.
Somewhere behind them, table four started clapping. The girl at the register made a sound like a kettle. From the back, unmistakably, Maria's voice, warm and dry and triumphant all at once: "There he is. Took you long enough."
When they finally broke apart Kip stayed exactly where he was, foreheads together, both of them breathing like they'd left it on the pitch, his hands still fisted in the apron like he wasn't sure he was allowed to stop holding on.
"It's gonna be all over the rugby internet by tonight," Kip whispered, shaking, grinning, terrified, radiant. "The face of the league kissing his barista. It's gonna be such a thing. In a very specific and not-that-large number of group chats. My agent is gonna have a stroke."
"You sure?" Scott managed. His voice wasn't working right. "About the cost."
Kip pulled back just far enough to look at him—all of him, the open hopeless honest whole of him, lights on, curtains up, no camera he was afraid of anymore. He didn't answer the question about the cost. He'd never once been the one doing that math; that had always been Scott's, done alone, in the dark, for years.
"I love you," Kip said instead. Plain. Wrecked. No plan, no speech, just the one true thing laid on the cleared counter between them like loose change. "That's the—I should've led with that. I love you, Scott."
And Scott Hunter, twenty-eight years old, who had not said those words to a living soul since he was twelve, when saying them had not been enough to keep anyone, who had spent sixteen years certain the words were a liability and a debt and a door you did not open—found them sitting right there, easy, the easiest thing in the world, like they'd been waiting behind the lock the whole time for somebody to finally knock.
"I love you," he said. Out loud. In the full light. In front of table four and the phones and God and everybody, and he was not afraid, and he meant it all the way down to the floor.
Then he kissed him, because he'd said it and now he got to, because nobody alive was going to stop him.
When they came up the second time, his voice still wasn't working, so he reached for the only other thing he had.
"Drink your coffee," he said, rough.
"I don't even like coffee," Kip said, beaming, wet-faced, holding on.
"I know," Scott said. "I know. Come here."
And he pulled him back in, in the middle of the busy shop, in the full light, on purpose—a man who had spent his whole life opening the door for everybody else, finally, at last, letting somebody hold it open for him.

