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Chapter 1

 

Let’s be clear: Mike knows from the get-go that it’s a stupid fucking idea. He just doesn’t know if that makes it better or worse.

The kid gets called up to the Oilers when Steinberg breaks his foot halfway through the season. And he is a kid: eighteen, baby-faced, smaller than everyone else on the roster at 5’8” and clearly determined to make up for it. He introduces himself to Mike before his first game with a outstretched hand and a shit-eating grin, radiating that specific kind of confidence that teenage boys the world over seem to have: cockiness overlaying self-consciousness.

“I’m Liam,” the kid — Fitzgerald — says, either not realizing or not caring that he’s interrupting Mike’s pregame routine.

“I know,” Mike says. 

“You’re Mike,” Fitzgerald says, providing himself the introduction Mike didn’t. “We might play on a line together, so I thought I’d introduce myself. So. Hi.”

“We probably won’t,” Mike says. “They’ll slot you in where Steinberg was. You’re way too fucking tiny for the checking line.” 

“I’m not tiny,” Fitzgerald says, sounding offended. “I’m concentrated.”

“That what they’re calling it now?” Mike asks. The kid’s practically getting a crick in his neck trying to meet Mike’s eye. 

“Yep,” Fitzgerald says. “You’ll see.”

*

They put Fitzgerald exactly where Mike said they would, but on an icing call he ends up playing a shift with the goon squad. He wins the face off, shakes off a hit that should have put a guy his size right on his ass, throws a hit of his own on a player almost the size of Mike. Nearly bounces off him, but the intent was there.

Fitzgerald’s breathless on the bench after that shift, cocky grin wiped off his face, hair plastered to his forehead under his helmet. Clearly struggling a little, but he made his point.

“Concentrated,” Fitzgerald repeats.

“Yeah, you’re still not goon squad material,” Mike says.

Fitzgerald frowns at him. 

“That’s a fucking compliment, kid,” Mike says. 

“I could be goon squad material,” Fitzgerald argues. 

Typical rookie: of course he wants to be good at everything from the get-go. What Fitzgerald’s got is the kind of potential you don’t see in the guys mired on the fourth line, the kind of potential Mike’s never had in his life. What Mike does have is eight extra inches, a shit-ton more weight, the ability to throw that weight around. To throw a punch, to take one. It’s not the kind of thing to aspire to. No one grows up dreaming of being an enforcer.

Mike can’t help but grin at him, this pint-sized destroyer. Mike knows he was that young, once, but he doesn’t think he was ever that young. “Okay, kid,” Mike says, placating him, and unexpectedly, Fitzgerald grins right back. 

Mike thinks, in hindsight, that might be where the trouble starts.

*

With the team as injured as it is, especially the centers, it looks like Fitzgerald’s going to be playing for the Oilers for awhile. He may be a rookie, but he’s got a gift for face-offs that even most vets don’t have: Fitzgerald’s a true natural center, which requires as much instinct as practice. If he keeps playing like he has, he just might take someone’s job out from under them, some poor fucker getting shuffled straight from injured reserve to healthy scratch. Steinberg may as well take his sweet time healing.

The coaching staff appears to share Mike’s opinion, because rather than staying in the call up limbo of a hotel room, Fitzgerald’s quickly installed with Darryl Rogers, alternate captain and designated child minder, apparently. The role suits him — Rogers is younger than Mike, but he’s got that fatherly vibe down pat already. Mike has no doubt that once he gets married to his fiancée there are going to be plenty of Rogers spawn in the world, so maybe the two of them are getting started early on the whole parenting thing.

Edmonton has no shortage of young guys on the team right now — when you’ve got a ton of injuries on a team that’s shit even when they’re healthy, there isn’t much harm in giving your rookies a proper audition. Mike would like to make that clear: Fitzgerald’s got other teenagers he could hang out with. Hell, guys under twenty-five make up most of the roster. Mike, at thirty, is practically an elder statesman.

And yet on their first road trip, Fitzgerald sits his ass down in the seat beside Mike’s on the flight out. Mike usually gets two seats all to himself. He takes up a lot of space, even considering the larger seats the charter offers, and he’d rather read a book or a magazine than join the cards or video games or general time wasting he’d inevitably get roped into if he was sitting beside someone else.

Mike eyes him. There’s no shortage of seats, so it’s not like Fitzgerald doesn’t have other options. Maybe he lost a bet with one of the other rookies: ‘go sit with the grumpy enforcer, hope he doesn’t eat you’. 

“Can I help you?” Mike asks when Fitzgerald doesn’t immediately explain his presence.

“I’m good,” Fitzgerald says, shooting Mike a cheerful smile. He puts headphones on a few minutes later, falls asleep within ten. He isn’t the pain in the ass Mike expected he would be, dozing beside Mike, so Mike has no excuse for getting distracted every other page, looking over to find Fitzgerald still asleep, his mouth slightly ajar and fingers loosely interlaced, a picture of peaceful repose.

Fogart approaches halfway to Dallas with a marker in hand. Unless you’re coaching staff or known to retaliate bigger and better, it’s never safe to fall asleep on the road. Fitzgerald should know better — Mike’s sure he’s been involved in even dumber shit recently, considering he was called up from a team entirely comprised of teenage boys. Not that Juniors is a far cry from the NHL sometimes — plenty of guys haven’t grown out of that juvenile bullshit. Fogart, for example.

“Don’t you fucking dare,” Mike says. He looks back down at his book, idly flips to the next page, and when he looks back up, Fogart’s retreated.

Fitzgerald continues to sleep, unmolested, and Mike watches him, reconsidering: if he realized the seat beside Mike was the only safe place to take a nap, he’s smarter than Mike gave him credit for. 

Fitzgerald sleeps until they start to descend, and Mike doesn’t seem to take in a damn word of his book in that time.

*

Mike likes Texas. Texas means warm weather instead of the fucking permafrost of Edmonton winters, and Texas means steak. To be honest, every road trip means steak; it’s a pretty standard order when you’re trying to keep the weight on despite the season’s best efforts to bleed you, though that applies more to most of the other guys than to Mike: Mike’s job is to get on, throw some hits, maybe a few punches, depending on the game, and get the fuck off the ice so the hockey players can play.

That doesn’t mean Mike’s not going to order steak, though. He’s sure as shit going to order steak: they’re in Dallas, he’s not a heathen.

Fitzgerald grabs the seat next to him at the steakhouse, which Mike raises an eyebrow at but shrugs off. Maybe he’s making the rounds, trying to charm the entire team one by one. He seems to be uniformly successful at winning the guys over so far, so maybe he’s looking for a stiffer challenge. Mike’s not easily charmed.

“Order me a beer?” Fitzgerald asks.

“Nope,” Mike says, and ignores Fitzgerald’s pout. If that’s his goal, he could have gone to any guy twenty-one and over who wasn’t Rogers and gotten a better chance of a ‘yes’.

“I’m legal in Alberta,” Fitzgerald says. 

“Uh huh,” Mike says. “And that’s relevant in Texas because?”

“I’m just saying I’m legal to drink,” Fitzgerald mutters.

“Not here you aren’t,” Mike says. “You trying to get me in trouble with Rogers?”

“Yeah, this is an undercover sting,” Fitzgerald says, and Mike tries not to laugh, because it’d only fucking encourage him. “You afraid of Darryl, Mike?” he adds, sweet as anything.

As far as plays go, there’s just about nothing subtle about that one, trying to get Mike’s back up so he feels the need to prove he isn’t afraid of shit. It might work on a younger guy hopped up on a mix of macho bullshit and fragile masculinity, but Mike’s not biting. Darryl Rogers is already protective as shit of his rookie, and Mike’s not interested in locker room disharmony. If Fitzgerald wants to mistake that for fear he can go right ahead.

“Go bug Jacobi,” Mike says. “He’ll probably buy you a drink after making fun of you for awhile.” 

Fitzgerald pouts, but he doesn’t go off to whine a drink out of Jacobi. There’s a definite sulk in his voice when he orders Sprite, and Mike has to hold back laughter at that too, though that wouldn’t so much encourage him as much as push him even further into the sulk, so Mike doesn’t know why he bothers.

Halfway through dinner Fitzgerald reaches for Mike’s beer. He’s telegraphing every move, not trying to be sneaky at all, like he’s asking to get put down. He just laughs when Mike raps his knuckles, hard, but he holds his hand to his chest after, the fingers of his other hand brushing over the red mark Mike left. It must sting. Mike didn’t pull the hit as much as he should have.

Mike drinks the rest of his beer before the kid gets any more bright ideas, because he’s got his eyes on Mike now, not looking away, and that sure as shit doesn’t promise anything good.

“My hand hurts,” Fitzgerald finally complains.

“If you’re trying to get a sympathy beer you’re shit out of luck,” Mike says, and has no idea why that only makes Fitzgerald smile. The kid’s comprised half of obvious tells and half of shit Mike can’t figure out. He doesn’t know why that bothers him, but it does. 

*

Mike doesn’t really know what he expected with Fitzgerald — didn’t know he was even supposed to expect something — but it was not Fitzgerald becoming a permanent fucking fixture at Mike’s side. 

He’s fucking everywhere: knee jostling against Mike’s during the pregame speech, stretching himself out beside Mike on the plane, squirming into the seat beside him at dinner. Rogers looks momentarily confused at that one, and then just shakes his head, because Mike bets he’s already far too used to whatever shit goes on in Fitzgerald’s brain. He chats Mike’s fucking ear off for the entire trip from Dallas to Nashville, because apparently that quiet sleeping thing was a one-off. Fitzgerald makes a space for himself wherever Mike is, and Mike rolls his eyes and lets him.

Mike has no idea why the kid’s attached himself to him. That isn’t some ‘woe is me, nobody likes me’ bullshit — Mike isn’t the most popular guy in the room, but he doesn’t strive to be. He’s thirty to Fitzgerald’s eighteen, brute force to his skill, and his patience for idle chatter has sat at around zero for the last five years. 

Mike isn’t nice to Fitzgerald the way most of the team is. Doesn’t dote on him like some of the older guys do, as though he’s their hyperactive little brother, or — in Rogers’ case — adopted son. Doesn’t play stupid, noisy games with him like some of the young guys do, guys Mike tends to avoid so he doesn’t have to deal with the too loud, too cocky bullshit that surrounds them. 

Mike isn’t the most popular guy in the room, but Fitzgerald’s already pretty damn close, seems to have decisively won over the majority of the room by being the kind of annoying that circles right back into endearing. So again, the fact that Mike’s suddenly inherited a full-time shadow is downright inexplicable.

Mike has his theories. Maybe Fitzgerald looked around the room to find the person least likely to be friendly, decided he liked a challenge, and proceeded to focus all his charm on him. It’s not inconsiderable, his charm, though he’s more charming when he isn’t trying to be; cycling through bravado and insecurity like every kid his age does, playing with the big boys and trying to keep up. Mike’s been doing this shit for over a decade, and that’s something that’s never changed, is probably never going to change. Mike figures Fitzgerald will get bored of trailing him around within a week, start hanging out with the guys willing to entertain him, be entertained by him. 

But weeks pass, Fitzgerald stays close, and Mike starts wonder if it’s something else, hero worship or some misguided way to get the enforcer on his side. If it is, it’s something he should shut down, but it’s funny, the way Fitzgerald gravitates to him like he’s magnetized, and it’s sort of sweet in a dumb puppy kind of way. Mike lets it happen, lets Fitzgerald chatter in his ear about whatever’s caught his attention, amused by the enthusiasm he still has about everything: kid goes sightseeing in every city they hit, gushes about how cool it is to be on a private plane, gets wide-eyed every time he steps onto the ice for warm-ups. Everything about playing in the show’s apparently exciting to him, even the same buffet lunches all the fucking time.

He’s like an annoying little brother. Mike’s heard that description of him plenty from the vets, the same vets who tuck him under their wing like he needs protecting. Mike has a younger brother of his own, but Tom doesn’t have shit on Fitzgerald when Fitzgerald’s on a hyperactive tear, mouth going a mile a minute, babbling about utter bullshit Mike tunes out half the time. Annoying little brother should fit.

But unlike Tom, he’s also — Mike fucking hates to admit it — cute. Mike hates that he’s cute, and that he knows it, all toothy smiles and puppy dog eyes when he wants something. And more than that, Mike hates that he doesn’t think of him like an annoying little brother at all. That the more Fitzgerald makes himself a fixture at Mike’s side the more Mike wants him. Wants him all awkward in his skin, full of poorly contained enthusiasm and cockiness. Wants those quiet moments when he seems sort of shy, like he realizes how much he can be, how exhausting. 

The thing is, Fitzgerald isn’t Mike’s type at all. Mike prefers people who aren’t so innocent, men closer to his own size and women that are the furthest thing from breakable, but Fitzgerald’s little kid hero worship is endearing, and Mike can’t help but want to shake some of that innocence out of him, knows he’s awful because all he wants to do is get Fitzgerald onto a bed and make him fucking cry.

Mike’s never claimed to be a good person — fuck, he wouldn’t even claim he’s a decent one — but it’s the flight home after a long road trip that makes him feel like a shit one. Fitzgerald’s grabbed the seat next to Mike, as per usual. He’s chatty enough that Mike doesn’t have a hope in hell of ignoring him, so he’s left his book in his bag for once. Mike’s not really paying attention to what Fitzgerald’s saying, just listening to the wash of words — something about his Juniors team — watching Fitzgerald’s hands move when he says something emphatic, which is half the shit he says. 

Mike finds himself getting caught on the trio of freckles on the side of his throat, the Oilers logo on his shirt pulling too tight over his chest, like maybe he’s put on muscle since he got it, the small red nick on his chin. Probably cut himself shaving. Mike’s genuinely surprised he needs to shave. 

Fitzgerald’s got a bruise on his hip, deep and ugly, has been favoring that side and bitching about it to anyone who’ll listen, and when he gets a little too enthusiastic about some tangent, he bumps it on the arm rest, goes abruptly quiet except for a sharp, pained inhale. And Mike — Mike wants to put his fingers on that bruise, press until Fitzgerald can’t hold noise back, until he’s loud all over again.

So yeah, Mike’s not a good fucking person.

“You okay?” Mike asks after a moment.

“All good,” Fitzgerald says, and his smile is like fucking sunshine.

*

Mike doesn’t know if Fitzgerald is psychic or just getting even stupider with bravado, because right around the point where Mike realizes he sort of wants to break him, the kid starts flirting with him. It’s easy to ignore at first, as easy as it had been to ignore Fitzgerald latching onto him in the first place, at least right up until he started following Mike around so often the team started calling him Mike’s duckling. 

This is Fitzgerald’s forward offensive all fucking over again. Fitzgerald sits closer and closer, and if he keeps it up the team’s probably going to start calling him Mike’s lap dog. They’re a bunch of oblivious idiots most of the time, but the fact that Fitzgerald’s muscling into Mike’s personal space on a near constant basis is going to get noticed. Mike should honestly stop it there, take him aside and tell him to quit sitting so close, that he likes his personal space and he wants it to be acknowledged. 

He doesn’t know why he doesn’t tell Fitzgerald to back the fuck off. He’d like to think it’s because he knows Fitzgerald’s harmless, but he’s pretty sure that isn’t even close to the reason. 

The first sign of danger is Fitzgerald all fucking over him, though that might be an exaggeration. It’s knees nudging, arms brushing, nothing huge, probably just a malfunctioning sense of personal space, the way Fitzgerald sits with plenty of others. No big deal, except Mike lets him. That’s the fucking problem.

But then, sometime after Mike notices the proximity, Fitzgerald starts talking to him all drowsy eyed, taffy slow instead of the manic pace he usually goes at. Mike finds himself vaguely worrying for a couple days that Fitzgerald’s wearing himself out. He knows the schedule’s rough, the games rougher, how big an adjustment it is when you get to the pro level.

“You feeling okay?” Mike asks, when Fitzgerald doesn’t get his pep back.

“Fine, why?” Fitzgerald asks.

“Dunno,” Mike says. “You sick or something?”

“No,” Fitzgerald says, scowling fiercely, stomping off in a teenage sulk, and Mike remains confused for the rest of the fucking day until he puts it together. He’s not stupid, and Fitzgerald’s not subtle: Fitzgerald was attempting fucking bedroom eyes. Fitzgerald’s got some fucking ridiculous seduction plan and he’s using it on Mike, because — Mike honestly has no fucking clue why he’s using it on Mike. 

Of all the people to flirt with on the Oilers, Mike is possibly the worst choice. Hell, even the married guys would probably be a better bet. Mike fucks guys sometimes, but it’s not exactly something he advertises, and his very appearance should scare Fitzgerald right off. Mike’s got eight inches and probably a good sixty pounds on him. Mike beats the shit out of people for a living. And there’s Liam Fitzgerald, flirting with him like it’s a good idea.

Mike doesn’t know what this is to Fitzgerald, doubts it’s anything genuine. It’s probably just him pushing at another limit, bored with the last line he crossed, seeing how much he can get away with. Fuck, for all Mike knows the rookies have a bet going on how far Fitzgerald can take it before Mike smacks him down. 

Fitzgerald’s intention is irrelevant anyway, because Mike doesn’t rise to the bait. He stoically endures Fitzgerald’s clumsy passes, pretends he doesn’t even notice, dimly amused by how much that seems to piss Fitzgerald off, makes him redouble his efforts. Mike doesn’t know if Fitzgerald thinks he’s upping his game or what, because all his attempts are so bad that Mike thinks he got them from Cosmo or from a virgin’s idea of what seduction is, or something. Hell, he may still be a virgin. Mike is an awful person.

Mike is an awful person because that doesn’t make any difference to him: not the potential virginity, not the age, nothing, because as clumsy as Fitzgerald’s attempts are, they’re cute. He’s cute. 

Fitzgerald still has that doe-eyed innocent look about him, but Mike’s seen him on the ice, seen what he can do, and he knows the kid’s as vicious, deep down, as the rest of them. He’s got big blue eyes and hair constantly falling in his face and an ass that’s spectacular even compared to the average hockey player, and Mike wants him so much his teeth hurt, but Fitzgerald has no clue what he’s playing with, so Mike keeps his goddamn hands to himself.

The point is, Fitzgerald does his pseudo seduction, Mike puts him in the ‘no, not ever’ box, and that’s it. Or it would have been if Fitzgerald had just left it the fuck alone.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

The Oilers win at home the night Mike fucks everything up; a blowout that nets Fitzgerald a goal and an assist and Mike his first goal all season, which puts him in a pretty good mood. Hell, it puts the whole team in a good mood, the rout strewing around points for most, with eight goals between them. 

A win like that calls for the sort of team celebration that’s gotten less common as the season’s advanced and the Alberta freeze has sunk into their bones. Most of the team fills tables at their customary bar that night, and when Fitzgerald squeezes in beside Mike in a booth, a spot he can’t take without pressing himself against Mike from knee to hip, Mike just smiles at him, full of good, goal scoring cheer.

They order a couple pitchers for the table, Rogers looking critically at Fitzgerald when he pours himself a pint.

“He’s eighteen, Roge,” Mike reminds him. “He’s legal.”

Rogers rolls his eyes but doesn’t press the issue, and Fitzgerald beams at Mike like he just defended his honor or something. Mike shouldn’t have said anything. He doesn’t need any more reminders that Fitzgerald’s legal, if just barely.

Fitzgerald may be pressed up against him, but it’s easy enough to ignore him at first. Mike talks over the game with Rogers, who is an actual adult, while Fitzgerald chatters away with the rest of the rookies. 

Fitzgerald, of course, cuts through that relative peace sooner rather than later. His hand lands on Mike’s thigh under the table when he reaches for the pitcher, and Mike grits his teeth, suddenly hyper aware of how close they’re sitting, the heat of him. 

Fitzgerald doesn’t take his hand back when he’s finished pouring himself a refill, and after a minute, Mike pointedly does it for him, pours himself another drink of his own. He thinks he needs to be drunker if he wants to be able to deal with this brat. 

He’s mid-swallow when Fitzgerald’s hand creeps back, and when he’s done coughing he glares at Fitzgerald, who gives him this angelic look in return, looking so fucking proud of himself.

The other rookies cleared out to play pool while Mike was distracted, and Rogers fucked off to have some sort of leadership meeting with the captain and the other As, so Mike doesn’t even have an escape route, someone to throw Fitzgerald at so he can fucking run. He’s been so good, it just figures that he’d be punished for it.

“You know what you’re doing, kid?” Mike asks gruffly. Fitzgerald grins, no hint of anything fearful in him, which just illustrates the fact that he’s too young to know any better, too innocent to be doing anything with Mike.

Mike checks that no one’s paying attention to them, then gets a hand on Fitzgerald’s chin, jerks his head up so he’s forced to look Mike in the eye. Fitzgerald swallows, and Mike can see the first shadow of doubt in his eyes, long overdue. 

“The fuck are you thinking?” Mike asks. “You think you’re safe from me just because you’re on my team?”

Fitzgerald finally pulls his hand back, rubbing his chin — Mike was maybe too rough, but at least the message seems to have gotten through. Except then he gets this look on his face, stubborn, mulish, and Mike has the sinking feeling that any lesson Fitzgerald learns rolls like water off his back.

“If you don’t want to, you can just say so,” Fitzgerald says, sulky. 

And fucking great, now he’s made it explicit. Fitzgerald’s goddamn lucky Mike isn’t the kind of guy who’d spread that around the locker room, the fucking league. What the fuck makes this kid think this is the kind of behavior he can get away with, even with his own teammate? Especially with his own teammate.

“I didn’t say that,” Mike says, and Fitzgerald’s eyes snap to meet his, a little wide, like he didn’t expect that. And of course he didn’t: he was being an idiot teenager and playing chicken with his enforcer, like that was a safe or sane way to spend a night off.

Mike looks back, steady. He waits for the nervous laugh, for Fitzgerald to disengage, make his excuses, go find some less dangerous thing to do with his time, like standing in traffic or playing hockey.

Fitzgerald doesn’t do any of that. The only sign of nerves is the way he licks his lips, which Mike can’t help but watch. He’s always licking them. They’re wind chapped, but still pink, and now shiny with his spit. 

“Yeah?” Fitzgerald asks, more a breath than an actual question.

Mike raises a shoulder, shrugs. He can’t help but wonder what Fitzgerald would look like, spread out on his sheets, the compact strength of him straining against the brute force of Mike. The way those pink lips would look around Mike’s cock.

“Do you want to get out of here?” Fitzgerald asks, steady, like this is a line he’s practiced, looking at himself in the mirror and trying to look faintly bored. It doesn’t work, despite his tone, because Fitzgerald’s practically vibrating under his skin.

Mike should say no. Should tell him to go fool around with boys his own age, his own size. Should tell him to knock it the fuck off and find someone who doesn’t play hockey, who doesn’t care if he does, like every other closet case in the league. But Fitzgerald’s flashing his big blues, and his hands are shaking, just enough for Mike to notice, and Mike isn’t a saint. He isn’t even a particularly good person.

“You go ahead,” Mike says finally. “I’ll settle the bill.”

Fitzgerald nods, jerky, and scrambles out of the booth, doesn’t even bother to say goodbye to anyone as he hightails it out of there. Mike rolls his eyes, finishes his drink in a few swallows, Fitzgerald’s in a few more, then goes to pay for them both. He makes sure to actually say his goodbyes to the team, and gets a couple cracks about getting too old for the nightlife for his trouble.

Fitzgerald’s waiting for him outside, shivering a little in a jacket that’s too thin for prairie winter. “What took you so long?” he asks, sounding petulant and all of the eighteen he is.

“Social graces,” Mike says, and ignores Fitzgerald’s confused look. “You still staying with Rogers?”

Fitzgerald nods.

“Let him know you won’t be home tonight or he’ll worry,” Mike says, and he can see it finally hit Fitzgerald properly that this isn’t going to stop unless he puts an end to it himself. 

Mike doesn’t know what he’d prefer, Fitzgerald stupid and brash and young and coming home with him, or Fitzgerald being smart and going back inside, warming up, huddling close to Rogers, who’ll take care of him, make sure he doesn’t do anything stupid like clumsily attempt to seduce any other man practically twice his age, twice his size.

“He won’t care,” Fitzgerald finally says.

“Text him,” Mike says, not a request, and Fitzgerald does while Mike hails a passing cab. Fitzgerald scrambles in while Mike gives the cabbie his address. He sits on his own side, not all over Mike like before. If Fitzgerald’s changed his mind and expects Mike to make him a glass of warm milk and read him a bedtime story before tucking him in on the couch he’s going to be fucking pissed, even if it would be for the best.

Fitzgerald clambers out while Mike’s paying, rubbing his arms as he waits. “You need a better coat,” Mike says, and Fitzgerald rolls his eyes.

“I’m Canadian,” he says.

“Well, I’m not,” Mike says mildly. “But I’m pretty sure Minnesota’s plenty experience. You need a better coat.”

“You’re not my—” Fitzgerald starts, then visibly stops himself.

“Your what?” Mike asks. “Your dad? Is that what this is? Daddy issues?”

He’s turned away to unlock the door, so he can’t see Fitzgerald’s face when he spits out, “Fuck you.”

Mike lets the door swing open, but doesn’t move inside, keeps his back to Fitzgerald when he says, “Let me call you a cab. And in the future, play with nice Canadian boys your own size.”

“Fuck you,” Fitzgerald repeats, grabbing his shoulder, and Mike lets Fitzgerald turn him around, figures he’ll let Fitzgerald think he can get a blow in if that makes him feel any better.

Fitzgerald doesn’t hit him, though the way he grabs Mike’s coat to haul him in is almost as violent. He has to get on his tiptoes to kiss Mike, and that’s with Mike cooperating, leaning down the remaining inches. His lips are chapped, like they looked. He kisses inexpertly, too much tongue, more enthusiasm than skill, and Jesus, they’re still outside.

Mike pulls back, Fitzgerald already looking kind of wrecked as he pulls him inside, shuts the door behind them.

“Last out,” Mike says. “You want to stop this, you stop this now, kid.”

“I don’t,” Fitzgerald says breathlessly. “I don’t want to.”

“You done this before?” Mike asks.

“Yeah,” Fitzgerald says, that petulant look right back on his face.

Mike leans in, gets his mouth against the sharp jut of Fitzgerald’s jaw, his ear, which has gone rosy pink because the kid can’t help but blush, caught out. 

“Don’t lie to me,” Mike says, against the shell of his ear, and Fitzgerald shivers, hard, hand balling into the back of Mike’s coat.

“No,” Fitzgerald gets out finally, and then, right back to the bravado, “and I bet you like that, don’t you?”

“I prefer having sex with someone who knows what they’re doing, actually,” Mike says, and looks away from the flash of hurt he sees on Fitzgerald’s face to shrug his coat off, hang it up.

“And you’ve done it?” Fitzgerald asks, “With guys?”

“Yeah, Liam, I’ve done ‘it’ with guys,” Mike says, “did you pick me to have your little crush on because you thought I would be safe, would never take you up on it? Is that it, Fitzgerald?”

“Fuck this,” Fitzgerald spits, turns towards the door, and Mike catches his sleeve, pulls him in, easy. Fitzgerald looks up at him, defiant, but his mouth is trembling. He looks like he can’t decide whether to be scared or hurt or angry, so he’s trying all of them on at once.

“Christ, you’re just a kid,” Mike says, and lets go.

“I’m not,” Fitzgerald says, and then, when Mike won’t look at him, louder, “I’m not,” getting his hand in Mike’s shirt. “You want to fuck me, so fuck me.”

“You have no idea what you’re asking for,” Mike says, but he’s not going to say no. He’s given him an out, he’s given him a dozen outs, and Fitzgerald hasn’t taken him up on a single one of them, so he’s done trying to talk the kid out of having sex with him, done sabotaging himself so he can feel a little better about his morals. Because Fitzgerald looks young, a little lost, still dressed all the way up to a coat and hat, but he’s looking at Mike like a challenge. Mike’s competitive, he won’t deny it — they all are — and if Fitzgerald wants Mike to fuck the challenge out of him, he’ll do it.

“Why don’t you show me,” Fitzgerald says. Or, Christ, Liam, if Mike’s going to have him. Mike’s rarely known the last names of the people he’s fucked, so it’s way too much irony to only refer to him by it. 

Mike’s a good host, so he will show him. He’ll give him everything he asks for and then some.

“Chuck your jacket,” Mike says, wincing a little when Liam takes him at his word and lets it hit the floor. “You want a drink?”

“I want you to fuck me,” Liam says, like now that he can actually say the words he doesn’t plan on stopping.

“Yeah, we established that,” Mike says. “That’s not what I asked. You want a drink?”

“Okay,” Liam says, taking his hat off, fiddling with it a little, hair mussed out of shape. Mike grabs them both a beer, comes back to find Liam bending down to get a better look at his books.

“Yeah, I read,” Mike says, dry, and Liam almost smacks his head on his bookshelf, straightening himself up. “Haven’t lost all my brain cells yet.”

“I didn’t—” Liam starts.

“Calm down,” Mike says, handing him a can. Liam accepts it gratefully, taking a big gulp like a beer’s going to give him all the liquid courage he needs. It isn’t, not one beer anyway, or the pint and a half he had at the bar, but if it makes him feel any braver, who’s Mike to tell him otherwise?

“I’m not going to fuck you,” Mike says. Liam’s got his mouth full, so he gets a glare instead of a protest. “You ever given a handjob?”

“I’m a virgin, I’m not new,” Liam says.

“Blow job?” Mike asks, and Liam swallows, doesn’t say anything.

“You want to?” Mike asks, and Liam nods, sort of jerky.

“Come here,” Mike says, and Liam does, doesn’t protest when Mike takes the beer out of his hand, putting it on top of the bookshelf along with his own. He looks at Mike vaguely questioningly, like he expects Mike to shove him down on his knees in the middle of the living room. Mike doesn’t, though it’s tempting, just curls his fingers around the fragile nape of his neck and leans down, catching Liam’s mouth with his.

Liam kisses him back with sloppy enthusiasm until Mike slows it down, eases up, slick brushes of lips until Liam catches a clue and follows his lead. When he’s got him how he wants him, Mike lets the kiss deepen, fucks the kid’s mouth like he wants to fuck him. Like he’d love to fuck him, but he’s not that far gone, not yet. 

He keeps thinking ‘next time’, as if that’s an option, even close to guaranteed. Liam’s eighteen and has the corresponding attention span of a puppy. Mike’s going to get his pretty lips around his cock tonight and then maybe Liam will take his advice and find a nice Canadian boy to take him apart in all the other ways. Not that they’d have the first fucking idea what to do with him.

Mike bites his bottom lip when he pulls back, just enough to sting. “Bedroom?” he asks. “Might be easier on your knees.” Fuck knows Mike hasn’t been able to let his knees hit floor since his knee surgery three years back, and the kid took a blocked shot tonight somewhere in the vicinity of his thigh that he has to be feeling by now, the adrenaline fading enough to let the dull throb set in.

Liam licks over his lips again, and Mike knows it isn’t on purpose, knows it’s habit, but it still feels like a tease. “Yeah,” he says, finally, a little raw, like Mike’s already fucked his throat, and god, Mike wants to. He won’t, but he wants to.

Liam follows him to the bedroom, hovering in the doorway while Mike busies himself with the buttons of his shirt. “Clothes on or off,” Mike says, shrugging his shirt off and folding it before he puts it on top of his dresser. “It doesn’t matter to me, but I can’t return the favor if you’re wearing pants.”

Well, he could, but he thinks he’ll enjoy the view better with them off. Liam takes his advice like any boy at eighteen would with the incentive of a blow job, his shirt off and his pants around his ankles before Mike’s even finished unbuckling his belt, and the only reason Mike holds back a laugh is he’s going to have the kid’s mouth around him in a minute, so he’s inclined to be generous.

That and he’s struck by the way Liam’s tenting his boxers, already wet, judging from the dark spot where he’s stretching the material, so hard Mike would barely have to touch him before he went off. “Come here,” Mike says, sitting down on the bed, and grabs Liam’s wrist when he makes like he’s going to kneel right on the floor in front of him. 

He tugs, and Liam obediently follows until he’s straddling Mike’s lap, fabric pulling tight around his cock. Mike gets a hand down his boxers, around his cock, sticky wet, like he’s been hard for fucking hours. Probably had been, sitting there at the table with his hand on Mike’s thigh and his heart pounding, cock so hard he couldn’t see straight.

Mike was right: it barely takes anything, just Mike’s hand around him, probably too rough, slicked only with the precome Liam’s leaking, stripping him hard and fast, almost vicious. Liam half curls into himself, face buried in Mike’s shoulder, makes a noise like he can’t tell if it’s good or it’s too much. He comes fast, easy, just something to take the edge off so he doesn’t rub himself off against the sheets like a horny kid when he’s got Mike’s cock in his mouth. 

Mike’s selfish, and he wants to get his mouth on him, to have him struggle to keep his hips still, to keep his hands out of Mike’s hair, all the things he’ll have been told is the only polite way, all the things Mike doesn’t give a shit about, because the more sex reminds him of a fight the hotter it gets him.

Mike lets Liam gather himself, panting into the column of Mike’s throat while Mike cleans his hand off on the sheets. The other hand he lets slide down the back of Liam’s boxers, briefly warring with himself as to whether it’d really be that bad to fuck him, because he’d love to hear the noises he’d pull out of him two fingers in, let alone balls deep. His ass truly is a work of art. It’d be a shame not to take advantage of the opportunity.

But when Liam shifts back against Mike’s hand, Mike regretfully pulls it away, because he has restraint and dignity, and also because Liam’s mouth is a pretty decent consolation prize, especially when he looks at Mike like that, drowsy eyed — a proper set of bedroom eyes, for once — mouth slack and slick and sweet.

“You with me?” Mike asks. Liam nods, and Mike gently nudges the kid off his lap, raises his hips up to slide his briefs down and off. When he shifts up the bed, Liam’s eyes follow, fixed on his cock, then jumping up to Mike’s face, his cheeks going pink — pinker, darker than the afterglow flush he was already wearing. 

“Come here,” Mike says, and when Liam shifts up the bed to kiss him Mike lets him for a minute before he pulls back, rubs his thumb over Liam’s bottom lip. Liam swallows hard, Adam’s apple bobbing, and Mike’s as gentle as he can be when he nudges Liam down, until he’s between Mike’s legs, looking so out of his depth that Mike figures he should offer him some direction.

“Gentle, no teeth,” Mike says. “Don’t choke yourself.” Not that he has anything against either of those in certain cases, but they’re definitely at least intermediate level. He doesn’t really trust the kid to know what he’s doing, especially considering the expression currently on his face. Liam nods, determined looking, like he’s going to master Mike’s cock if it fucking kills him, which is kind of flattering in a way.

Liam’s tentative at first, attempts couple moves more suited for porn than actual sex, showy and unsatisfying. He settles when Mike gets a hand in his hair, holds him still long enough to get the head of his cock between his lips. Liam doesn’t fight the hand; on the contrary, his eyes flutter shut when Mike’s fingers tighten, and it’s so easy to push in, just a couple inches, not deep enough to choke him or fast enough to get a graze of teeth, just enough that it’s as much fucking him as pushing into his ass would be.

Liam puts his hand on Mike’s hip, and Mike stops, because he’s not a total asshole, but all Liam does is tug him forward.

“Fuck, are you serious?” Mike asks.

Liam opens his eyes to look up at him, his expression a pretty clear ‘bring it’, and Mike’s sure as shit not going to argue that.

Mike thrusts shallowly, because someone gagging around your cock is kind of hot in theory, but it tends to derail shit pretty fast. He keeps his hand fisted in Liam’s hair, just enough to keep him steady. Liam’s grinding his hips against the sheets, enjoying this, getting off on getting his face fucked, and there is not a chance in hell that Mike’s going to let this end before he can spread him out on these sheets properly, eat him out until he’s begging. Stretch him out around his fingers, around his cock, see if he takes it as sweetly as he does this, eyelashes brushing his flushed cheeks, such a pretty cocksucker.

There’s no technique to this, just the wet heat of Liam’s mouth, his hair hopelessly tangled in Mike’s rough grasp, but that’s fine, it’s working just fine for him, Mike watching the head of his cock slide through Liam’s lips, the accidental graze of his teeth once enough to ratchet it up a little more, get Mike’s hand twisting tighter in Liam’s hair.

“Liam,” Mike warns when he’s getting close, but Liam just looks up again with that same ‘bring it’ look, a look Mike could get used to. A look he wants to get used to, wants to take advantage of. He comes in Liam’s mouth, and Liam swallows inelegantly, coughing a little when he pulls off, wiping his mouth and making a face, but Mike’s too content to laugh at him, just gestures Liam back to him. 

He loves tasting himself in someone’s mouth, and Liam kisses back slow, easy. Drugged, practically, like he’s settled, like all it took was someone fucking his mouth to get him comfortable in his skin. He’s lying half on Mike, shifting a little, hips hitching against Mike’s belly. He’s hard again, which Mike would be more flattered by if he wasn’t eighteen. 

Mike nudges him onto his back, and he goes, easy, almost fucked out already, lifting his hips up obediently when Mike tugs his boxers down his thighs, taking him in without any ceremony.

It’s easy to get him off like this too, just takes hard suction, no technique. Liam’s hips shift up like he can’t help himself, and Mike takes it, figures it’s only fair after the kid let him fuck his face. 

Besides, he likes the way Liam pushes between his lips, hard and hot and fat, likes the way the muscles of his thighs go tense when he moves, skater’s thighs, a skater’s ass that Mike gets his hands on to pull him deeper. He’s not the beginner Liam is, and even if he does gag, he just gets off on it, so he takes Liam in deep, hard. He knows he’s going to sound fucked up tomorrow, rough, that Liam’s going to think of this every time he hears him.

When Liam grabs at his hair, it’s clearly meant as a warning, but Mike just leans into the grip, takes it while Liam’s halfway down his throat, Mike’s nose against skin. He swallows around him as Liam comes, shaking under his hands like he’s been taken apart, moaning, wordless and almost sharp, as his fingers get tighter in Mike’s hair, fisting it roughly. Mike keeps sucking him until Liam tugs him back, and Mike slides his tongue against the head of his cock, gets another weak spurt against his lips. Liam watches him do it, eyes half-lidded. 

“Fuck, Mike,” he says, raw, hips nudging forward, cock rubbing up against Mike’s lower lip, jerking when Mike turns his head. Mike’s beard is rubbing against no doubt oversensitive skin, but it seems to be in a way Liam’s into. He makes another noise, rough and overwhelmed, before he's reaching down to rub his thumb over Mike’s lips, which are bitter with the taste of his come.

Mike sits up, and Liam looks up at him, stupefied, hair a lost cause, lips red and wet. He looks so fucked out that Mike couldn’t send him home to Rogers right now even if he wanted to, and he’s not sure he does. Should, knows he should, or make up the couch — for Liam, obviously, since that path leads to the murder of Mike’s back. But he honestly doesn’t have the heart to kick the kid out of bed while he still looks like he’s been hit in the head by a hammer, or his first blow job, or a combination of the two.

Mike just gets the covers up around them both, reaching into his pants, left within arm’s reach, for his phone so he can make sure his alarm is set. Liam seems to take that as permission to plaster himself against Mike’s back, nose between his shoulder blades. Mike nudges him back, because they’re not fucking cuddling, and if they are, Mike is not the fucking little spoon, and Liam goes peaceably enough, giving him the wide, dopey smile of the freshly laid.

“This is not going to become a thing,” Mike warns.

“Okay,” Liam agrees immediately, looking like he doesn’t believe Mike at all.

Fuck, Mike doesn’t believe himself at all. He’s too fucking old for this shit. There should be a rule against fucking impressionable rookies, just in case they imprint on you like ducklings.

“Just go the fuck to sleep,” Mike groans, and is too resigned to move when Liam slings an arm around his waist, tucks his face in his shoulder, and appears to do exactly that.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

It happens again. Mike doesn’t know why the fuck he’s even surprised.

The morning after Mike’s spectacular lapse of judgment, they wake up early enough that Liam has time to take a shower before heading home. He comes out fresh and clean, painfully boyish, and looking marginally less like he spent the night getting his face fucked and then insisting on fucking cuddling, who is this kid?

Marginally less is still a little. A little too much, honestly, and Mike was a fucking idiot because Liam’s skin is red with beard burn, something he hopes Rogers doesn’t notice, or at least pretends not to. Rogers is a worrier, so that’s unlikely, but if Mike doesn’t keep hope alive he’s going to have to crawl into bed and hide until Liam’s all shiny white and innocent and not a pain in his fucking ass anymore.

It’s tempting to just give up the day as a total wash when Liam bounces out of Mike’s place, all bright eyed and bushy tailed, managing to press a kiss against Mike’s jaw while he’s distracted, then disappearing before Mike can tell him that no fucking way are they doing that, no, bad rookie.

After Liam leaves Mike tries to drown himself in the shower, and when that fails, he puts on his big boy pants and goes to practice.

Practice is thankfully uneventful, other than the way Rogers keeps eyeing Liam like he’s trying to solve a puzzle. Mike gets the fuck out of there the second he can, debating picking up some whiskey and trying to drown himself that way, or maybe going out tonight, finding someone a little closer to his age, to his type, fucking someone who won’t need to or even want to spend the night with him.

Of course, that’s all derailed when Mike gets to his parking spot to find Liam sitting in the bed of his truck, hair still wet from the showers because he’s a fucking moron who really needs to take Alberta winter a little more seriously. If he catches a cold, Coach Mulligan will have his pretty little head.

“Out of my truck,” Mike says, and Liam climbs off, coming to hover in Mike’s vicinity. “No. Whatever you’re thinking, no.”

“I told Roge I was going to your place to play video games,” Liam says, looking proud of himself.

Mike stares at him. “What did he say to that?” he asks.

Liam scowls. “He laughed at me,” he mutters.

Mike knew there was a reason he liked Rogers.

“I’m not playing video games with you,” Mike says.

“I know that,” Liam says. “But Roge already left, so you might as well take me home.”

Fucking brat thinks he’s being clever about this, god help him.