***


Eight months later, Scott sat in the stands at a Kings home game with a paper cup of coffee he wasn't going to drink, and was, against every odd his life had ever dealt him, entirely happy.
It still caught him sometimes, the strangeness of the angle. He had spent his whole life on the other side of this: the watched one, the one down there under the lights with his name on his back and forty thousand people deciding things about him. He'd never once, in twenty years of the game, sat in a stand and just watched. He hadn't known it was allowed. He hadn't known it was like this, that you could love the thing from out here without it costing you anything, that the lights could just be lights and not a stage, that the smell of cut grass and liniment and cold air could climb into your chest and mean Saturday, mean good, instead of meaning the old animal panic. The static was gone. Somewhere over the winter it had just stopped coming, and he hadn't noticed the day it left, the way you don't notice the exact morning a long cold finally breaks.
"He's playing too wide," George said, beside him, with the deep contentment of a man who had been wrong about rugby for fifty years and intended to keep being wrong about it loudly. "He always plays too wide when he knows you're watching."
"He plays the same," Scott said.
"He plays wide."
"You don't know what wide means, George," said Elena, on Scott's other side, not looking up from peeling the lid off her own coffee. "You've called it wide, narrow, offside, and 'a foul' in the last ten minutes and none of them were happening."
"I contain multitudes," George said serenely, and reached past Scott to steal one of the chips out of the tray on Elena's knee, and the easy domestic theft of it, the long-worn shape of these two people's affection making room around him without comment, did something quiet to Scott's chest that he had mostly stopped trying to name.
He had met them in November. Kip had been a wreck about it for a week beforehand, which was its own answer to a question Scott hadn't known he was still asking. George had opened the door of a cramped fourth-floor walk-up in Bay Ridge, taken one look at Scott standing on the landing holding a bottle of wine he'd had to google, and Scott had watched recognition go off behind the man's eyes like a flashbulb.
Because George Grady, it turned out, was a hockey man down to the marrow, an Admirals fan since before Kip was born, the kind who'd had the package and screamed at the TV for thirty years, and the phenom he'd watched climb and then vanish from his team six seasons ago was now standing on his landing dating his son. Scott saw the whole thing arrive: the widening eyes, the small sharp inhale, the visible and heroic decision to Be Normal About This.
"So," George said, in a voice with a faint tremor of suppression running under it, "you're the one who finally got him to stop talking about you and start bringing you," and folded Scott into a hug before Scott had finished working out whether he was allowed to want one, and did not say a single one of the roughly four hundred things he was very obviously dying to say.
He held the line nearly the whole evening, which Scott respected enormously. It was only at the door, much later, coat half on, that George finally cracked: gripped Scott's hand a beat too long, shot one guilty glance toward the kitchen to confirm Kip was out of earshot, and said, low and reverent and completely helpless, "The overtime winner. Game six. You went backhand, top shelf, I have replayed it in my mind—" and then caught himself, cleared his throat, let go, mortified and shining. "Anyway. You're good for him. Come back soon."
And Scott, who had spent six years running from rooms full of people who knew his name, stood in a Brooklyn walk-up and found that this particular way of being known didn't feel like the machine at all. It felt like a man who loved the game being kind to him in a hallway. It felt like being let in.
Elena had been harder, which Scott respected. She'd spent the first dinner conducting what was clearly a long-rehearsed interrogation, and somewhere around the third course had set down her fork, looked at the way Scott had been quietly refilling Kip's water before Kip noticed it was empty, and said, "Okay. Fine. You pass," and that had been that.
He had not had a family since he was twelve years old. He had buried that whole capacity in the back of a stranger's car along with everything else and become a man who needed no one and was needed by no one, on purpose, for safety. And now here he was on a Saturday with a dad on one side mangling the rules and a best friend on the other side eating chips, a seat saved for him in the middle without anyone making a thing of it, and down on the pitch the reason for all of it, playing too wide.
It was, he thought, the most exposed he had ever been in his life, sitting still in the open with people who could be taken from him. He had spent six years certain that was the same thing as danger. It turned out it was just the price of having anything at all, and the having was worth every cent of it, and he'd been too scared for too long to do the simple sum.
Down on the pitch, with eleven minutes left and the Kings a converted try down, the ball came loose.
Scott was on his feet before he decided to be. So was George, so was Elena, so was the whole modest sold-out stand, because Kip had it, Kip had it in space, and there it was again, the thing Scott would never get tired of watching: that compact furious body finding a gap that wasn't there, the step nobody could lay a hand on, the long unhurried certainty of a man who was, it turned out, exactly as good as he'd been too scared to believe. He went in under the posts. Put them ahead. Won them the game with the clock in the red, and the stand came apart around Scott, and he was roaring, openly, both arms up, George pounding his shoulder, Elena screaming something unrepeatable about the officials on principle.
And down on the grass, mobbed by his own teammates, Carter's arm locked around his neck, Kip turned and found the stand and found the exact seat in the middle of it without having to look for it, because he always knew where Scott was now, the way Scott had always known the shape of him in a doorway.
He pointed up. Grinned, wild and wet and twenty-three now and still the most beautiful disaster ever to walk into a coffee shop. Mouthed something Scott couldn't hear over forty thousand decibels of a few thousand people.
Scott knew what it was anyway. He'd written it himself, a year ago, on the side of a paper cup, under the lid line where the kid wouldn't see it till he was halfway down the block, crossing out the last good game of his old life to make room for it without knowing that was what he was doing.
Come back when you win one.
The kid had come back. He'd kept coming back, every single time, in the rain, against the odds, into the door, pull instead of push, for a year, until Scott had finally run out of locked rooms to hide in. And now he'd won one, with Scott there to see it, on the right side of the glass at last, not hiding, not watched, not alone.
Later, much later, when the crowd had thinned and George had been talked out of explaining the game to a steward and Elena had gone to bring the car around, Kip came up into the empty stand, still in his kit, grass-stained and glowing, and dropped into the saved seat beside him like his strings had been cut, and leaned his whole sweaty weight into Scott's side the way he did everything, with no plan and his whole heart.
"You came," Kip said, like it still surprised him. Like it might always.
"I always come."
"I know." Kip tipped his head back against Scott's shoulder, looked up at the lights going dark over the emptying ground, and was, for once, quiet. Then: "What was it. The number. The one you wrote on my cup and crossed out. You never told me."
Scott looked down at the curls, the bruise on the jaw nearly faded, the big careful athlete's hands. The old relic of a life he'd spent six years guarding like it was all he'd ever get to have.
"Doesn't matter," he said, and found, to his complete and ongoing astonishment, that it was true. "It was the best day I thought I was ever going to get."
"And now?"
"Now I get a lot of them." He pressed his mouth to the wet curls, in an empty stand, in the open, in the last of the light, with nobody watching and nothing left to hide and the whole rest of it stretched out in front of them, ordinary and miraculous and his. "Drink your coffee."
"I don't even like coffee," Kip said, smiling into his shoulder.
"I know," Scott said. "Let’s go home."
And they did.

    





  










Afterword


    
        
          End Notes

          Now, I can rest. I think.

See you on the other side (of my break, which I do intend to take)!

Love,
Des


        


    


  Please drop by the Archive and comment to let the creator know if you enjoyed their work!