Mike unlocks his car door. “You make good money, rookie,” he says. “I’m sure you can afford a cab.”

Liam’s lower lip juts out.

“Are you actually pouting at me?” Mike asks.

He is. He’s fucking pouting at him.

“Are you five?” Mike asks. 

Liam’s pout intensifies.

This is why you shouldn’t sleep with teenagers. This is his punishment for being a bad person.

Never again.

*

Mike has no idea why Liam is in his house, but goddamnit, he is.

“We’re going to play video games,” Mike says. “And you’re going to deal with it.”

“Fine,” Liam says completely insincerely, then goes to examine Mike’s console set-up.

“These games are all old,” he complains.

“I’m old,” Mike says. “Deal with it.”

Liam, with a great show of reluctance, picks a first person shooter, and then sags with disappointment when Mike hands him a controller. But Mike is a man of honor. Usually. Okay, occasionally. The point is, he said they’re playing video games, so they’re playing fucking video games.

They’re halfway through a level when Liam theatrically yawns, and Mike senses movement out of the corner of his eye.

“If you try to put your fucking arm around me right now, I am going to break that arm,” Mike warns, not looking away from the screen.

There’s a baleful silence radiating from the other end of the couch.

Mike doesn’t give a shit. He doesn’t. They will play video games and then Mike will take him home. Liam will go to bed early like a good rookie with a game the next day, and maybe Mike will stop hating himself for giving in to a great ass, an angelic face, and a fucking pout.

*

They’re in Mike’s fucking bedroom because Liam is an unrepentant tease and Mike is a bad man.

He hates himself a little right now.

Not enough though, because Liam’s mouth is red, skin scratched up again from Mike’s beard, and when he tugs his shirt off, Mike can see he’s flushed down to his chest, like all it takes is a little bit of kissing before he comes undone.

Mike reaches to unbutton his own shirt, and Liam says, “Stop,” fast. Mike does, raising an eyebrow at him.

“Keep your clothes on,” Liam says bossily, then, almost shy, “Could you keep them on?”

Still a virgin and the kid’s already becoming a kinky little fuck. Mike can’t say he disapproves.

Mike drops his hands from his shirt collar, reaches out to reel Liam in by the belt loop instead. Liam’s cheeks are flushed darker now, as much embarrassment as excitement. 

“What,” Mike says, leaning down so his mouth brushes Liam’s ear. “You want to blow me, sprawl out naked while all I’ve got is my dick out?”

Liam exhales, hard, then shakes his head decisively. “I want you to fuck me,” he says, bossy again. “And I want you to do it with your clothes on.”

Mike feels kind of like the air’s gone out of the room. Fuck this fucking kid, Mike’s heart can’t handle this shit.

“Strip,” he says, short, and Liam pulls back to do just that, shucking his pants and boxers and crawling onto the bed, hands and knees. Mike wonders if he knows what he looks like, broad shoulders, trim waist, the line of his spine, the sweet curve of that fucking ass. He probably does. He probably planned it this way, and Mike can’t even begrudge that right now.

Mike ignores the bed, going straight to his bedside table. Liam scowls at him, clearly feeling ignored, until Mike pulls out a strip of condoms and a bottle of lube, then his breath goes sort of shaky. Mike isn’t going to keep asking him if he wants this. He’s pretty sure the kid will make it very clear whether or not he’s good; he isn’t exactly the type to suffer in silence.

Mike gets behind him on the bed, can’t help but take a moment to admire him. His body’s all compact muscle except for the last traces of baby fat, thick skater’s thighs, an ass Mike wants in on. He nudges Liam’s thighs wider, until he’s spread out, obscene. 

Liam’s hair curled loosely as it dried, and he smells like ice and the locker room and the stupid body wash that all the younger guys seem to think makes them irresistible to women. Mike’s fingers curl around his hips, pull him closer, and Liam’s breath catches, first when Mike tugs at him, and then when he brushes his mouth against the small of Liam’s back, soft untouched skin under his lips.

“Liam,” Mike says, low.

“Yeah?” Liam asks, uneven. All his cockiness has abandoned him, and he sounds like what he is: a virgin splayed out, naked, bracketed by Mike’s body.

“You say stop, and I’ll stop,” Mike says. He can feel Liam tense up beneath him, preparing to say something, but it just comes out as a rush of air when Mike gets his face between Liam’s legs, rubbing the flat of his tongue over Liam’s hole.

Mike’s always loved eating someone out, man or woman, loves pulling reactions out of them, the sweet ache that usually accompanies making someone beg, having them fall apart beneath his tongue, around his fingers. Liam isn’t an exception: he’s beautifully responsive, his breath hitching, moaning so low Mike’s unsure he even knows he’s making noise. When Mike pulls back just long enough to slick his fingers, Liam makes a protesting noise, hips nudging back. 

Mike doesn’t make him wait, pressing his mouth against Liam’s thigh while he slides a finger into him. Liam takes it easy enough that Mike doesn’t have to wait long before adding another, knows exactly what to do because Liam rewards every moment of pleasure with moans, and then, once Mike’s three fingers deep and rubbing against his prostate, by cussing Mike out for taking it slow.

“Patience,” Mike says, mouth curling into a smile against Liam’s skin.

“Fuck you, old man,” Liam says, “fucking fuck me.”

“You’ve got a dirty fucking mouth, Fitzgerald,” Mike says, and Liam actually growls at him.

Mike’s tempted, then, to slow down even more, have Liam come around his fingers, under his mouth, but he’s selfish, and Liam’s hot and tight, clinging around Mike’s fingers. There is no part of Mike that doesn’t want to be in him, get his teeth into him and his cock in the clutch of his body.

When he pulls his fingers out, Liam shoves his hips back, making a discontented sound. Mike moves up his body, kisses his shoulder. “Want it on your knees?” he asks, and Liam hesitates before shaking his head. “It’s easier that way,” Mike warns, but Liam twists under him until he’s sprawled out on his back. He’s flushed, eyes glassy and mouth bitten red, and Mike isn’t going to say no to seeing him like that, stoned with pleasure, as Mike buries himself in his body.

Liam’s so hard his cock is curving against his belly, and there’s a wet spot on the sheets he’s been dripping onto, untouched. Mike rubs his thumb under the head of his cock, and Liam practically kicks him. “Just—” Liam starts, and Mike doesn’t need him to finish the sentence, reaches out blindly, fingers catching on foil. He tears a condom off the strip, getting his jeans and briefs down just enough to get his cock out, grateful for the relief, finally, of not having his cock trapped. 

He rolls the condom on himself before slicking himself up, and Liam watches him do it, eyes fixed on where Mike’s hand is wrapped around his cock, where he juts out of his jeans. Mike can’t keep his eyes off it either. It’s so much more obscene like this, Mike covered everywhere but there, while Liam’s naked beneath him, legs spread, slick and open.

“Wrap your legs around me,” Mike says, and Liam does, ankles tucked around Mike’s waist, his cock wet against Mike’s flannel shirt. Mike gets a hand around himself, guides himself forward, slow, until the head of his cock is nudging against Liam’s hole. He opens his mouth, but Liam cuts him off, psychic or just impatient.

“Just do it,” he says, and Mike isn’t going to ignore permission, not when he’s got Liam under him, lean and strong and fucking begging for it.

Mike fucks in slow. He can’t do anything else; Liam’s even tighter and hotter around his cock than he was around his fingers, the latex of the condom not enough to blunt the feeling. Liam takes it as easy as he took Mike’s tongue, Mike’s fingers, as pretty, his eyes falling shut and his mouth slack and open, red bitten, wet. His head’s tipped back, throat a long line that Mike wants to get his teeth in. He’s fucking beautiful beneath Mike, almost unbearably so.

The only reason Mike doesn’t give into the urge to bite him is the idea of Liam going home marked up and obvious, Rogers fretting like an old woman. He does mouth at his throat, though, tastes clean skin, salt sweat, the lingering bitterness of that Axe shit as he scrapes his teeth over where Liam’s pulse is pounding. Mike’s fighting so hard to keep this slow, to not just fuck into him, even if Liam could take it, even if Liam would probably fucking love it.

Instead, Mike inches in until he’s balls deep, Liam’s body hot around him, nails digging into Mike’s bicep through his shirt, a dull sting. It settles him, that small pain, and he forces himself to focus on that, ease himself in, while Liam’s eyes open, just slits, and he serves him a pretty impressive glare considering the fact he’s got Mike above him, around him, in him. 

Liam knocks his foot against Mike’s back. Mike’s no idiot, and never one to ignore the permission he’s been given, so he moves, picks up a slow, even pace that he can’t sustain, not with Liam goading him on with words and looks and the way he takes it so well, every push of Mike’s cock getting a reaction.

Mike wants him. It’s insane how much Mike wants him, how desperately, how he can be in him, have the kid wrapped around him, and still want more. He’s not even entirely sure what it is he wants, exactly. Wants to take him apart and put him back together. Wants to wreck him, and is afraid he could.

“Please,” Liam says, “please,” and Mike doesn’t know what he’s asking for, but he does his best to give it to him, to do it right. His hips are knocking against the curve of Liam’s ass, his fly probably scraping his skin, but Liam doesn’t complain, just pushes back into Mike’s thrusts, nudging the pace faster, harder, until it’s almost brutal, Liam’s hand braced against the headboard so he doesn’t slide up against the sheets. Mike is intent on tasting him everywhere he can: the hinge of his jaw, the hollow of his throat, the slick heat of his mouth.

The only friction Liam’s getting is where his cock is rubbing up against Mike’s shirt, and his expression goes from slack, stupefied pleasure into something edging pain before Mike gets his hand between their bodies, around him, a rough, quick pull on his cock that has Liam’s nails digging in harder, has Liam whining into his mouth when Mike can’t resist the pull of his lips. “C’mon,” Mike says, rough, caught, too far gone now to make himself stop. “Liam, c’mon.”

Liam’s breath hitches into something nearing a sob, and he comes with his teeth in Mike’s bottom lip, striping Mike’s wrist, the cuff of his shirt. Mike can’t hold on much longer, hips stuttering, rhythm gone as he fucks in, in, in, comes with Liam still panting against his mouth.

Mike stays in him as long as he can, face tucked in Liam’s throat, probably unbearably heavy now that he’s stopped holding himself up. Liam doesn’t complain, just lets his legs drop to the bed, one hand still in Mike’s sleeve, the other coming up to card through Mike’s hair. Mike would complain, but it feels good, and he doesn’t particularly want to move. He stays in Liam until he starts going soft, then pulls out and gets rid of the condom.

Liam’s a fucking mess, blotchy red all over, covered in his own come, slick with lube and dotted with beard burn from when Mike couldn’t help himself. There’s a red mark on his ass from where the button of Mike’s jeans must have kept hitting him, not that he’d said a word of complaint. He looks well and truly fucked, satisfied and still slutty about it, and if Mike had a better refractory period, he’d be getting right back into him, wishes he could fuck him bare and lick his come right out of him, get Liam to sit on his fucking face.

But for now those are all idle thoughts. Mike’s fucked out, and Liam looks half asleep already, drowsy and content. “You’re not napping here,” Mike warns, rolling onto his back beside Liam.

“Hm,” Liam hums, noncommittal. Sleepy sounding.

“No,” Mike says. “Go home.”

Liam rolls onto his side, tucks an arm around Mike’s waist, his nose nudging against Mike’s neck.

“Game tomorrow,” Mike reminds him.

“Mhm,” Liam hums, pressing a kiss against Mike’s skin.

“Ugh,” Mike says, and lets his hand settle on top of Liam’s where it’s curled around Mike’s side.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 4

 

After the first few weeks, Mike’s quit telling himself it won’t happen again, because it makes him a fucking liar every time. Pretending is pathetic when every ‘no’ leaving Mike’s mouth is clearly impotent, for show. Liam’s not buying what he’s selling, and Mike can’t blame him: he’s not buying it either. So in the exact same way Liam initially made himself a fixture at Mike’s side during team shit, he’s starting to become a fixture in Mike’s house, his bed. Mike isn’t sure how he feels about it — he’s trying really fucking hard not to think about it, frankly. 

There is one ‘no’ Mike means, though, one rule that he stands firm on: shit doesn’t happen on the road. He doesn’t think that’s something he even needs to explain when they’re surrounded by nosy teammates and Liam has a roommate. It’s bad enough that Rogers has been eyeing Liam suspiciously since the first night he never came home, and his eyes have been getting narrower and narrower since Liam started making a habit of camping out on Mike’s bed and refusing to leave, curling his body around Mike’s and using him as a belligerent pillow. Mike can’t even remember the last time Liam stayed over at Rogers’ for more than one consecutive night, though he’s sure Rogers could tell him. 

‘Not on the road’ shouldn’t be something he needs to explain, or, hell, something he needs to say more than once, but for some reason it is. It flares to life every time Liam pouts at Mike when he goes out to bars that Liam’s too young to get into, every time Mike hip checks Liam out of his way when he’s going back to his room and Liam’s hovering. It’s like he thinks Mike’s actually going to let him through the door when he knows that the second it shuts he’s going to have the brat all over him. 

Liam seems surprised by Mike's insistence on this point, maybe because Mike’s been folding like a sucker the second Liam bats his lashes or starts stripping. But this shit isn’t a game to Mike like it seems to be to Liam. He’s too old and tired and paranoid to find it fun to sneak around, to play with his fucking career, his life like that. Liam may find the whole idea of it hot, the risk, the chance of getting caught with their pants down, seems to get off on it, but Mike managed to go years and years without a soul in the NHL knowing his dick is indiscriminate, and he doesn’t plan on that ever changing.

Still, Mike almost regrets his own rule when they go on a week-long road trip and Liam spends the whole time pouting at him. He's leaning in too close when they’re on the plane, following him everywhere like a shadow, sulking every time Mike brushes him off. By the end of the trip, Mike isn’t sure whether he’d rather strangle the kid or fuck him into the floor, but either way he’s in a bad mood when they get back from Vancouver with a loss and Liam is practically vibrating beside him on the plane, probably preparing to lurk in the bed of Mike’s truck so that he’ll accidentally take him home.

He gave Liam too much credit in assuming he’d actually put in the effort of hiding. When Mike gets to his parking spot, Liam’s waiting beside his truck, leaning sort of precariously against the cab, hips jutted out. He looks like a jailbait hustler.

“Fuck off,” Mike grunts, and when Liam glares at him, “Go home to Rogers and Lady Rogers, let them have a nice family dinner with you, and then come over. Fair?”

“Fair,” Liam mutters, and then, “but he already left, can you take me?”

Mike walked past Rogers and Jacobi in the hall less than a minute ago. Mike stares him down, and Liam barely flinches. Mike’s faintly impressed at how good he’s getting at lying. Must be getting practice at Casa Rogers. 

Mike points back where he came from. “Go, brat,” he says, and Liam does. Maybe that’s progress.

Liam does, presumably, have a nice family dinner with Rogers and his fiancée. He shows up at Mike’s doorstep after dark, shivering in a hoodie, and Mike decides he’s going to buy him a goddamn coat himself if that’s what it takes.

“Get your ass inside before you get frostbite,” Mike says, and Liam follows him in, before shoving Mike up against the wall. Mike lets him. 

Liam’s lips are cold, hands even colder against Mike’s bare skin. He warms up fast, though, and he’s hot, burning up, when he’s got his hands braced against Mike’s wall for balance, slowly sinking down onto Mike’s cock, thighs shaking from the effort of restraining himself, hair falling into his eyes. Mike steadies him with his hands around his hips, watches Liam fucking himself on his cock, taking his pleasure, brilliantly, horribly, beautifully selfish, chasing whatever makes him feel best.

*

Mike should have known, as annoying as Liam was on the last road trip, that that was actually good behavior from him. In fact, Mike is starting to realize, to his absolute horror, that Liam was actually on his very best behavior when he came to the Oilers, and he’s only letting his true brattiness show as time goes on.

Witness their trip to Calgary, a home and away, hardly even enough to merit the word trip at all. They fly in the day before a matinee game because — well, Mike doesn’t even know. Something about team bonding, something about being rested against the Flames. Something about management being fucking sadists, because god knows they’d all prefer to sleep in their own beds. 

The point is that they stay over in Calgary, and Liam uses his dubious charms or his even more dubious wiles to scam Mike’s keycard out of someone and pop into his room, mischievous look on his face, while Mike’s winding down with Hockey Night in Canada, for a measure of relaxation that includes yelling at the Vancouver Canucks. Fuckers.

Winding down is even more difficult when Liam appears like a specter of Mike’s pain fucking personified, and Mike yanks his attention from where Vancouver’s managed to get the puck into the back of Winnipeg’s net yet again to where Liam’s standing around looking proud of himself.

“No,” Mike says.

Liam predictably doesn’t listen.

“Ben is being loud,” Liam says. Ben Morris is as quiet as Liam is loud, so Mike wouldn’t believe him even if he didn’t know Morris’ older brother plays for the Flames. Seems like half the games they play against Calgary, Mike and the elder Morris are dropping gloves, and Mike hasn’t lost yet, but Luke Morris has a knack for taking a piece out of him on the way. 

More likely than not Ben isn’t even in the room he shares with Liam, is hanging out with his brother, maybe parents if they came down to watch their kids play each other. And yet Liam didn’t bat an eye as he said it before flinging himself beside Mike on his bed like he just lied his way into permission.

“Not kidding, Fitzgerald,” Mike says. “Get out.”

“Just for a little bit?” Liam wheedles.

“No,” Mike says flatly, getting out of bed.

Liam looks up at him pleadingly.

“I’m going for a drink at the bar so I can watch this game in fucking peace,” Mike says. “If you’re still here when I get back — I swear to god, Fitzgerald. I have one goddamn rule.”

Liam sits up, opening his mouth, but Mike doesn’t have the patience for this, for him. He shoves his shoes on, makes sure he has his wallet and his keycard, and goes down for a beer and the second half of the third. When he gets back there’s no sign that Liam was there at all, and Mike prefers it that way.

They lose to the Flames, and everyone’s in a foul fucking mood on the way home, a sullen silence settling over all of them. Mike’s no exception, and Liam is smart enough not to push him this time, instead goes to sit with Morris, the two of them sharing a set of earbuds, heads knocking, knees knocking, a two headed rookie monster.

Mike goes to the gym when he gets home, works out some of the energy he still has, the energy he didn’t work out on the elder Morris’ face, and he’s sore and spent but a little calmer after grilled chicken and a salad, a beer, and a long, stingingly hot shower.

Of course, the calm’s shattered when his doorbell rings. Mike’s whole body goes tense again, tight, and he goes to the door, lets it swing open, the cold air raising goosebumps on his wet skin. Liam looks tired, as small as he is, instead of as big as he pretends to be.

“Sorry,” Liam says, then stops, like he didn’t think of anything to say past that point, figured that would work like a password into Mike’s place. It doesn’t. Mike has some dignity left.

Mike feels as tired as Liam looks. The season is getting to all of them. Losing is getting to all of them. Running after a rogue, impossible rookie is starting to wear Mike down. 

“I’ll see you tomorrow, Fitzgerald,” Mike says, and Liam wilts so visibly that Mike almost feels sorry for him.

That night he goes to bed by himself. He gets to stretch out on the mattress, and Rogers seems pleased as punch that his rookie actually stuck around for the night, so everyone wins. Liam follows him after practice, looking chastened, so Mike lets him climb up into the truck beside him.

Mike’s pretty sure Rogers thinks Liam is using hanging out with Mike as a painfully bad excuse to hide a secret girlfriend or something. That’s the only reason Mike’s been letting him come around as often as he has, to stay over as much, flinging his limbs all over Mike’s bed, all over Mike’s body, like any place Liam lays his head is suddenly his.

Mike makes them a late lunch, some of the chicken breasts from the day before shredded into a spring salad, while Liam watches him do it, sipping a beer, sitting at the table like a grown-up, for once, instead of his usual behavior: hopping on Mike’s counter and swinging his legs until Mike smacks him with the nearest kitchen utensil.

“Sorry,” Liam says when they’re almost done eating. He sounds sincere this time, but Mike doubts he really knows what he’s apologizing for, so young and self-centered that he couldn’t imagine that anything that gives him pleasure could possibly be a problem. It doesn’t matter. No amount of Mike attempting to explain it is going to get through his thick skull. 

Mike makes him wash the dishes as penance, and Liam doesn’t complain when Mike turns on golf, just makes a face and suffers in silence for awhile, while Mike can barely contain his amusement at the way Liam’s eyes glaze over.

Liam manages to hold out almost an entire hour before he starts shooting Mike unsubtle, obvious looks, ones Mike pretends to be oblivious to until he thinks that Liam might actually explode from the frustration. He finally lets Liam drag him back to his bedroom when he runs out of patience himself — golf’s not actually his thing. 

He gets the kid spread out under him, practically shaking with impatience, his hands in Mike’s hair and his cock pressed against Mike’s belly. He was hard before Mike even touched him, probably got hard on the couch, fidgeting, ignoring the TV to think ahead to when Mike would inevitably crack, take him down. 

Liam may have the innocent, doe-eyed look going on, but he’s got a dirty fucking mind, and he’s always happy to share. He goes nonverbal fast, but before Mike gets him there he’s as mouthy as Mike would have expected, more imaginative than Mike would have ever thought. Mike’s got to wonder at how much porn this kid has watched, because he’s got a list in his head that’s creative as hell, sometimes impractical, always interesting. 

Mike’s leaning towards simplicity tonight; Liam’s on a hair trigger as it is, so creativity would just be wasted. Hell, Liam could probably get off just by rutting against Mike, already breathing fast and uneven, trying to rub himself off against Mike’s stomach. It’s not really what Mike had in mind, though, so he holds Liam down by the hips, ignoring Liam’s frustrated groan when he bypasses his cock completely, preferring the unsteady inhale when Mike gets his tongue in him. 

Mike eats him out until he’s begging for Mike to fuck him, and then — maybe because he’s still a little fucking pissed — he keeps going, until Liam’s fucking his ass back onto Mike’s face, hands fisted in Mike’s hair so he can keep him where he wants him. Mike may actually be strangled by Liam’s thighs tightening around his head every time he does something right, but he’s okay with dying like that, Liam’s breath hitching into sobs while Mike tongues him in short, brutal stabs. Liam ends up on such a hair trigger that all Mike needs is to get a hand on him, head turned to suck a kiss into Liam’s thigh, and Liam’s coming, easy.

Mike gives him a minute, and Liam’s drowsy and loose when Mike slicks his fingers and opens him up. The kid lets out these hiccuping sounds at first, oversensitive but happy to take it, until he’s nudging back against Mike’s fingers, slowly getting hard again, because he’s a fucking teenager, Mike really needs to remember he’s a fucking teenager, he is fucking a teenager. 

Liam’s completely hard by the time Mike shoves into him, urging Mike on while he’s still spattered with his own come, thighs flush with beard burn, begging like a whore. He’s a fucking picture like that, and Mike isn’t gentle with him at all, just takes what he wants, how he wants it, Liam goading him for harder, faster, please, the whole way through.

*

Shit with Liam descends into a routine, if Mike could describe it that way. Mike practices, Mike plays, Mike gives hits and takes them, takes and throws punches, and Mike takes Liam apart on his sheets, presses his mouth against the sounds he makes, lets Liam rearrange him to his preference after, like Mike’s the grumpiest teddy bear a boy could ever need. 

Liam keeps jumping him like the oversexed, obnoxious little brat he is, but now he’ll also fidget his way through a TV show, a movie, only stilling after Mike physically restrains him. He sits on Mike’s counter and backseat cooks, though if he knows how to make anything other than toast Mike would be amazed. When they’re in Edmonton he drinks all of Mike’s beer because he’s too cheap to buy his own, eats everything Mike puts in front of him, uses Mike as a test subject until he’s mostly eradicated his gag reflex, an experiment Mike was glad to participate in.

Liam does finally leave Mike alone on road trips, for a loose definition of alone. He quits attempting to clumsily seduce him, sneak into his room like a sex-crazed stalker, but he still sits with him at breakfast, hair in his half-closed eyes, the same exact kid who once fell asleep in Mike’s shower, a fact Mike was alerted to by a thud and a yelp. The kid who moans over Mike’s eggs like they’re special and not just scrambled, then pokes at the shit hotel ones disconsolately. 

Liam falls asleep on Mike’s shoulder on a flight home, looking so young, innocent, his eyelashes brushing his cheeks. Mike repeatedly has to save him from getting shit written all over his face, though he shouldn’t even bother, because Liam deserves it: what is he thinking, sleeping around all these assholes? Mike should definitely be included in that number. The kid is ruining his asshole reputation.

Mike realizes, with dawning horror, that the kid has him wrapped around his finger, and has for awhile. Liam thinks he’s being clever about it, a kid trying on seductive, but Mike can see through every game he plays, every front he puts on. He won’t admit it, though, because the truth — that Mike wants him enough that it doesn’t matter how smooth or not he is — is too fucking embarrassing to bear.

Liam’s eighteen. Mike remembers eighteen, how intense everything was and how quickly that intensity faded. He knows that Liam’s going to get his fill and then jump right into another adventure with equal enthusiasm, sans gag reflex. And that’s okay. Mike’s okay with that, he understands it, except with Liam asleep on his shoulder on the way back from Pittsburgh, mouth slightly ajar, bottom lip pink and plush and always too inviting, Mike realizes for the first time that when Liam trots off for his next adventure, Mike will regret his leaving.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 5

 

Mike has made his peace with the fact that this thing he has with Liam, whatever the fuck it is, will be temporary. And that’s fine. That’s understandable. 

Liam is eighteen, stretching his little rookie wings, and Mike is thirty, on the wrong end of his career, starting to look retirement right in the eye. He’s too old for the shit they’ve got going, but he’s gotten in too deep to cut himself free, and he’s made his peace with that too. Well, minus some wailing and gnashing his teeth whenever he remembers that during his own rookie year, Liam was in the first fucking grade.

He doesn’t like the fact that what they have is going to be temporary, but it’s fine. He doesn’t like that he doesn’t like that fact, for god’s sake. Why should he even mind? The kid’s a fucking menace. He’s probably taking years off Mike’s life, piling on stress that even the game can’t. But then, he’s the stressor and the cure: whenever Mike wants to strangle Liam or maybe himself, he finds the best relief tends to be getting balls deep into him. Liam’s surprisingly flexible. It’s a godsend.

The point is, he’s ready, he’s prepared, he is a zen fucking master, right up until it’s no longer a hypothetical.

It happens because Liam’s mad at him. Mike has no idea why Liam’s mad at him, but his anger is pretty much impossible to miss, since Liam’s idea of subtlety is about on par with a puck to the face. Mike doesn’t particularly care that Liam’s mad at him right now, because Mike just came out on the wrong side of a fight with Morris, who apparently did not enjoy Mike mashing up his face during their last meeting. 

Mike has a hastily stitched up cut under his eye and some trouble with his depth perception; got clucked at by the team doctor even after he was declared concussion free. Liam being pissed at him for who the fuck knows what is not even on his list of the shittiest things about this day.

He’s not on painkillers, because their doctor is a fucking sadist who gave him a couple of anti-inflammatories and a look that clearly said that Mike could buck the fuck up. But that’s fair, he supposes. It’s all superficial damage, and at least he knows the throb behind his eye isn’t a symptom of anything worse. Still, when the team goes out after the game he follows along, because if he can’t kill the pain with pharmaceuticals, he’ll do it the old fashioned way. Better men than him have dulled their pain with booze.

The second they get to the bar Liam peels off to commune with the other rookies and be mad at Mike for whatever the fuck. It’s sort of a relief, honestly, because Mike’s tired, tired and sore and annoyed that he got put on his ass. Getting to sit quietly with a beer is probably the first good thing to happen to him today.

Mike drinks his first beer mostly in peace, peace being the old guard sitting around and bitching about Calgary beating them yet again while the young, single, newly elite go looking for some of the ladies of Edmonton who aren’t over them yet. He gets halfway through his second beer before he finally looks around to make sure Liam isn’t getting himself into trouble, because he’s been suspiciously quiet. Usually he can hear that cackle of his from all the way across a room, but he doesn’t think he’s heard it once.

Liam’s easy to spot, leaning against the bar, hip cocked in the jailbait hustler pose he seems to think is irresistible. Mike’s found the pose too hilarious to dissuade him from that assumption, but apparently Mike’s opinion isn’t shared by the guy talking to Liam. 

The fucker’s standing too far into Liam’s space, crowding him against the bar. He’s no more than 6’0”, and probably narrower than Liam, but he’s still tall enough that Liam has to look up at him, flashing that grin of his that’s actually irresistible, not that Mike would ever tell him that, give him that kind of ammunition.

And Mike was prepared for this, he was, but it was one thing to know it was going to happen eventually and another thing entirely to watch it unfold; the way Liam’s entire body seems to lean into the guy, the way their hands are almost overlapping on the bar, the way that Liam bites his lip. 

Then there’s the fact that half the roster is scattered throughout the bar, that Rogers is sitting to Mike’s left. It’s not any of Mike’s business if Liam’s behaving like a fucking moron — it’s never been his business, so long as Liam doesn’t try to involve him in the idiocy — but he can’t believe that Liam is being this obvious, this stupid.

Mike finishes his drink in a few long swallows, keeping an eye on Rogers to see if he notices his brat’s trying to pick up a douchebag — he doesn’t seem to — and then heads to the far end of the bar, the one that doesn’t have Liam practically spreading his legs at someone else in invitation. He gets a shot to burn, a beer to chase. Keeps his eyes on the beer and off of Liam, hoping everyone else is doing the same.

When he heads back to the table, he can’t keep himself from glancing over again, and Liam catches him looking. He smiles then, slow and wide, triumphant, and Mike sees fucking red. It’s one thing if Liam wants to move the fuck on — hell, Mike would move the fuck on if he wasn’t such a fucking idiot over the kid — but Liam’s brash and thoughtless, not mean. Not usually, at least.

The guys at the table seem to brush off Mike’s bad mood as the product of losing, a messed up face, a bad fight. They quit trying to involve him in the conversation, leave him alone with his drink and his bared teeth, and when he heads out, nobody’s in any hurry to stop him. At home, Mike pops a couple aspirin for the throb behind his eye, rubs his thumb over his split knuckles, already itching for another fight.

He’s mostly killed a beer and is trying and failing to convince his body that sleep is a better option than fighting or fucking when there’s a knock on the door. He doesn’t know who he’s expecting to be on his porch, but it isn’t Liam, who looks determined, hard. He’s got his hands in his jeans and the proper coat that Mike caved and got him thrown over his shoulder despite the cold, because fuck acting like a reasonable person, Liam Fitzgerald isn’t interested in any of that shit.

“The fuck you want, Fitzgerald?” Mike snaps, and realizes the anger in him isn’t simmering so much as it’s boiling, flaring up in response to Liam’s presence.

“You left,” Liam says.

“You seemed to have found decent entertainment,” Mike says.

Liam frowns. “You weren’t supposed to leave.”

Mike doesn’t understand right up until he does, and he has to turn away because he honestly doesn’t think he can look at Liam right now. His head is throbbing, and his knuckles are throbbing, and right now all he wants is to make Liam feel the same or even worse, so he should probably close the door, calm himself down, and talk to Liam like a fucking adult in the morning. He is one, after all, and Liam is too, even if it usually seems to be in name only.

“So what,” Mike says, focusing on the closet opposite just to look at something that isn’t Liam. “What were you trying to do, Fitzgerald? You trying to hurt my feelings, that it? Trying to piss me off? Get me jealous? The fuck was your brilliant idea?”

“Mike,” Liam snaps, and Mike looks at him. He looks pissed, which is pretty fucking rich.

“Go home, Fitzgerald,” Mike says, and goes to close the door. Liam jams his foot in it, and Mike’s half tempted to just keep closing it, but he stops. 

“You really want to do this right now?” Mike asks.

Liam crosses his arms, and Mike turns around, walks away. Goes to grab himself another beer, because he’s going to fucking need it.

Liam follows him in, boxes him in the kitchen, like he could ever stop Mike from leaving if Mike didn’t want to be stopped. Mike leans against the counter, twists off the cap of his beer, takes a draft of it. Tries his best to be silent, still, to push down the tangled mess of himself, somehow contain it.

“You don’t pay attention to me,” Liam says, petulantly directing the words to the floor. A brat. A spoiled fucking brat.

“I don’t pay attention to you,” Mike repeats flatly, and when Liam looks up, jaw set, “If you want someone to fall at your fucking feet, go find a puck slut.”

“I don’t want—” Liam starts, then sighs, loud and theatrical, like the fucking teenager he is. “I want you to pay attention to me.”

“You’re always fucking here,” Mike shouts. “I can’t get rid of you. What more do you want from me? You want to hold hands, Fitzgerald? You want a fucking boyfriend?”

“What’s wrong with that?” Liam shouts back.

Mike drops his beer against the counter, lucky the bottle doesn’t shatter. He gets Liam’s chin between his fingers, makes sure Liam’s looking him straight in the eye. “I am not your boyfriend, brat,” he says, slow, so that Liam can’t pretend not to understand him. “I am never going to be your boyfriend. If you want one, go find some naive idiot who’ll take you.”

Liam wrenches his face away, and Mike lets him go, waits until he hears his front door slamming before he picks his beer up again and drains it. Fights the urge to throw it against the fucking wall. It’s for the best that Liam’s out of range.

*

Liam won’t look him in the eye during practice the next day, and Mike tells himself that’s easier. Easier to let it die on his own terms, easier to end it before he gets in any deeper. He’s already in too deep as it is.

Mike goes home, finishes the rest of his stock of beer, flips through channels, half expecting a knock on the door, a ring of the bell. Liam’s never able to leave well enough alone. Except maybe Mike actually got through his idiot head this time. Maybe this time he actually said something that stuck.

Shame it wasn’t something he meant. Seems like Liam chose a bad time to start listening.

Liam still isn’t looking at him when they fly out to Winnipeg. He takes a seat beside Morris, sticks close to him once they’re off the plane. Rogers gives Mike a few confused looks that Mike resolutely ignores, but no one else seems to notice anything’s amiss. Mike should be more grateful for that than he is.

They play a good game. Mike squares off against Sidorchuk in the second, gets a few nice jabs in, takes one shot that splits his cheek wide open again. He spends his time in the penalty box with a towel pressed to his face while Liam zips onto the ice, assists on a pretty little goal Jacobi manages to sneak in through the five hole.

The majority of the guys go out after the game, proud to have gotten past Winnipeg for the first time this season. Liam ended up with two points, his first game-winning goal, was the hero of the night. Manitoba’s one of the few places he can legally drink, and Mike doesn’t want to piss on Liam’s celebration, so he goes straight back to the hotel, turns on some mindless comedy, takes a couple of the painkillers he managed to scowl out of the Jets’ doctor. Fingers the cut that skirts his eye and considers himself lucky.

Mike’s down to his briefs and slightly hazy pain when he gets a knock on the door. It’s not even midnight, too early for anyone to be back but the fathers catching up on sleep. And Mike, apparently.

And Liam, arms crossed, face bleary red, standing in his doorway.

“How much have you had to drink?” Mike asks. Jesus, they’ve only been gone maybe an hour.

“No,” Liam says.

“No?” Mike asks.

“No,” Liam repeats. “No, you don’t get to do this.”

Mike stands back, gestures Liam inside. Most of the guys may be out, but Mike’s sure as shit not going to go toe to toe with the kid in the middle of the hallway.

Liam comes in, fidgets while Mike sits back down on the bed, flicking the TV off. “Well?” Mike asks.

“I know what you’re doing,” Liam says.

Mike has no idea what he’s doing. Fuck, he wishes he did.

“It’s not going to work,” Liam says. “I won’t let you.”

“Let me what?” Mike asks, genuinely lost.

Liam lets out a frustrated huff of air and comes to stand in front of Mike. He’s flushed, maybe drinks, maybe not, hair wavy, which means he didn’t dry it properly again. He probably ran around Winnipeg without a coat, hair still wet. Kid has a fucking death wish. Mike wants him so much it hurts a little, but then, he always does, so it’s an ache he’s learned to live with.

Liam reaches out, and Mike doesn’t flinch, not even when Liam’s fingers brush the cut under his eye.

“Does it hurt?” Liam asks.

Mike shrugs.

“Mike,” Liam says, frustrated, like he’s waiting for something. Mike doesn’t know what that something is. Doesn’t know if he wants to provide it. If he even can.

“The fuck do you want from me, Liam?” Mike asks, and he doesn’t think it was meant to come out plaintive. In fact, he’s almost certain it wasn’t.

Liam doesn’t answer, just leans down and kisses him, and Mike kisses him back, reflex. He’s grown so used to the feel of Liam’s mouth that he felt genuinely at sea without it, because he’s fucked, he’s so fucked here, strands of Liam’s hair between his fingers and Liam getting a knee between his thighs. Liam pushing and Mike going because this is where he wants to be.

Liam pulls back, and Mike says, “Liam.” He isn’t sure what he wants to say, what he should say. He’s fucking positive that they aren’t the same thing.

Liam just says, “Shut up,” harsh. Gets his shirt over his head before he’s got his mouth back against Mike’s, and Mike has to run his hands over the muscles of his back, memorize them again. It’s been four days. It’s been four fucking days and Mike’s practically drowning in him, the heat he gives off, the flex of muscle under skin.

They shouldn’t be doing this. That’s a fucking obvious statement: the rooms bracketing Mike’s belong to teammates, Liam hasn’t been able to look him in the eye without a betrayed expression for half a week, and Mike’s been alternately kicking and applauding himself for just as long. This is fucking stupid, the whole thing. The way Liam’s straddling Mike’s hips, the way he’s here at all, the way that Mike’s let this get so far, let Liam get under his skin, let him become something routine. Something important.

They shouldn’t be doing this, but Mike doesn’t say a goddamn thing. Not when Liam’s fighting with his belt between their bodies. Not when he’s pressed against Mike, one clean line of skin, fingers digging into Mike’s shoulders, Mike unable to keep from pulling him in close, closer, as close as he can have him, Liam panting hot against Mike’s cheek when Mike gets a hand around them both, burying his face in Mike’s neck when his come splashes hot against their bellies, teeth in Mike’s skin like recrimination.

Mike cleans them both off with his briefs. Liam’s sleepy, sated, as Mike wipes over his stomach, looking at him with an expression that Mike doesn’t want to examine, an expression that Mike can’t stand. He can’t meet Liam’s eye.

Mike takes a shower, quick and blisteringly hot, and when he gets out, Liam’s fallen asleep on his bed, taking up more space than should be physically possible, just like always. He looks so tired. He looks so young.

Mike doesn’t wake him. Sits on the edge of his bed, towel around his waist, hair dripping onto the bedspread. Runs his fingers through Liam’s hair, and Liam stirs, reaching out, blind, until his fingers curl around Mike’s thigh.

Mike closes his eyes. Breathes. He’s going to have to wake the kid up sooner rather than later, send him back to the room he shares with Morris. Figure out what it is, exactly, that he can’t do, that Liam won’t let him do. Like Liam has a fucking say. Like either of them do.

Mike rubs his thumb over the curve of Liam’s cheek. “Liam,” he says, low, and he has to look away when Liam opens his eyes.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 6

 

Mike doesn’t know what he was expecting after Liam left that night, but it wasn’t Liam acting like nothing had happened, like they’d never fought at all. He’s right back to his normal self, cheerfully pushing past all of Mike’s boundaries.

Those boundaries apparently include fucking sleep.

Mike wakes up angry.

“It is growing increasingly likely that I’m going to murder you,” Mike says without opening his eyes.

He thinks that’s a fair statement, considering someone — one guess — has currently turned his comfortable, supportive mattress into a fucking bouncy castle.

“Wake up,” Liam says, landing way too close to Mike and knocking Mike in the ribs when he crosses his legs.

It is growing increasingly likely that Mike’s going to murder him. That wasn’t a bluff.

“Wake up,” Liam repeats, nudging Mike’s shoulder. Actually, nudging is too generous a term. He is poking. He is poking Mike’s shoulder like he’s five years old and it’s fucking Christmas morning.

“I hate you,” Mike groans, then feels sorry for himself because neither of them even pretend to believe him at this point.

He opens his eyes. Liam’s wearing his boxers and the shirt Mike was wearing yesterday, half buttoned and slipping down his shoulder. He’s not small, really, not compared to most, but he’s drowning in the thing. 

The irritation dries up, gone as fast as it arrived.

“Your alarm goes off in fifteen minutes,” Liam says.

“So why are you waking me up?” Mike asks. It’s rhetorical. He now knows, and he’s in favor of this development. Christ, the kid’s got to be running through a checklist of kinks or something. Mike’s not complaining. He just wishes there’d been less jumping first.

Liam grins at him.

“C’mere you little shit,” Mike says, and drags Liam in by his — fuck, Mike’s — shirt.

“Good morning,” Liam says, smiling against Mike’s mouth.

“Shut up and take those off,” Mike says, tugging at Liam’s boxers. The shirt can stay. Mike is happy to have the shirt stay.

There’s something particularly satisfying about sucking someone off when they’re wearing nothing but a shirt they stole from your bedroom floor, the muscles of Liam’s stomach jumping under Mike’s hand, the brush of fabric warm against his knuckles. He takes it slow, easy, Liam’s leg hitched over his shoulder and Liam trying and failing to muffle himself behind the shield of his hand, like it’s too early for moaning. It is never too early for moaning. Mike would live and die by that credo.

When Liam’s blissful and post-orgasmic, Mike crawls up the bed, straddles Liam’s sides. Liam watches him jerk off, half-lidded, tonguing his bottom lip, so fucking slutty, and Mike comes half on the collar of his shirt, half across Liam’s throat, his chin, the plush of his lips. Liam idly licks at his mouth.

“We have time for a shower?” he asks.

“I fucking hope so,” Mike says. He thinks he got come in Liam’s hair.

*

They arrive to practice on time. That sounds like an achievement, but it isn’t. Liam’s in yesterday’s clothes, and he gets chirped pretty hard, while Rogers tries to give Mike a questioning look, and Mike tries equally hard to avoid Rogers’ eyes.

Rogers has been taking Mike aside lately, asking about Liam. At one point he asked Mike very seriously if he knew that Liam was using him as an excuse to hide something from Rogers, that Liam was saying he played video games with Mike when he was clearly doing something else. Mike laughed it off, assured Rogers that he wasn’t aware of any video game dates with the kid, that he’d try to keep an eye on him, and then got the fuck out of that conversation as quickly as he possibly could.

Driving Liam into practice in yesterday’s clothes is not a good way to follow up on that conversation, and if Mike pretends that Rogers didn’t notice Liam walking in a microsecond after Mike — subtlety has still never met Liam Fitzgerald — well, then he’s just lying to himself, and he tries to avoid doing that.

It’s a light practice, a lead in to game day tomorrow. Mike buys groceries on his way home, sneaks a pint of Ben & Jerry's into his basket, texts Liam to tell him to actually show his sorry ass face around Casa Rogers before they get Child Services called on them, and then eats his despair in the form of a pint of Chunky Monkey while watching home renovation shows.

It isn’t his finest moment, but sadly it doesn’t even crack the top ten of the most pathetic things he’s done lately. They all involve Liam.

*

Maybe all of Mike’s most pathetic moments of late are Liam related, but he’s got to say that Liam’s got a beautifully dirty mind that Mike can’t get enough of. He’s fucking a prodigy there, and Mike regrets nothing the second he’s got him pinned, Liam spewing filth in his ear. 

The rest of the time he is extremely judgmental of his own life and his choices.

Mike comes home to a package in his mailbox addressed to one Liam Fitzgerald. 

“The fuck?” Mike asks him when he swings by later, brandishing the box at him.

“Roge is nosy,” Liam says. “I didn’t want to mentally scar him.”

“Christ, what’s in the box?” Mike asks.

“Don’t worry, you won’t mind it,” Liam says, then snatches the box out of his hand and walks right inside, like it’s his own fucking place. 

Liam apparently ordered the most vanilla of vanilla shit from a sex store. It’s like the starter kit of bondage for people freaked out by bondage.  Even Rogers couldn’t be mentally scarred by this shit. Blindfold, pair of handcuffs — not the cheap kind you can take off yourself, but not padded either, and Liam’s insane if he thinks Mike’s going to put them on him and let him fuck up his wrists. Well, unless Liam could stay still enough not to fuck up his wrists, but that’s not a particularly likely scenario.

“I’m starting small,” Liam says defensively when Mike is apparently unable to hide his amusement. “Don’t want to scare you off.”

“Because I scare easy,” Mike says. 

“You would if I asked if I could put the blindfold on you,” Liam says, sweet.

Mike doesn’t say anything, but Liam immediately adds, “Don’t worry, you’re putting it on me.”

“Am I?” Mike asks. 

“Uh huh,” Liam says. 

Mike’s not opposed to the idea. He could offer a token resistance, deflate Liam’s cocky assurance that Mike’s going to go along with whatever plan he cooks up, but, honestly, he doesn’t feel like it. Maybe next time.

“I want you naked in my bed in two minutes,” Mike says, and Liam’s down the hall before he can finish. Mike bites back a laugh, goes to the kitchen, drinks a glass of water. He’s sure Liam strips in record time, especially because Liam glares at him when he comes in five minutes later.

“I could have taken three minutes and you wouldn’t know,” Liam says.

“You probably took twenty seconds,” Mike says.

Liam scowls deeper. 

“Patience is a virtue,” Mike says. 

“Not one of mine,” Liam retorts.

Mike snorts. “Fair enough,” he says.

Liam lobs the handcuffs at him. Mike catches them, puts them on the bedside table. “Blindfold?” he asks, and Liam hands it over.

“Tuck your head forward,” Mike says, and Liam does, eyes fluttering shut before Mike does anything. Mike brushes his hair back from his face so it doesn’t get caught in the blindfold, slips it over his eyes.

“Good?” he asks. 

“Good,” Liam agrees. “Can’t see anything.”

“I’m not using the handcuffs on you,” Mike says, and before Liam can argue, “You walk around with bruises you can’t hide because you can’t keep still for a fucking minute, what do you think is going to happen?”

“Fine,” Liam says. “Can we use your ties or something?”

“I like my ties,” Mike says. 

Liam frowns. “They only deliver in five business days,” he whines.

“Honestly,” Mike says, presses his thumb against Liam’s mouth where it’s curling down into a pout. “You move an inch, I’ll stop, and the only way you’ll be getting off is with your own hand,” Mike says, then, “If I let you, that is.”

Liam inhales, sharp.

“Think you can hold still without something holding you down?” Mike asks, and Liam’s nodding before Mike can finish the question.

“Already fucking up,” Mike says. “Arms over your head.”

“Am I allowed—” Liam asks, uncertain.

“You can move where I tell you to,” Mike says.

“Okay,” Liam says, voice already hoarse, and honestly, who needs handcuffs? Mike doesn’t have a lot of faith in Liam’s ability to stay still, even with the threat of punishment, but he isn’t going to mind watching him try.

“Think you could keep quiet?” Mike asks.

“Probably not,” Liam says, wry, and Mike laughs. 

“Another time,” Mike says. That one would need outside intervention, probably. Mike bets he’d be noisy through a fucking gag.

With Liam blind, immobile, even by his own volition, Mike can take the time he wants with him, the time that Liam never lets him take, and Liam can’t do shit about it, though he tries, urging Mike on whenever he stops to linger. Mike ignores him, fascinated by the way Liam’s muscles jump whenever Mike moves on, unable to predict where Mike will touch him.

Liam seems so much more sensitive right now, and that’s saying something, considering how sensitive he usually is. He reacts to every touch like it’s a straight line to his cock, Mike’s mouth on his throat, nail digging into his nipple, gone tight and hard, and as red wet as his lips after some attention from Mike’ mouth. 

Liam goes nonverbal fast, quits trying to force Mike along to where he wants him. Mike likes to think it’s because he wants him everywhere, as much as Mike wants to be everywhere, kissing his slack mouth, scraping his teeth over Liam’s collarbone and the jut of his ribs, Liam jumping a little when Mike bites down on his hip, not hard enough to leave a mark, just hard enough to ratchet things higher, not that Liam needs that, judging by the way he’s dripping all over himself, so hard it looks painful.

Liam’s shaking all over when Mike finally takes him in his mouth, and if Mike didn’t have a restraining hand on Liam’s hip, he’s pretty sure he would have just gotten a throatful of cock.

Mike pulls back, and Liam’s response is a wordless whine.

“Easy,” Mike says. “Not supposed to move, remember?”

“Fucking easy for you to say,” Liam says shakily. “I’m fucking dying here.”

“You’re being dramatic,” Mike says.

“Mike,” Liam says, his name a plea, and Mike takes pity on him. It’s one thing to tease, but the kid’s a tripwire right now, strung through with so much tension that if Mike holds out on him any longer he might just burst into tears.

Mike pushes down the ugly part of him that wants exactly that, and gets him off. He ignores the hand that blindly lands in his hair, squeezes tight, because stopping right now, even if it’s because Liam broke the rules, well, it seems cruel.

After, Liam’s a fucked out mess on Mike’s bed, barely even verbal as he clings to Mike, touching him everywhere like he needs to get his fill. Mike’s never seen him look so pretty as he does right then, colored up and bleary eyed and clingy, like even all that wasn’t enough for him, like he needs more.

Mike takes his time with him here, too, knows Liam needs it right now. He strokes a hand down Liam’s back, follows the notches of his spine, until Liam starts to settle by degrees, relax into something closer to satiety than desperation.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 7

 

The North Stars come into town, and that morning Mike works out longer than he needs to or is technically supposed to, because he hates those guys and he’s trying to cut down, just a little, on the fighting, wants to get the aggression out before the game. He’s old. His hands are sore. He’ll knock people into the boards all the livelong day if that means he can let his knuckles heal up. Just for a bit. A single day. One day of pain-free knuckles. He’ll be so good.

Mike forgot that the hockey gods are vindictive bastards and that trying to bargain with them leads to pain.

He shouldn’t have.

The first period’s fine. A goal apiece, a couple knocks thrown and taken, fairly even puck possession. Everyone’s playing nice and polite, like it’s fucking no-hit peewee. It gets everyone a little too relaxed, a little too content.

Liam gets taken down early in the second.

Mike doesn’t see it, head turned to talk to Greiss, but he catches on pretty fucking fast. First there’s the indignant roar from the bench, then a sickly silence radiating from both benches and the crowd. When Mike leans forward on the bench he catches his first look, Liam on his elbows on the ice, blood dripping from his face. It’s an excruciatingly long minute before Liam manages to get up with the assistance of Jacobi, taking the towel offered him before getting gently pushed towards the locker room. 

They replay what happened while they break to clean the blood off the ice, Liam taking a high shoulder clip from Sam Davidson that sends him face first into the glass. When they slow it down you can see his nose break on impact. They show it again and again, like they’re fucking reveling in it. The whole arena’s quiet as Davidson’s escorted to the box with a fucking minor for boarding. 

It’s a fair call, probably. Davidson’s a sniper, not a brute, and that hit would have been considerably less disastrous on someone who wasn’t the size of a munchkin. Except Liam isn’t back on the bench at the halfway point of the second, and Mike feels himself getting tighter and tenser as each minute ticks down. 

He ends up on the ice with Davidson, which is a mistake. Mike isn’t exactly meant to share the ice with the talent — any smart coach keeps his first liners as far as fucking possible from the goon squad — but on a fucked up shift change Mike manages to barrel right into him.

Davidson’s big, almost as tall as Mike, but he’s a gawky big, the kind that’s all limbs. He’s barely older than Liam is. Hell, he’s still got fucking acne. Skates fast, shoots pretty, probably couldn’t throw a punch to save his life. Clearly has no problem with a high shoulder check, though, he fucking nailed that one.

“You only hit people from behind?” Mike asks. “Too much of a fucking coward to actually drop your gloves?”

If Davidson was smart, he’d back the fuck off, leave this shit to his own goons, but he’s young and brash and probably thinks he’s invincible, and he doesn’t skate off, instead turns to face Mike head on.

This kid is no fighter. He barely gets his gloves off, his hands up, before Mike’s knuckles meet his face. The first punch glances off his cheekbone, the second a more satisfying blow to the mouth. The shot Davidson sends back his way is nothing, easy to deflect, and Mike just makes sure he has a good grip on his jersey, can hold him tight, close, and mess up his snotty first line face. 

Davidson goes down easy — too easy, he’s a fucking pansy — and Mike follows him down, hits him until feels something under his knuckles give. By the time they haul Mike off of him, he’s got Davidson’s blood speckling his jersey, blood all over his hands, none of it his. The kid goes to his locker room with assistance, red all down his front, face a mess, and Mike gets escorted right out the door, ref telling him to consider himself officially kicked out of the game while the building loudly clamors for something. Probably more blood. They never seem to get enough of it.

Mike goes and sits in the locker room, puts his face in his hands.

That wasn’t his job. First liners are half off-limits as it is, the refs always faster to call shit done to them, the league more stringent about enforcing the repercussions, and if Mike didn’t break his nose he’d be surprised. Coach Mulligan is going to come in and tear him a new asshole, and then he’s going to get suspended, he knows he is. He can’t stop thinking about the startled, unprepared look in Davidson’s eyes when Mike first drew blood, how quickly it curdled into fear.

“Mike?” he hears, quiet, almost tentative, and he looks up. Liam’s mostly cleaned up, nose splinted, though he’s still got some blood on his face.

“Hey,” he gets out.

“Jesus Christ, your hands,” Liam says, takes an aborted step forward before he stops. Mike’s hands are a mess. He looks like he’s been guts deep in someone.

“You should see the other guy,” Mike says weakly. It’s a bitter fucking thought.

Mike gets dragged into medical by his best friend the sadist doctor; hisses his way through disinfectant and gauze. The little fucker got him with his teeth, but considering those teeth may well have hit the ice, Mike doesn’t think he gets to be too indignant about it. Liam hovers even after they attempt to shoo him from the room, first earnestly, then with weary acknowledgment that his stubborn ass isn’t going to move. Liam has that effect. He’s already got the start of a dark bruise coming up above the bridge of his nose, is probably going to have two black eyes when he wakes up tomorrow.

A broken nose for a broken nose. Poetic justice.

“You good, kid?” Mike asks through gritted teeth. Bites his tongue too, because he should avoid cussing out the man who controls his access to drugs.

“Fine,” Liam says. “The hell did that guy do to you?”

There are TVs everywhere around here, but Mike wouldn’t blame Liam for getting distracted by having his nose set. It’s not on Mike’s list of favorite procedures, far worse than the salt and burn shit they’re doing with his knuckles now. There’s no point lying about it, though. First guy through the door is going to snitch, and if not the first, then the second, and so on.

Mike scrubs a hand through his hair and gets a scowl in response, even though it isn’t even the hand they’re focusing on. Fucking doctors.

“Figured he’d like a nose to match yours,” Mike says. “I think it looks better on him, though, honestly.”

Liam’s quiet for a minute. “Did you break Davidson’s nose?” he asks, finally.

“It’s very likely,” Mike says.

Liam looks at him, doesn’t say anything. Liam silent is uncommon enough to be unnerving, and for once Mike can’t even start to read him. “Okay,” he says, finally.

Mike gets absolutely reamed out. Mulligan makes sure to do it in front of the whole team too, for maximum embarrassment. Mike deserves it, he knows he does, so he takes it, digs his nails into his palms and ignores the way the cuts on his knuckles pull, tight and sore. He doesn’t defend himself. There’s nothing defensible about it.

Liam comes home with him. Mike doesn’t even bother to argue, just feeds them sandwiches and anti-inflammatories before they hit the sack. Liam moves around in his sleep, and Mike isn’t much better, so he installs himself on the couch, leaves Liam the bed, despite Liam’s protests. If he smacks Liam in the nose in the middle of the night he’s going to feel even worse about himself tomorrow.

Mike wakes up stiff and sore, his couch not comfortable enough for a full night’s sleep, stumbles to the kitchen to make coffee, and Liam comes out of Mike’s room when it’s almost finished percolating. He looks worse today, sporting some pretty extensive bruising around his eyes, the full raccoon look. Still, he leans sleepily against Mike’s shoulder and makes himself a nuisance while Mike’s trying to pour them coffee, so he’s clearly at least mostly okay.

“Rogers know where you are?” Mike asks when Liam is at least halfway to conscious.

Liam looks up to give him a sarcastic look.

“Rogers know you’re safe?” Mike clarifies.

Sarcastic turns to exasperated, but Liam nods. Mike rewards this newfound ability to think of other people’s feelings with toast — he’s too fucking bagged to make anything more involved today.

It’s an off-day, so they eat their toast at the table and then migrate to the couch with their mutual gripes, mutual soreness. Liam quickly figures out the position that is the most intensely, annoyingly cuddly, and also avoids hurting his nose. Mike tolerates it, but he puts his foot down when Liam tries to make him watch cartoons. He may be fucking a kid, but he sure as hell isn’t becoming one.

He gets a call from Player Safety around noon, and takes it, stoic. Suspended for two games. It could have been worse. Hell, North Stars fans are probably going to whine about how fucking unfair it is.

Liam’s quiet when Mike’s on the phone, well-behaved, like Mike never sees him. He stays quiet even after Mike’s hung up, keeps his eyes on the muted newscast.

“You broke his nose,” he says, finally.

“Yeah,” Mike says. If he hadn’t, it would have been one game. A brush off entirely, maybe. The game misconduct for instigation and a slap on the wrist, maybe a fine.

“You broke his nose for me,” Liam says.

Mike could argue: it’s his job, he’s meant to stick up for his teammates, his entire purpose is destruction, retaliation.

Except he can’t say he was just doing his job with a straight face: Mulligan’s royal takedown made that as obvious to everyone else as it was to him that he took shit personally and he took Davidson down too hard. That it was a fuck up. That he lost his shit because he saw Liam bleed. He knows that, and Liam knows that. Liam didn’t ask a question, he announced a statement of fact.

“Yeah,” he says. “I did.”

*

Liam is a baby about his nose. He follows Mike around his house asking whether it’s time for more painkillers or not, whining about his stupid splint getting in the stupid way, and how he can’t breathe through his nose and everything in his life is terrible.

When Mike tells him he’s broken his nose twice and Liam’s being a fucking drama queen it shuts him up for all of an hour before he’s back to complaining about how tragic his entire existence is. Mike has no sympathy. Mike had to send Liam home the night before just so he could actually sleep in his own fucking bed without worrying that he was going to smack Liam’s nose in the night.

The team’s down in Dallas for a quick jaunt, and in the meantime Mike has to deal with even more Liam than usual, what with Mike’s suspension and Liam’s injury. They don’t leave the house once while the Oilers are away. Liam puts on clothes for a total of five minutes when he’s on delivery guy duty, but other than that, he’s basically become a nudist in an attempt to sway Mike from the no-sex policy he’s enforced since Liam’s face met glass. It doesn’t work, but the view’s nice.

Mike’s had worse suspensions.

Once the swelling goes down a bit and Liam looks less like a startled raccoon, Mike drops the no-sex policy, and the final day before they have to return to practice is primarily spent in bed. Liam can breathe through his nose now, but Mike won’t kiss him, no matter how loudly he complains, instead pays attention to things he’d ordinarily skip over. The way his sides are slightly ticklish, though he tries to hide it. The soft insides of his thighs, the way they hold bruises, biting kisses, just long enough that Mike can see his mark all over him. The way he shakes every time Mike sucks a kiss against that spot at the base of his throat. 

Mike takes his time because there’s no reason not to: he’s not eighteen, he isn’t petrified at the thought of delaying gratification. Liam has resorted to cursing Mike’s parenthood, nationality, home state, and the size of his cock by the time Mike finally gets his mouth around him, sucks him off as slow and easy as he’d done everything else, even when Liam gets his hands in Mike’s hair, tries to make him move. After, Liam’s sated and wrecked, his skin a map of where Mike’s been, what he’s spent his time on, blotchy red from sucking bites and beard burn. He looks like Mike’s.

It’ll fade.

They go to sleep sore in better ways, Liam tucked up against Mike’s chest in what he’s deemed the safest position, while Mike drapes an arm around his waist, mouth against the vulnerable nape of his neck.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 8

 

When Mike wakes up early to banging on the door, he doesn’t really know what to expect. He nudges Liam off of him, gently at first, then harder when he remains stubborn deadweight. Mike finally gets himself free, somehow without waking Liam up, then pads downstairs while rubbing sleep from his eyes.

Darryl Rogers is a nice guy. A good old Alberta boy. He eats dinner with his parents once a week, thinks up surprises for his fiancée even though everyone mocks him relentlessly for it, takes in rookies and trade-ins like he’s running an orphanage. He was dubbed Teddy Bear at some point, and it stuck, because he’s pretty squishy, but he’s still big, broad. He looks almost more like a linebacker than a hockey player; the kind of defenseman you don’t want to go through because you may just bounce off him.

Darryl Rogers is also currently standing on Mike’s porch with a murderous expression on his face.

Mike considers closing the door on him and dealing with this when he’s wearing pants and has been awake more than two minutes. Also maybe after he shoves Liam out his back door so he can pretend he isn’t harboring a teen delinquent.

Instead he says, “Hey,” cautious. He makes sure not to open the door more than a crack, because it’d be just his fucking luck if Liam decided that was the moment to come downstairs.

“Where is he?” Rogers asks.

“…who?” Mike tries.

“I will go through you, Brouwer,” Rogers says, and Mike meekly gets out of his way. He knows how to pick his battles, and Rogers on a protective tear is not something he wants to deal with at seven in the morning. Or ever.

Mike hears footsteps padding down the stairs and prays to every single deity he doesn’t believe in that Liam put on boxers. Please. He’ll do anything.

“Mike?” Liam says, as he comes into the hall. He’s wearing boxers and a shirt of Mike’s, thank god. No one’s going to mistake that for Liam’s shirt, but it’s better than the alternative. Mike doesn’t want to gamble on whether the marks he left on Liam last night have faded. 

Liam stops short when he sees Rogers. “Shit,” he says, succinct.

“Get dressed, Liam,” Rogers says. “We need to talk.”

“Did you stalk me?” Liam asks. “Are you serious? I’m a fucking adult!”

“Yeah, because you’re clearly making great adult decisions here,” Rogers says.

Mike is vaguely offended. He may be a shitty decision, but it’s not buddies to say so.

“Get dressed,” Rogers repeats.

“Fuck you,” Liam says, but he retreats to Mike’s bedroom, hopefully to get dressed, because Mike really needs Rogers to leave his house so he can properly evaluate just how fucked he is. In the meantime, it’s just him and Rogers in the hallway, Rogers stone faced and Mike feeling more and more uncomfortable that he’s just in his underwear. He may have a bite mark on his chest, but he’s not going to look down to confirm that; if it’s there, he sure as hell doesn’t want to bring any attention to it.

There’s pretty much nothing he can say, unless he wants to go the whole “hah, teenagers, am I right?” route, but he suspects that Rogers might actually hit him if he rubs his face in the fact that he’s been busy despoiling his rookie. His teenage rookie, to be precise.

God, Mike is so fucked right now.

Liam comes out of Mike’s room, back in yesterday’s clothes and spitting mad, and Mike wonders if it’s too late to say that it’s not what it looks like, claim they were just having a sleepover. Guys sleep over at each other’s places all the time. Maybe not in the same room, and maybe not stripped down to their skivvies, but Mike could think up an excuse for that. Unfortunately Liam’s mutinous expression tells Mike it’s too late to make excuses. The fucking brat is probably going to spill incriminating details purely to piss Rogers off.

When they leave, first Rogers, and then Liam, who keeps sending Mike looks that Mike thinks are supposed to be apologetic, Mike gratefully closes the door behind them. They have practice in three hours, so it’s a stay of execution at most, and Liam is probably currently making the situation considerably worse — he’s gifted at that — but still. Mike has three hours to consider escape plans. He is currently leaning towards running to Duluth and hiding in his mother’s house. Rogers wouldn’t kill a man in front of his mother, he’s too nice for that.

The only reason Mike can summon up the will to go to practice is because it’s not optional, and Mulligan scares him more than Rogers does. Mulligan would hunt Mike down in Minnesota, and he would kill a man in front of his mother, so Mike makes the smart choice, bites the bullet, and goes.

Liam’s quiet, sullen on the ice, which is uncharacteristic enough that everyone notices. Mulligan actually asks him if he’s suffering any complications. Mulligan sounds concerned. That’s strange enough to get Mike’s attention despite the fact he’s doing his level best to stay the fuck away from Liam and Rogers. He can’t put this off forever, he knows that, but he can delay with the best of them.

The delay ends when Rogers corners him in the locker room after Mike gets out of the shower. Mike looks around to make sure there are people nearby, reassures himself that Rogers wouldn’t kill him in front of their teammates either.

“I’m not going to kill you,” Rogers huffs.

Rogers is a smart guy. Mike likes him. Shame that probably isn’t mutual right now.

Rogers waits for him to get dressed, close enough that Mike can’t make an escape, far enough that it isn’t that weird. Other than the fixed stare. That’s pretty fucking weird.

“Do you know what you’re doing, here?” Rogers asks, when Mike’s in street clothes.

“No,” Mike says, completely honest. “I have no fucking clue.”

For some reason that seems to be the right answer.

“Come get a drink with me,” Rogers says. It’s early afternoon, but they both probably need a drink right now, and frankly now’s not the time to argue with him.

They take separate cars, so theoretically Mike could just not show up, but Rogers is being more understanding than he needs to be, more understanding than just about anyone would be. It’s better not to antagonize him further. Mike gets there before him, orders them both a beer. He resists immediately draining his, because he thinks he needs to be sober for this conversation, unpleasant as the thought is.

Rogers sits down across from him. Doesn’t say anything, just stares. He usually has just about the friendliest face in the world, so him staring shouldn’t be as fucking effective as it is. Mike drops his eyes to the table.

“Are you out of your fucking mind?” Rogers finally asks.

“Yes,” Mike says without hesitation. “Pretty much.”

“How long has this been going on?” Rogers asks.

Mike hesitates. There’s no way Rogers hasn’t asked Liam the same question, and no way to know whether or not Liam lied. Mike figures it’s going to have to be the truth. “A few months,” he says.

Rogers doesn’t react, so Liam told him the truth. Mike has got to break him of that habit.

Rogers lays his concerns. It’s all shit Mike knows down to his bones: Mike’s too old for him. Liam’s young, idealistic, has turned it into something else in his head. Mike’s a dick and Liam’s going to get hurt and it’s going to be his fault. He can’t disagree. There’s nothing to argue.

“I’m just trying to look out for Fitzy,” Rogers says.

“I know you are,” Mike says. “I like that you are.”

Rogers is quiet for a minute.

“You’re really fucked, huh,” he says finally.

“I really am,” Mike says miserably.

“He thinks he’s in love with you,” Rogers says.

Mike exhales, slow. “He’ll get over it,” he says.

Rogers takes a sip of beer. “If he’s not coming home you make sure I know about it. He’s shit at remembering to text me.”

Mike nods.

“Break his heart and I will kick your ass,” Rogers warns.

Mike nods again.

“Fuck everything,” Rogers says, raising his beer.

Mike will drink to that.

*

When he gets home, Liam’s sitting on his front step.

“Would have thought you’d have figured out how to break in by now,” Mike says.

Liam gives him a miserable look. “What did Roge say?”

“You’re not grounded,” Mike says. “Your dad didn’t take the car away.”

“Mike,” Liam huffs.

“It’s fine,” Mike says. “He’s fine. Mostly. He hates me a little right now, but you can go home without him killing you.”

“Why can’t I just stay with you?” Liam asks.

Mike stares at him. “Because I’m not a fucking lunatic,” Mike says. “And I would become one if I had to deal with you all the fucking time.”

“I’m here all the time anyway,” Liam says.

“And I’m already one day away from killing you,” Mike says, sitting down on the stairs beside Liam. Liam leans his head on Mike’s shoulder, and no amount of shrugging will make him get off.

The kid thinks he’s in love with him, but the season’s up in a couple weeks, and the off-season is a whole other thing. He’ll get over it, and Mike will get over him. Eventually.

Mike wraps his arm around Liam’s shoulder. “Not your boyfriend,” he reminds him.

“Says you,” Liam mutters, and Mike graciously ignores him, just turns his head, face pressed to Liam’s hair. 

“Let’s go inside,” he says, and when Liam reaches out, Mike helps him up.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 9

 

For twenty-nine teams, locker clean out is the most depressing day of the year. It’s an admission of a season’s failure. An acknowledgment that the roster isn’t going to be the same the next time you enter the room, that you may not be one of the guys returning.

The Oilers have agreed to extend Mike’s contract for two more years, but he has no illusions about after that. He’s slowing down. He’s staying hurt longer, taking every blow harder. He’s going to go down one day, and he isn’t going to come back from it.

In the meantime he’s just going to empty his locker, pack up the house for the summer. Go home, see his mom, his brother. There’s fishing, golfing, boating. There’s training. He’s got a whole other life off the ice.

Liam appears behind him when Mike’s through offering a couple brusque sound-bites, gives a few of his own before he shoots Mike a meaningful look. What that meaningful look is actually supposed to mean Mike doesn’t know, but he follows Liam out to the parking garage, throws his bag into the bed of his trunk and just resignedly accepts it when Liam throws his in as well.

“Can I come over?” Liam asks, once he’s already buckling himself up in the passenger seat.

They really fucking exaggerate Canadian politeness. 

Any attempts Mike’s made to improve Liam’s manners haven’t fucking stuck, so he doesn’t bother now, just drives them back to his place, Liam practically nipping at his heels on the way in.

“So,” Liam says once Mike’s in the kitchen, rustling up something for them to eat. “End of season.”

“Yep,” Mike says.

“You’ve probably done this a lot,” Liam says.

Mike eyes him. “Yep,” he repeats.

“It’s kind of the first time for me,” Liam says.

Mike hopes his eyebrows convey the ‘no shit?’ he means all the way into his soul.

Liam fidgets, and Mike starts to assemble sandwiches, because clearly it’s going to take the kid awhile to figure out how to say whatever the fuck he’s trying to say.

“What do you usually do during the summer?” Liam blurts out while Mike’s slicing the tomatoes.

Mike doesn’t pause. “Go home. See my family. Train, fish, swim. Read.”

“All in Minnesota?” Liam asks.

“Yep,” Mike says, and adds mayo to Liam’s sandwich, hands it over.

Liam looks down at it with a truly tragic look, and Mike focuses on applying mustard to his own sandwich because Liam’s expression is sort of depressing him.

*

Mike doesn’t leave for a couple days, has to finalize details first: remind his neighbor in Edmonton to take his mail in, make sure his place outside of Duluth is cleaned and stocked, pack up the shit he’s going to need for the next few months.

Liam presumably has the same amount of preparations. Hell, he probably has more, considering he’s got to move all his shit out of Rogers’ in preparation for living on his own next season — Mike has ignored any mention Liam makes of that fact through pure stubbornness, because again, not a lunatic — but you wouldn’t know that from the amount of time he spends at Mike’s place getting underfoot.

The night before Mike leaves for the pain in the ass trip back home, Liam’s even more underfoot than usual, which is saying something. It’s a good fucking thing that Mike’s had plenty of practice packing under a time crunch.

They take it slow that night. Mike brings Liam off fast and easy with his mouth first so that he doesn’t bitch Mike out for the pace he sets after, a slow grind into him, Liam’s cock rubbing sticky between their bellies, Mike’s face in Liam’s neck.

Liam’s more asleep than awake when they shower after, and Mike practically has to hold him up under the spray. They’re still wet when they get under the sheets, Liam tucking himself around Mike’s body, asleep in a minute flat.

Mike’s awake for awhile.

*

Home is home. His mom makes him food despite his protests that he’d prefer to cook his own shit, his brother Tom goes fishing with him on the first clear, warm day. The fish don’t bite and his mom’s never been much of a cook, but it’s home.

Within the first few days he starts getting text updates from guys who must have stuck the team on a filter or something. Rogers is running through wedding preparations and panicking at anyone who’ll listen, poor fuck. Other guys have started texting their best miles and their golf scores. Liam texts him about nothing of any substance, just filling the space between them with words that don’t mean much. Mike responds sometimes, but making conversation just to make conversation isn’t in his nature, and right now there’s nothing he can say to Liam that wouldn’t make him or the kid miserable.

Mike gets training underway. Spends a few weekends at the lake house he bought a few years back. Tom invites himself more often than not, which Mike doesn’t mind. It’s a little cool on the lake, but that’s never bothered him. Play on the ice for a living and you get pretty inured to the cold, so sitting in a canoe on a brisk May morning suits him just fine.

“You remind me of that guy from Twilight,” Tom says, breaking the comfortable silence.

“You read Twilight, Tom?” Mike says.

“Don’t need to, know all I have to,” Tom says. “Old sulky dude obsessed with a teenager and being angsty about it. Sound about right?”

It was a mistake to mention Liam to Tom after a few too many drinks last night. It was a much bigger mistake telling him Liam’s age. Tom may not be in the Liam Fitzgerald school of annoying little brothers, but he can step up from time to time. 

“I will push you in the fucking lake,” Mike threatens.

“Sure,” Tom says, but thankfully shuts the fuck up.

*

Mike’s not sure why his mom and Tom keep bitching at him about getting out more. He’s training. That’s generally a good thing to do; you could go as far as to say it’s a professional fucking obligation. 

Besides, he needs to train harder and harder every year to keep up with the kids, stop his ass from getting scratched or thrown down to play in the AHL. No fucking way Mike’s going down to Bakersfield if he can help it. Sure, the weather’s a fuckton better than the freeze your balls off cold of Alberta, but Mike isn’t exactly a California boy, and boiling to death doesn’t sound any more pleasant. So he’s training hard. Catching up on his reading when he isn’t training, since some little shit spent every other plane ride during the season bugging him whenever he cracked open a book. He doesn’t have time to go out.

Mike hears a key in the lock. He doesn’t bother to get up, knowing it’s either his mother or Tom. Heavy footsteps confirm the latter.

“Welcome to my house,” Mike says, not looking up. “Thank you for knocking before entering like a civilized person.”

“You’re being a sad sack,” Tom says, and Mike looks up from his book to glare at him.

“I’ve been training,” Mike says.

“That what this is?” Tom asks.

“This is a book,” Mike says. “I am reading a book, Tom.”

“Like a sad sack,” Tom says. “Gang’s meeting up tonight,” he adds.

“I’m busy,” Mike says.

“Being a—” Tom starts.

“Fuck off,” Mike interrupts.

“Come out,” Tom says. “You haven’t seen anyone since last August. They miss you.”

“That doesn’t ring true,” Mike says.

“They miss you buying the beer,” Tom says.

“There we go,” Mike says. 

Tom manages to talk him into it, mostly because the book wasn’t great, and honestly, he could do with seeing some people he’s not related to by blood. They pick up a few cases of beer on the way, because Mike always brings the beer. He can’t complain. He may be scraping the bottom of the Oilers roster, salary wise, making just above league minimum, but that’s still over half a million bucks a year, might be more than the rest of them make combined. He can spring for some beer. And at least this way he can make sure no one’s drinking Bud.

“Mike’s here!” Cadie shouts when he shoulders his way through the gate to her backyard, hauling two cases of beer to Tom’s one. “He brought beer!”

“Do I ever not?” Mike asks.

“Quit showing off and put those down,” Rich says. “Don’t need to see the fucking gun show, Mike.”

“I do,” Brittany says, and Mike raises an eyebrow at her.

“Not sick of it yet?” he asks.

“Nope,” she says, and grins, unmistakably an offer.

Mike and Brittany have never been on an actual date, but if he’s single in the off-season — which is always — and she’s single in the off-season — more often than not — generally they fall into bed at least a couple times. Familiarity breeds contempt, maybe, but it also means you get pretty good at getting one another off.

She doesn’t say much to him, beyond the shallow ‘how were the last nine months of your life’ crap he has to do with almost everyone, since he’s shit at keeping in touch. He talks to Tom every couple weeks, but it’s not like Tom’s gossiping about their mutual friends’ lives. 

Chatty or not, Brittany sticks in his orbit most of the night, in his peripheral even when she’s talking to someone else. Mike’s reminded of the way Liam stuck to him when he first came up to Edmonton, the way he had been close enough to reach out and touch more often than not, the way it’d been so hard not to give into the urge to just do it, no matter who was watching.

“I’m going to head out,” Brittany says, when people start to leave, mostly the ones with young kids off to relieve their babysitters. She gives Mike a look that’s impossible to misinterpret, and it’d be so easy to go back with her. He wonders if she’s still got that shit apartment: the mattress that squeaks like it’s going to give out under them, tiny balcony they can both fit on, her smoking after, him having a drag or two, the cigarette far more illicit than the sex. He stays over more often than not, because they’re drunk more often than not. In the mornings she makes him frozen waffles, and he thinks about what his life would have been like if he was still living in Duluth, and he appreciates every fucking step he took to get away, and every single step he takes to go back every summer. He doesn’t know how he can feel both those things at once, but he does. 

“Mike?” she asks, when he doesn’t take the cue. 

“Sticking around,” Mike says. She’s going to leave it alone, he knows she’s going to leave it alone, but he’s probably going to see her a half dozen more times during the off-season, and he doesn’t want to do this song and dance again each time, her asking, him turning her down. “Got someone back in Edmonton.”

She looks surprised, but only for a second. She hides it quick, which he appreciates for the sake of his ego. “Serious?” she asks.

“Who fucking knows,” Mike says.

“So, serious then,” she says, reaching out to pat Mike’s shoulder, companionable. “Congrats, didn’t think you had it in you.”

“Fuck off, Britt,” Mike says, and she laughs, squeezing his shoulder once and then disappearing into the night with a flash of teeth and a wave goodbye.

Mike wanders over to Tom. “I don’t know why I did that,” Mike tells him.

“I don’t know what you did,” Tom says, “But I am almost positive you could use a drink.”

“Sounds likely,” Mike agrees.

Mike has a drink. 

Mike has a lot of drinks. 

The next morning he has no memory of getting home, and, far more soberingly, an outgoing call to Liam at two in the morning that lasted just over seventeen minutes. He hopes, dimly, that he’d waxed poetic about Liam’s ass rather than telling Liam about his idle searches of how long it would take to drive to Halifax (thirty hours), or whether there was any flight there that didn’t take an absurd, ridiculous route (no).

Liam calls him two days later, chatters about his training without mentioning the call, and Mike can only hope that’s a good sign.

*

Mike keeps in touch with Liam as much as he does with anyone else. Liam sends him a stream of texts to update him on the exciting news from Halifax, as if that’s actually a thing, and Mike texts back once in awhile, but there isn’t much to say. He isn’t doing much that’s interesting to anyone but him, and unlike the kid, he doesn’t feel the need to submit others to the boring details.

Liam’s updates become a little more sporadic, the kid’s attention span as short as it was initially devoted, and by July they’ve petered off. He’s still alive, grinning stupid in pictures from Rogers’ wedding that are emailed to them en masse. Mike was invited, but it was too long a trip. Just as long for Liam, Mike supposes, but then, he lived with Rogers and Lady Rogers for months, so the relationship’s probably a little closer.

He looks bigger than he did before summer started, broader, like the training’s paying off and also maybe like he’s had one last growth spurt. He’s toned and gorgeous, and Mike can’t keep his eyes off the line of his throat where his tie’s been loosened, his arms where his sleeves got rolled up by the end of the night.

Eventually Mike realizes he’s been mooning over Rogers’ fucking wedding pictures for a pathetic amount of time. He closes the email, sends Liam a quick text to tell him that training’s clearly paying off, and goes out for a jog. When he gets back, he’s got a reply from Liam, just ‘thx!’ and nothing else.

He doesn’t think about it.

*

By the time training camp swings around Mike’s gotten all of three more texts from Liam, none of them longer than a few words. He’s not a fucking moron: he knew it was going to come, and it came. Liam’s nineteen — a whole year older now, what a difference — and summer was probably an eternity in his mind. Fuck, Mike’s impressed that Liam remembered Mike existed after he left the country. He’s heard that infants lack object permanence.

He knew it was going to come, and he was clearly right, and it’s fine. It’ll be awkward, but Liam’s a fucking ray of sunshine who’ll barrel through the awkwardness and probably force Mike to be normal with him, and it’ll blow over.

It’s fine.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 10

 

Mike gets back to Edmonton with a couple of days to spare before training camp, spends them unpacking and hitting the gym a few extra times so that the young guns don’t actually lap him. The first day back is like the first day of school, everyone hugging and backslapping and Mike staying the fuck out of it other than saying hello to anyone who greets him, keeping to his own business. He doesn’t look for Liam in the crowd. Liam’s small, it’s easy to miss him among a bunch of guys a head taller.

They’ve got media bullshit before they can actually come here to do what they need to do, shuffling in front of a photographer for their player photos, because Mike clearly needs another flashback to high school. He can’t say he’s ever excited for training camp, because training camp’s hell, but he’d rather be on the ice than in front of a camera any day of the week. 

When they finally get on the ice there’s warm-ups for ten minutes before they get down to anything more formal. Mulligan seems to be in a good mood, which would usually make them all suspicious, but a four month break from dealing with the lot of them makes him more cheerful, clearly. He’ll probably be back to his surly self within a day, tops.

Mike does a few slow laps, getting his sea legs back. The first real view of Liam he gets is all flailing hands and wild expressions, because of course it is. Morris is looking on tolerantly, as only someone used to him can.

Liam stops mid-sentence when Mike skates past, before going red and ducking his head. It’s not awkward, his expression, like Mike expected it to be. Well, it is, but that’s not the first word Mike would use. The first word Mike would use is guilty.

Mike swallows, does another lap, finding Rogers leaning against the boards with Jacobi.

“Fuck off, Jacobi,” Mike says, and Jacobi rolls his eyes but skates away. 

“What’s his name?” Mike asks, not looking at Rogers.

Rogers is quiet for a minute. “Jonathan,” he says finally.

“He a hockey player?” Mike asks.

“No,” Rogers says. “And he’s actually Fitzy’s age.”

Mike’s jaw sets. “Good,” he says.

“Mike —” Rogers starts.

Mike skates off.

In one of the drills Mike gets put on Liam’s wing. Liam keeps his eyes forward. His ears are pink, his jaw set.

“I won’t make this awkward if you don’t,” Mike says, low.

Liam looks over.

“We’re on a team, kid,” Mike says. “You want to insist you’re an adult, fucking act like one.”

“Okay,” Liam says quietly.

“Okay,” Mike says, claps Liam on the shoulder.

Neither of them does particularly well on the drill, but Liam’s able to hold eye-contact long enough to make passes, so it’s fine. It’s all fine.

*

Training camp is a brutal regimen for everyone, but the older you are, the worse it makes you feel. Mike doesn’t have the leeway to have a drink, sulk with some Ben & Jerry’s, maybe go out and find someone to put his dick in. He’s got to be up by six, spend all day trying to keep up with kids who are more than a decade younger than him. He doesn’t have time to feel sorry for himself. 

The full extent of dwelling on it he allows himself is two extra minutes in the shower the next morning, glaring at the tile, wet and miserable, before he bucks the fuck up.

It’s not like he’s broken-hearted. Shit happened, and then shit stopped happening. Nothing to dwell on.

The week is long, and the week is terrible, and that would have been true whether or not Liam was taking over half his bed, so it’s pretty much irrelevant.

*

At the end of camp everyone goes out to celebrate their continued existence, drink themselves into a stupor that even the aches and pains of camp can’t rob from them. Happens every year, and this year is no exception. They take over the usual place. Mike sticks to beer, along with a few of the guys who have to go home relatively sober that night. A good chunk of the team doesn’t, and it shows, especially since Jacobi’s offered to foot the bill for everyone’s shots.

The kids have mostly taken him up on that, and Liam’s gotten himself involved in some complicated drinking game with the young guns that seems to involve vodka and slapping. Mike isn’t sure it’s a game that can actually be won: judging by the amount of drinking going on, everybody’s losing.

They’ve been there less than an hour when Liam starts peeking up at him. He probably thinks he’s subtle, but since Mike may or may not be keeping an eye on the game and Liam isn’t subtle even sober, it’s embarrassingly obvious.

Not long after, maybe fifteen minutes, Liam comes to sit beside him. Mike takes a sip of his beer, keeps his eyes forward.

“Are you seriously on your first beer?” Liam asks incredulously.

“Second,” Mike says.

“I think I might be drunk,” Liam says.

“You don’t say,” Mike says, finally looks at him, takes him in. Liam is flushed, mussed. Painfully pretty, though he’d be indignant if anyone ever called him that to his face.

“Can you give me a ride home?” Liam asks.

Mike keeps his eyes on him, waits until Liam’s eyes drop. “Kid —” he starts.

“Please?” Liam asks.

“Go wait outside,” Mike says. “I have to settle my bill.”

Deja fucking vu.

*

Mike doesn’t see Liam outside the bar when he leaves. He hopes, for a minute, that means at least one of them has regained their fucking senses, but when he reaches his truck, Liam’s leaning against the door.

Mike doesn’t say a word, just climbs in, lets Liam give him directions to his new place. It’s sweet looking, on a quiet street. There’s no way in hell Liam found it without help.

“There you go,” Mike says, pulling to a stop outside Liam’s door.

“Come in?” Liam asks.

Mike closes his eyes. “Please don’t do this,” he says.

When he opens them again, Liam’s looking at him, wide blue eyes, lip between his teeth. 

“Come in,” Liam says, and Mike follows him inside.

*

Liam’s place is the sort of place typical to young hockey players everywhere — big, masculine furniture, a TV everywhere a TV may be needed and places they definitely aren’t, a tangle of cords leading to consoles and controllers, and pretty much nothing else.

Mike doesn’t pay much attention to it. Doesn’t have time to, because Liam drops any sort of pretense once they’re inside, reaching for Mike. His mouth is bitter with vodka, stinging. Mike’s entire tour of the house is comprised of quick glances while they’re stumbling in the direction that Mike presumes leads to his bedroom, Liam stubbornly trying to ignore the fact that kissing and stripping are mutually exclusive activities.

They manage well enough despite that, well enough that Liam’s naked by the time they hit the bed. Mike fights with his jeans while Liam grabs lube from the bedside table, a condom from his discarded pants, like he fucking planned this.

Mike’s perfunctory with the prep, just enough that Liam won’t get hurt, on his back while Mike watches his fingers slide in, easy, Liam as greedy for it as always.

“Hands and knees,” Mike says, when he’s rolling the condom on himself.

“Mike,” Liam says.

Mike doesn’t say anything, just waits. After a second, Liam rolls onto his stomach, and Mike tugs him up, curls a hand around his hip as he guides himself in. He waits for Liam to adjust, just enough, and then he presses his face against the muscled line of Liam’s back and fucks into him. There’s nothing nice about it, just hard and fast and brutal, the kind of treatment Liam always asked for but never really got, Mike too cautious to give it to him.

Right now Mike doesn’t give a fuck.

Liam put on some weight in the offseason, Mike can tell. His body’s more defined, the wiry youth of him replaced with the tight hard body in front of Mike. He feels different under Mike’s hands, and it’s fucking stupid to resent that. His ass is still familiar at least, still perfect, the way it looks and the tight clutch of it around Mike’s cock. 

Liam’s making noise, breathy, enough for Mike to know he’s enjoying himself. He always does. Get a cock in him and he’ll do fucking anything. Mike wonders if he’s the same way with his boyfriend. Probably. Wonders if he played coy at first, or if he was as easy as he was for Mike that first night, as desperate, a little virgin trying on slutty. 

He’s not a virgin anymore, obviously, and he picked up some tricks on the way. Mike wonders if Jonathan appreciates the fact that Liam trained himself out of his gag reflex, Mike holding him down so he could feel him swallow around him, watch the tears slip down his cheeks. Wonders if Jonathan’s a big guy. Wonders if he could hold him down, make Liam take it the way he wants to take it. Liam wants to be put down hard, but more than that he wants to fight against it and fail, wants someone who can make him. 

He wonders if Liam told him how he liked it, told him he wanted to hurt, that sex was always better when it hurt a little, that he’d keep begging for more even if he’s had enough because if it wasn’t too much it wasn’t good enough. Mike doubts it. A kid Liam’s age? He probably whispered sweet nothings in Liam’s ear and held his fucking hand.

Mike told Liam to find himself a nice Canadian boy his own age before they ever fucked, but even then he knew they wouldn’t know what to do with him. Wouldn’t know where to fucking start.

He looks at broad expanse of Liam’s back, wonders where this kid’s touched him, wonders if he’s been as deep in him, if he had the same fucking view, Liam tight around him, head tucked in his arms, the flex of his muscles under his skin whenever his prostate gets nailed, the huff of noise he’s never been able to repress, never seemed to try to.

Mike’s never been that kind of possessive asshole, never spouted that ‘I want to be your first and only’ crap, thinking that if someone’s been touched by anyone else they’re spoiled goods. He thinks it’s disgusting, insecure bullshit people peddle so they don’t have to compare their tiny dicks and zero knowledge of foreplay to someone who might actually know what they’re doing. And yet right now he’s fucking furious that some fucking Canadian kid has had his hands all over Liam. That there aren’t even any marks so Mike can see, can replace them with his own. He wants to mark his territory like a fucking dog. It’s pathetic.

He’s going too hard, he knows he’s going too hard on the kid, fingers digging into his hips hard enough that he’s going to leave bruises, hips slamming against Liam’s ass hard enough that he might get bruises himself. Liam loves it, though, pushes back into it, breathlessly begging for it, breath hitching into this sweet soft moan when Mike gets a hand around him. He’s always so fucking responsive, and Mike wonders if he moaned as loud for that kid, as much. Was as sweet beneath him, took him as well, like he was made for it, like you get him on his back, get your fingers in him, your cock, and he could take as much as you gave him and more. Always more. Liam wants so much.

Mike gets a hand around Liam’s cock, jerks him hard and fast until he’s coming against his sheets, Mike’s hand, and Mike can close his eyes and lose himself just for the length of time it takes to come in Liam, balls deep, mouth open against Liam’s shoulder blade.

He pulls out as soon as he’s finished, gets rid of the condom, gives himself a minute. He’ll catch his breath before he goes, that’s all the time he needs.

Liam rolls onto his back, stomach streaked with semen, mouth bitten red, flushed and sweaty and gorgeous as always. Familiar.

Mike rests his elbows on his knees, tries to remember where he shucked his shirt. After the living room, he thinks.

Liam reaches out, fingers brushing Mike’s hip. “Come here,” he says, quiet.

“You want to cuddle, you save it for your fucking boyfriend, Fitzgerald,” Mike snaps.

Liam pulls his hand back like he’s been burned. “What—” he starts, then, resigned, “Roge.”

“Yeah,” Mike says. He stands, grabbing his jeans and pulling them on, rough. Fuck underwear, he needs to get out of here before this turns into a fight.

“You didn’t even want to be my boyfriend,” Liam says indignantly, sitting up.

“You’re right,” Mike says. “Congratulations, that finally sunk into your skull. Do you want a prize?”

Liam doesn’t answer, and Mike takes that as his cue to go, stopping only to pick up his shirt.

Mike’s managed to get his shirt and one shoe on when Liam comes into the hall, and Mike half considers legging it without the other shoe just so he doesn’t have to deal with whatever bullshit is about to come out of Liam’s mouth.

“Why are you mad at me about this?” Liam asks. “You don’t want to be my boyfriend, congratulations, I found some idiot who would take me and you still get to fuck me. How is this not fucking perfect?”

“He know that’s what he agreed to?” Mike asks.

Silence is a pretty telling answer.

“I’m not interested in being your dirty little secret,” Mike asks. “Go find someone else to fuck behind his back.”

Mike finally gets his other shoe on, gets to his truck without Liam running after him like some overwrought hero, which is a plus. His door sticks when he tries to get it open, and he punches it twice, tries again. Metal’s more unforgiving than anything he punches for a living, and his hand throbs as he shoves the key into the ignition.

He’s pulling out of park when his phone buzzes against his hip, and he pulls it out.

There’s a text from Liam, apparently pulling the technology age equivalent of running across the moors. im in love w u, it says, and Mike rests his head against his steering wheel, exhales.

You’re really not, he texts back, and drives his sorry ass home.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 11

 

There’s an off-day between the unofficially mandated Oilers drinking night and their next officially mandated Oilers obligation, but Mike still shows up to it hungover and bitter. He turned his phone off after he got home from Liam’s, ignoring two more texts, then went straight to the hard liquor. His phone’s still off. If there’s an emergency, someone’s shit out of luck. He needed a day.

He’s had one. That’s all he gets. Today’s more media shit before the preseason gets underway, and Mike’s lucky enough that hungover and bitter is the attitude he gives off all the time, or the media would be on his fucking ass for his attitude. It doesn’t suit Liam so well. Mike’s not sure about the hungover part, but he hasn’t cracked a fucking smile since interviews started, and the media’s started to exchange concerned looks, to say nothing of the actual team.

When Mike finally gets a minute, he goes to escape from the scrum, interrupted by Rogers’ hand landing on his bicep. Mike looks down at Rogers’ hand, then at Rogers’ face, the plastered on concerned expression.

“I like you,” Mike says. “But I swear to god, if you say anything about him to me right now I’m going to punch you in the face.”

Rogers looks hard at him, as if gauging Mike’s sincerity, which is absolute, then lets go of Mike’s arm. Mike walks away, then keeps walking, right out of the building and to where building staff are standing the required nine-meter distance from the door to smoke. Something about his expression gets a cigarette and lighter mutely handed to him. He fucking needs one, so he stays outside with them, a little cold in his shirtsleeves but not willing to go back inside quite yet.

No one’s really clamoring to talk to him, but Mike has a professional reputation and a pair of fists and fuck-all else, so he goes inside after the cigarette is nothing but ash and filter. Liam’s attempted to meet his eyes a couple times, is trying again as soon as he gets back, but he’s young and skilled, and the future is just about all the Oilers have to their name right now, so he hasn’t been able to escape the press. 

Mike can’t avoid him forever, but he hopes he can avoid him long enough to figure out something he can say that isn’t just, ‘you’re a fucking infant, what the fuck do you think you know about love?’. He doesn’t think that’ll get him anywhere. Hell, Liam will probably have a smart fucking response to it.

He manages to get through the day. Even better, he manages to get through the day without talking to Liam or succumbing to the throbbing behind his temples he woke up with and that no amount of aspirin could wipe out. He goes home, where he’s got a fridge full of food and a cupboard full of alcohol, a turned off phone and a door that locks. He doesn’t see the harm of spending another night with those things. It’s not exactly a sustainable habit, but it’ll do fine until he has to play.

Mike’s halfway through his second beer and suddenly invested in a marathon of Cutthroat Kitchen when there’s a knock on the door. He ignores it, and when the knocking continues he turns his TV up, because he still doesn’t know what the fuck he’s supposed to say, and he’s a fucking coward. He knows he is. He’s accepted it.

Mike mutes the TV when the knocking morphs into a scratching sound, and when that scratching becomes kind of ominous he goes to the front hall, yanks the door open to Liam crouched on his porch with a fucking paper clip.

“Are you seriously trying to break into my house right now?” Mike asks.

Liam frowns and stands. “You always told me I should be able to by now.”

“I didn’t mean you should do it,” Mike says.

“Well how else am I supposed to talk to you?” Liam asks. “You turned your phone off. Even Roge couldn’t get through.”

Of course he got reinforcements. Of course he told Rogers. And now Mike’s going to see Rogers’ concerned face every time he walks into the locker room. Fuck that.

“One minute,” Mike says. “I’m giving you one minute.”

“I’m in love with you,” Liam blurts out.

“Yeah,” Mike says. “You told me that. I’m pretty sure I responded.”

“I want you to say it to my face,” Liam says, jaw set. He’s miserable looking, more downtrodden than Mike’s ever seen him, and for a minute Mike wants to believe him. For a minute he almost does.

“You’re nineteen,” Mike says. “You have the attention span of a fucking goldfish. You couldn’t last four months without getting your dick sucked. And you’ve decided that you love me, because what? I’m the first one who had their dick in you? I couldn’t shake you the fuck off?”

“You didn’t want it to be anything,” Liam says, low. “You didn’t want to be with me, and now you’re mad because I found someone who would?”

“I think you don’t know shit about what you’re talking about,” Mike says. “Minute’s up.”

“No,” Liam says.

Mike rolls his eyes, reaches for the door.

“You keep calling me immature,” Liam asks. “You’re the one who can’t have a fucking conversation without running away.”

As chirps go, it’s pretty transparent, but that doesn’t mean it’s not effective. Mike drops his hand, waits. Hopes his face conveys how little time he has for this shit.

“Do you want me?” Liam asks, quiet.

“Don’t be fucking obtuse,” Mike snaps.

“Do you want to be with me?” Liam asks.

Mike closes his eyes. “This isn’t black and white, Liam,” he says.

“You’re the only one making it complicated!” Liam yells.

Jesus fucking Christ, Mike is a shitty neighbor. He’d bring Liam inside, but he doesn’t trust himself right now. He doesn’t know if he’d throw a punch or kiss him at this point, and they’re equally disastrous.

“Do you want to be with me?” Liam presses.

“Look,” Mike says. “You have your little crush on me, and that’s fine, that’s great. You’re a great fuck, you’re a good kid, you’ll be a good boyfriend for someone. You’re going to get over this idea you got into your head that you’re in love with me, and both of us will move the fuck on, and we’ll probably both be happier. But right now, you need to get over this. And you need to let me get over this.”

Liam looks up at him, eyes hard, lips a firm line. Christ, he’s shaking. He’s shaking like a fucking leaf, like he’s scared, and Mike gets it, because his heart’s in his throat. He’s never wanted to run from a confrontation more, but Liam called him on his cowardice, and he can’t prove him right. He can’t be that too.

“You didn’t answer me,” he says, and the look on his face says he isn’t going to leave until Mike does. That if Mike closes the door he’ll break it down or he’ll try until the fucking cops come.

“The answer’s irrelevant,” Mike says.

“You can’t say it, can you,” Liam asks, with a bitter little laugh that’s so incongruous coming from him. “You can’t even fucking say it. You’re such a fucking coward.”

Mike bites his tongue.

“You called me,” Liam says. “You were drunk, I guess. You called me at four in the morning, and you told me you kept thinking about coming to see me, you couldn’t stop thinking about it. That you thought about it all the fucking time. You don’t remember that, do you.”

Oh, god.

“And then you didn’t call me after that, not once,” Liam says. “And you didn’t come. I kept waiting for it. But you didn’t.”

“Liam — ” Mike starts.

“Please,” Liam says. “Can’t you just tell me? Just once?”

“You might want me now — ” Mike starts, then, “You’re a child.”

“You haven’t even given me a chance,” Liam says.

Mike looks at him helplessly.

Liam takes a step forward, curls his fingers around Mike’s wrist. “Please,” he says.

“Don’t ask me to do this,” Mike says, but when Liam takes another step forward, face pressed into his chest, his hand comes up, automatically cups the back of his head.

“I will,” Liam says. “I promise. I’ll stay.”

“You can’t promise that,” Mike says.

“I can try,” Liam says, muffled into Mike’s chest. “And I love you.”

“I don’t believe you,” Mike says, but he can’t make himself let go.
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Chapter 12

 

Despite Mike’s reservations — and he has plenty — they settle back into a routine sooner rather than later. A routine that looks a hell of a lot like the end of last season, as if the summer never happened, as if Liam hadn’t had some little twink’s hands—

Mike’s not thinking about it. Mike doesn’t like the guy he becomes when he thinks about it. Liam dropped the Canadian kid, so there’s not even any reason to think about it.

If Mike thought Liam’s ardor might have cooled with time — well, it hasn’t. He’s still hanging around Mike’s place constantly, even though he has his own place now. It’s a waste of rent for the amount of time he’s spending in it, but no fucking way is Mike mentioning that, letting Liam invite himself to live with Mike full time. 

Mike can’t get jealous, because he swears every time they’re in the same room Liam orbits around him. He supposes that’s mutual, to a certain extent. Even when Liam’s halfway across the room, Mike tends to know where he is, and that’s only partly because he never shuts the fuck up.

They’re wrapped up in each other, and Mike knows it, knows it’s not good, something he needs to put the brakes on, but he doesn’t know how to. Doesn’t even want to, if he’s being honest with himself.

He fucking hates when he’s being honest with himself.

*

Sometimes it strains Mike’s credulity that none of them have figured out what’s going on. Mike’s seen guys on rosters who are close, some who practically live in one another’s pockets, may even live together, but nothing quite like the living, breathing shadow that Liam Fitzgerald is determined to be. It doesn’t help that they sit beside each other in the locker room, so he can glue himself to Mike before and after games, like he’s doing right fucking now, hovering while Mike and Jacobi talk the chances for the Vikings season, which Mike knows Liam doesn’t give two shits about.

Liam keeps nudging his knee, a silent ‘pay attention to me’, and when Mike ignores him to continue his conversation with Jacobi, Liam cracks.

“Mike,” he whines.

“Don’t interrupt people’s conversations,” Mike says without looking at him.

“But Mike I have something to say,” Liam presses, and then, as Mike knew was inevitable, “Pay attention to me.”

“Aww, it’s like watching a chihuahua pester a rottweiler,” Jacobi says, and Liam sputters with indignation before throwing his jock right at Jacobi’s head.

“I mean,” Mike says, as Jacobi flails away, yelling about being poisoned, “He’s not wrong.”

“You’re just happy he called you a rottweiler,” Liam sulks. “No one’s calling you a chihuahua. You don’t understand my pain.”

Honestly, the more he bitches about this, the more he sounds exactly like a yappy little dog, but Mike’s not stupid enough to say that out loud. His expression would be priceless, but Liam in a snit is exhausting, and Mike would rather Liam not throw anything at him, especially anything that reeks of post-game sweat.

“Like if I’m going to be a little dog,” Liam says, as if he’s read Mike’s mind. “At least make me a fucking terrier or something. Those little guys are cool.”

Terrier honestly works. Fucking tenacious little shit that never runs out of energy? Sounds like Liam.

“Pomeranian,” Mike says, and probably deserves the ball of tape Liam throws at him in retaliation.

*

Well, if Mike’s being honest — and he really fucking hates being honest — it’s not like none of them have caught on.

Rogers hasn’t said anything to Mike about what he’s got going on with Liam, thank fuck, but judging by the looks Mike’s gotten, somewhere between disappointed and concerned, he knows things are back on between them. Mike’s pretty sure Morris knows about them too. Would make sense, considering him and Liam share a room. The former rookie two-headed monster is still attached at the hip during team shit, especially since Mike’s foot remains firmly down about Liam hovering around him on the road outside of team events.

Liam’s lack of subtlety has gotten even worse since they started fucking around again, and if the Oilers weren’t collectively oblivious as a bag of fucking rocks with the exception of Rogers and maybe Morris, there’s no fucking way Mike would still be getting away with this.

Scratch Morris possibly knowing. Morris definitely knows. He’s always been a bit of a skittish motherfucker — Mike’s still flat out amazed his brother’s an enforcer, because Morris the younger is more the type to cringe at a raised fist than throw himself into the fray — but now he practically quivers whenever Mike meets his eye.

“Quit scaring him,” Liam exasperatedly tells him after he witnesses the quivering for himself, Morris warily watching them from across the room like he’ll bolt if Mike makes any sudden moves. 

“I’m not doing anything,” Mike says.

“Except being you,” Liam says.

“Because god forbid I be myself,” Mike says.

“Maybe you should smile more?” Liam says.

Mike swears he hears a squeak when he bares his teeth at Morris.

“You knew what I meant,” Liam chides, but he looks more amused than anything.

Honestly, though, the other guys are so unobservant that if Mike bent Liam over and fucked him in front of them they’d be asking if that was some kind of new wrestling move. Mike’s been asked repeatedly whether his pick up game’s dried up, since he wasn’t adverse to picking up before — women, always women, for safety, though in hindsight he doesn’t think anyone would have noticed if Mike had been picking up men in front of them either. Heterosexual until proven otherwise seems to be the rule with these guys.

“You could fuck me in front of everyone if you wanted,” Liam says hopefully when Mike wonders aloud how he got on a team with so many dumbasses.

“Pipe down, you little exhibitionist,” Mike says.

“You’re no fun,” Liam says.

“Yeah,” Mike says. “It’s no fun until you add a little sexual deviancy.”

“Oh come on,” Liam says. “You say that like you don’t participate in sexual deviancy all the time.”

“Well,” Mike says. “Fair enough.”

*

It sneaks up on him, which is impressive, because when it hits him, it hits him like a brick.

Mike has to check the game schedule before he books an upcoming dental cleaning — you get slapped with a fee one time because you booked an appointment for when you’re out of town, and you learn quick — and finds himself staring. It’s been over a year since Liam got called up to replace Steinberg, sat his gorgeous ass down and refused to let anyone budge him off the roster. Almost a year exactly since Liam put his hand on Mike’s thigh like a dare and Mike took him up on it. 

A fucking year.

Last time Mike was with someone for a year — not that he’s with Liam, and not that it wasn’t interrupted by the off-season, so he’ll revise that to ‘fucking the same person exclusively over the space of a year or more’. That feels better. Last time — last time was Jess, when Mike was the same fucking age as Liam is now, and isn’t that a goddamn trip. Jess moving to Milwaukee with Mike when he went to play with the Admirals, the two of them playing a really shitty version of house. Jess, who was a lot like Mike. She had a temper that ran hotter than even his, which is impressive, because his was awful. Still isn’t great, but he’s gotten a better handle on it in the intervening years. 

They fought as much as they fucked. More, even. Mike remembers, suddenly, that whenever his mom asked about her, her voice was carefully neutral, the kind of neutral that meant she didn’t approve. He doesn’t think he noticed it at the time, too caught up in the way they had their hooks in one another.

It ended ugly. Those things usually do. Hooks hurt when you remove them, hurt worse when you tear them out. 

He doesn’t want it to be like that with Liam. He doesn’t know what it is he’s doing with him, but he doesn’t want it to be that.

Liam texts to say he’s coming over right after Mike gets off the phone with the dentist’s receptionist, and Mike goes to unlock the door, heads to the kitchen to consider the contents of his fridge. There’s not much to work with, but Liam’s not picky. Pasta tonight, and he’ll go grocery shopping tomorrow. 

He still feels — unsettled, he guesses the word would be. He can’t think of another one. He’s half considering texting Liam to tell him not to come over when Liam clomps in. Mike winces as he listens to various winter accessories drop onto his floor — the boots, loud, then his coat, quieter, and potentially gloves, hat, though who the fuck knows if Liam bothered to wear them.

“What’s up with you?” Liam asks as he makes his way into the living room, always too perceptive at the worst fucking times.

“Nothing,” Mike says. “I’m getting a beer. You want one?”

“Sure,” Liam says. “But not that gross shit.”

That ‘gross shit’ is a craft beer that tastes twice as good as the piss Liam prefers, but Mike’s efforts to improve Liam’s palate have thus far been completely wasted. He gets himself the good shit, gets Liam a Molson, because he refuses to splurge on good beer for him if he’s just going to prefer the swill.

Mike drinks half of his in a few long swallows, brings another out with him, along with Liam’s.

“What’re we celebrating?” Liam asks.

Mike shrugs, hands Liam’s beer over.

Liam knocks his bottle against Mike’s. “To winning three straight games?”

It’s probably one of the first times the Oilers have done that since Liam came up. Might be one of the first times since Mike came over from the Islanders, even. The Oilers are a fucking mess. 

“Sure,” Mike says. “I’ll drink to that.”

“Don’t think you need the excuse today,” Liam says.

“Judgy little shits don’t get more beer,” Mike says.

“Not judging!” Liam says. “Just wondering what happened between practice and now.”

“Nothing,” Mike says. “Scheduled a dentist appointment. That’s about it.”

Liam grimaces. “You know what, you deserve a beer just for that,” he says.

“Scared of the dentist, Fitzgerald?” Mike asks.

“The only people who aren’t are masochists,” Liam says.

“Yeah,” Mike says. “But you’re kind of a masochist, kid.”

“Well,” Liam says. “Fair. But only like, in a sexy way. You don’t see me like, moaning when I block a puck.”

“I think you cried last time, yeah,” Mike says.

“Fuck off, I did not cry,” Liam says.

Mike finds himself grinning. “Could see the tears in your eyes.”

“Not on my cheeks, though, ergo—” 

“Oh, ergo,” Mike says. “Kid’s pulling out the Latin now.”

“I thought that was Greek,” Liam says.

“If that’s the set up to a shitty ‘it’s all Greek to me’ joke, I swear—” Mike says.

“What?” Liam says with a grin.

“I’m kicking you out of my house,” Mike says.

“Nah, you wouldn’t do that,” Liam says, and the saddest thing is that he’s right.

“C’mere,” Mike says, and then, when Liam kisses him, “Christ, wash your mouth out, you taste like Molson.”

“I taste Canadian,” Liam counters, both truth and a really shitty pun considering the beer he’s been drinking.

“Apparently Canadians taste like shit,” Mike says.

“You like the taste of me just fine,” Liam says, and considering Mike ends the day with both hands on that incredible ass, Liam’s hands insistent in his hair as Mike eats him out, he might be right about that. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 13

 

A lot of shit gets said in bed: ideas hotter in theory than practice, ideas that should probably be put into practice — and usually are — lavish fucking praise Mike probably wouldn’t dole out if his cock wasn’t down Liam’s throat but means every word of nonetheless. Liam’s got a filthy mind, Mike’s got a filthy mouth, and that works for them really fucking well, the two of them goading each other, pushing for harder, faster, more, ratcheting things up. 

If there’s anything the both of them come back to more than Mike fucking Liam without a condom, Mike can’t think of it. It makes its way out of their mouths all the fucking time. It’s an idea so hot it’s practically incandescent. 

It’s also a stupid fucking idea.

There’s potentially unsafe and then there’s definitely unsafe. Mike’s hardly a fucking paragon of safety first: his entire career is predicated on him trying to punch people in the face harder than they’re punching him in the face, obviously he can’t call himself a safety first person without sounding like a fucking hypocrite. He still tries to be, with Liam.

A shit-ton of what they do carries some risk if they fuck it up. Mike doesn’t tie Liam up right, he might cut off his circulation, leave behind bruising or red raw skin, and fuck would he not enjoy the conversation he’d have with Rogers if Liam came into practice bruised up and obvious. Well, beyond the marks that are undeniably sex related, and that Rogers has studiously avoided looking at ever since he went red and bashful the first time he saw them, like the finger marks on Liam’s hips broke his protective, vanilla brain.

Mike fucks Liam too rough before a game, Liam might not be able to play as well. Mike hits him the wrong place, he’s looking at damaging something other than skin. Everything carries an element of risk, but Mike’s careful not to cross those lines, makes sure he knows what he’s doing so he can hurt Liam the way he wants to be hurt without actually injuring him.

This is a whole other kind of unsafe. And yes, again, Mike’s sex life isn’t particularly safe, but this is something he’s never budged on, at least when it comes to penetrative sex — he’s sure docs wouldn’t be particularly impressed with his record for oral. 

It’s common fucking sense to use a condom with people you don’t know well. Mike can count on two fingers the amount of times he’s been exclusively fucking one person for long enough that the STI tests would be able to logically clear him, and hey, it’s not like he’s one of those guys who bitches that it doesn’t feel right or whatever. He’s sure it would feel better without, but he’s never really prioritized his pleasure over not knocking someone up or getting himself syphilis, so he’s a goddamn boy scout about it.

That said, if he denies that he’s wanted to fuck Liam bare from the start, watch his come trickle out of him, fuck it back in with his fingers, lick it out of him — well, he’d be a fucking liar, and Liam would call him on it in a second, because every single fucking thought he’s had he’s said out loud when he’s been balls deep in Liam. Liam’s dirty mind is contagious, and when he starts spinning stupidly hot ideas, Mike’s mouth fucking follows. Still, it’s something he’s fine keeping in the realm of fantasy.

That feeling is apparently not mutual.

*

Liam brings it up in the middle of a Cutthroat Kitchen marathon, of all things. Mike thinks most unscripted TV is trash, and this is absolutely not the exception, but apparently if you add food he’ll watch it.

“It’s not safe,” Mike says, without looking away from the TV.

“Yeah, but it kind of is when you’ve been exclusive for like…six months,” Liam says, then, “Fuck, don’t look at me like that, I’m just stating a fact, Mike.”

Mike’s not looking at him like anything. Mike’s not — Liam didn’t use boyfriends, or anything similarly asinine, and he’s got a point — since Liam ditched the little off-season boyfriend he had, neither of them has been fucking anyone else, so sexual exclusivity is, as Liam said, a statement of fact. Still, put like that — six months, nearly an entire fucking season of Liam spending more time at Mike’s than his own place, of set routines and that fucking sexual exclusivity, it paints some pretty, domestic picture that Mike doesn’t particularly want to think about.

“Can you save the ‘we’re not boyfriends’ until after you agree to come in me?” Liam complains when Mike doesn’t say anything.

Mike doesn’t even know what to answer first, there. He decides he’s going to steer fucking clear of the former, because he’s not particularly interested in a fight right now, especially about that, which he doesn’t want to talk about in the first place. Liam looks like he’d be happy to give it a go, too, and the last thing Mike fucking needs is Liam in a snit and sulking at him across the locker room until he gets bored of being pissed and ends up back in Mike’s bed.

Mike mutes the TV. 

“We both need to get tested first,” Mike says. 

“Have you fucked anyone?” Liam asks. “Since like — me? I mean. Like. The first time we fucked.”

It’s an easy question to answer, but Mike’s reluctant to say it. Liam has a brilliant and alarming talent for landing on every fucking subject Mike doesn’t want to talk about. In general, but he’s in especially fine fucking form today.

“Mike?” Liam says.

“No,” Mike admits. “Not since — no.”

“I haven’t fucked anyone but you,” Liam says. “Ever, so. We’re good.”

“Right,” Mike says. “You’re telling me you hit ‘boyfriend’ status with someone without blowing him? Doesn’t sound like you.”

“We didn’t do anal,” Liam mutters. “So whatever.”

“Yeah, that doesn’t exactly make you the Virgin Mary,” Mike says, then, “Humor me. Mostly because it’s the only way you’re getting what you want.”

“Fine,” Liam says, sighing dramatically. 

“Can we go back to watching TV now?” Mike asks.

“You’re addicted to this show,” Liam says, and Mike doesn’t dignify that with a response, just turns the sound back on.

*

Mike knows he’s clean. He got tested less than six months back and, as Liam annoyingly pointed out, hasn’t fucked anyone but him in that time, but since he’s making Liam get tested, he does the same. He gets the expected all clear, thumbs up, good to go, and after that he can’t stop thinking about fucking him bare, not just when Liam starts mouthing off about it in bed, but during random, quiet moments. Fixated. 

Almost two weeks to the day after that conversation, Liam comes into Mike’s place like a damn whirlwind, which is unusual for the kid, if only because it’s not even ten in the morning and he doesn’t generally hit full hyperactivity until after noon. Mike likes the way Liam is in the morning: quiet — at least compared to the usual — kind of floppy, almost sweet.

“It’s open,” Mike calls, even as the knob’s turning. He’s sick of getting up every time Liam shows up, which is all the fucking time. All of it. So he leaves it open, even though it makes him feel edgy, because no fucking way is he getting Liam a key, the idea of it is just — it’s easier to just leave the door unlocked if he knows Liam’s coming over, and Liam’s gotten better about not showing up out of the blue now that he’s earned the reward of not having to knock on the door if Mike is aware he’s coming, so they’re both good.

Liam marches over to him.

“Take your boots off, the fuck,” Mike says.

“Clean,” Liam says, brandishing paper in Mike’s direction. And because he’s nineteen and an idiot, “So there.”

“Oh no, now I can fuck you without a condom, I’m heartbroken,” Mike says.

“I told you,” Liam says. 

“Yeah, weirdly I trust test results more than ‘I didn’t do anal, so obviously I’m all good’,” Mike says, and Liam gives him the finger.

“Now?” Liam asks. “Can we go now?”

“You don’t know how to wait for things, do you?” Mike asks. It’s a rhetorical question. Mike knew the answer to that within an hour of meeting the kid.

“I have been waiting,” Liam complains. “I waited for my results, I waited for you to stop being—”

Mike can’t say he’s particularly interested in Liam’s recounting of events. He doubts they’re going to be flattering. “Then you can wait until we have time for more than a quickie before going to work.”

“We don’t have to leave for an hour,” Liam argues.

“Yeah, well,” Mike says. “Maybe I want to take my time.”

Liam’s quiet for a moment. “Yeah, okay,” he says, finally. Mike bets his imagination’s working over time. 

“Okay,” Mike says.

Liam toes his boots off — “in the fucking hall, Liam, I know you know where those go” — and moves to straddle Mike’s hips.

“Hi,” Mike says dryly, then, “Hey,” when Liam takes the book he was reading, puts it on the coffee table, thankfully still open, because it’s boring as shit, and Mike doesn’t think he’d bother trying to find his place again at this point, but not finishing it doesn’t sit right with him.

“Hi,” Liam says, kisses the corner of Mike’s mouth.

“I am pretty sure I said—” Mike starts.

“Yeah, but you have time to get a blow job, right?” Liam asks.

“I feel like this is a trick question,” Mike says.

“Stop being suspicious and get your dick out,” Liam says, which Mike guesses he can go along with. He can humor the kid’s oral fixation for awhile.

*

As promised, Mike takes his time with it. Mike likes to take his time, honestly. Mike wouldn’t give up the quick dirty tumbles, they’ve got their place, but if he’s got time, he likes to take it.

They’ve got time tonight. Plenty of it — no game tomorrow, and their flight out to California is in the afternoon, so it doesn’t matter if they have a late night. They’re fresh off a game, and Mike’s still got that hum of adrenaline running through him. It was a loss, but Mike’s long past learned not to carry that into sex, that holding onto it is how you lose your head, and not in a good way. Liam hasn’t quite learned how to shrug it off yet, and Mike finds the nights they lose are the nights he asks for shit he might not be able to handle, shit he shouldn’t, scowls like a kid deprived of treats when Mike doesn’t oblige. He’s not getting his way tonight, though. This is Mike’s show.

“Either get me off or fuck me,” Liam says, bossy for someone with three fingers in his ass. “Preferably before I fall asleep.”

“Yeah,” Mike says, watches a muscle in Liam’s thigh jerk when Mike rubs his thumb over the head of his cock. “Because you look really bored right now.”

Mike, for all he doesn’t mind Liam pliant and humming with endorphins when Mike sinks into him, doesn’t want that tonight. He wants Liam strung out with arousal, the sort of fever hot he gets when he’s close, every nerve singing and every muscle gone tight. During post-orgasm fucks Mike has to go easy on him, make sure he’s not giving more than Liam’s oversensitive nerves can take, and Mike doesn’t think he can go easy on him tonight. He’s not sure, for all he’s said, that he’s got his head on straight right now, those weeks of anticipation a slow boil that’s built to something too big to push aside.

“How do you want to do this?” Mike asks.

“However you want me,” Liam says, with a ridiculous bat of his lashes, but ends up rolling over in silent answer. He gets on his hands and knees, which just so happens to be exactly how Mike wants him.

It feels strange, slicking his cock without rolling a condom on first. A little degenerate, which is fucking rich considering all of a few weeks ago he took Liam over his knee and spanked him until he sobbed, and a few weeks before that got Liam off with the barest touch of his hand and his fingers digging, vicious, into bruises littering his body. As far as the shit they do goes, this is pretty fucking pedestrian, but it’s getting to Mike like nothing else ever has.

He presses his mouth to Liam’s blushing shoulder, guides himself in before Liam gets halfway through a goad, “Hurry the fuck—” before he cuts himself off with a rapid inhale, Mike sucking in a breath of his own.

The difference isn’t so much in the feeling itself — Mike can now confirm that every guy who claimed sex was immeasurably worse with a condom was lying through his damn teeth. Liam feels hotter around him, and Mike feels more, but the difference, in the end, is mostly in Mike’s head. 

That’s not to say it isn’t different at all. It is. It is because every thrust of his hips is like punctuation that Liam’s his, no one else’s, his to touch and taste and take, and that won’t be true forever, he knows, but it’s true right now. 

It’s different because Liam says, tight and punched out, “I can fucking feel you,” and it’s not something he hasn’t said before, not even something that should hit Mike in the fucking gut the way it does — it’d be a problem if Liam couldn’t feel him — but it gets his hips stuttering, fingers digging into Liam’s hips before he can restrain himself.

Different because Mike can’t stop thinking about leaving a mark, not on Liam’s pretty, easily bruised skin as he has so many times, but in him, Liam falling asleep that night with Mike still deep inside him.

Mike’s not going to last, not with the way everything’s tying together, the tight wet heat of Liam, the panting exhales, the sound of their skin slapping together — and it is skin, just skin, nothing between them. He manages to get a hand around Liam first, thankfully, barely lasts long enough for Liam to go tight around him, moaning pretty little words into the pillow, words Mike wants to swallow whole.

After, Liam’s lazy, fucked out. He’s always pretty lazy after he comes — or, after Mike comes, because Liam’s forever greedy, and he’ll overcome post-coital laziness in a fucking second if that means he can get another orgasm out of the deal. Liam hums contentedly as Mike idly strokes a hand over the sweaty curve of his spine, cants his hips back when Mike’s hand sweeps lower.

“Seriously?” Mike asks, amused.

“Haven’t done your job yet,” Liam says.

Mike smacks the back of Liam’s thigh, hard enough to sting, and Liam just spreads his thighs. His hole’s slick with lube, come, a little red, and Mike rubs his thumb over the rim. He has to be sensitive, oversensitive, but he always pushes back towards Mike instead of away. Mike hooks his thumb in, watches his come trickle out of Liam. It’s possibly the hottest thing Mike’s ever seen, and Mike’s had his fucking pick of them since Liam Fitzgerald’s dirty mind and incredible ass entered his life.

“You’re fucking filthy,” Mike says. “Literally got my come dripping out of you.”

“So make sure it stays in,” Liam murmurs.

“Yeah?” Mike asks, and Liam pushes his ass back.

“You’re so fucking greedy,” Mike says.

“You like how greedy I am,” Liam says, sounding a little smug about it, and Mike would argue, but frankly he’d rather indulge them both.

No way he can go again, but Liam can, breath hitching against Mike’s mouth as Mike fingers him. It’s filthy in the best way: the squelch of lube and come, how hot and wet he is around Mike’s fingers, the soft keen when Mike nudges against his prostate. It barely takes a hand around him, Mike’s thumb circling the sticky head of his cock, before he’s coming again, teeth in his bottom lip, eyes squeezed shut, that face Mike loves, where he looks like he doesn’t know if it’s good or too much or maybe both. 

Mike kisses his jaw, the sweaty hair at his temple, his mouth, before getting off the bed. Liam reaches back blindly when he does, fingers curling around his wrist in a loose shackle. “Just cleaning up, give me a minute,” Mike says, and Liam makes a protesting noise but lets go of him.

Mike cleans himself up quickly, wets a towel with warm water. Liam hasn’t moved an inch in Mike’s absence, and doesn’t move other than to spread his legs while Mike cleans the lube and traces of come off his thighs, careful, because he knows even the softest cloth probably feels rough right now, every one of Liam’s nerves still lit up.

“On your back?” Mike says, when he’s done, and Liam groans like Mike’s asking the world of him, but rolls onto his back so Mike can clean him off. The sheets are a fucking disaster, and Liam’s no better, but Mike honestly isn’t sure Liam would willingly stand long enough for Mike to change the sheets. It’s a big enough bed to avoid the wet spot, especially with how clingy Liam can be, so Mike just ditches the cloth in the bathroom and gets into bed, can’t help the quirk of a smile when Liam immediately rolls onto his side, his head on Mike’s shoulder, fingers tangling in his chest hair.

“Maybe next time I’ll clean you up with my mouth,” Mike says.

Liam groans. “I can’t go again yet,” he says.

“I said next time,” Mike says.

“But now I want to go again,” Liam whines.

“Save some energy for next time,” Mike says.

“I have endless energy,” Liam says, and honestly, it sure as shit seems like it sometimes.

“That was okay, right?” Mike asks.

“That’s a stupid question,” Liam mumbles.

“Liam,” Mike says, because he knows it was, but he still needs Liam to confirm it.

“That fucking rocked my world, two thumbs up, would do again, like, right now if I was capable of it,” Liam says.

“You can barely keep your eyes open,” Mike says, and Liam blinks at him, slow and heavy-lidded.

“Tomorrow then,” Liam yawns. “And the day after, and—”

“Go to sleep, kid,” Mike says, covering Liam’s hand on his chest and squeezing. 

“Hmm,” Liam says, lacing his fingers through Mike’s, and it doesn’t feel worth the effort to pull away.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 14

 

They come crashing toward the end of the season. It’s a crash right into a brick wall, since they’re sitting out of contention once again, looking at another long off-season. April arrives, and Liam’s still his —

Liam’s still his. 

Mike’s not going to lie, heading their separate ways for the summer has him feeling edgy, considering last summer. Liam seems to pick up on that, gives him this rambling speech about how he doesn’t want anyone else and Mike doesn’t have to worry, but that only gets Mike more tense. He doesn’t put much stock into the promises people make. 

Not that Liam should even have to promise. Mike’s still furious with himself, because even though they didn’t promise each other a single solitary thing this time last year, when Liam picked shit up with that cardboard bland Canadian boy, the first thing Mike felt was betrayed, like he had any goddamn right to be.

He didn’t have the right then, and he doesn’t have the right now — not that whether he has the right to be upset will make any difference in how he feels about it. It’s out of his control, and he resents Liam for that, for being someone Mike would feel the loss of.

Liam keeps talking about making plans to see one another, but the distance between them is the same as it was last year, and there are other problems besides. Halifax is a pain in the ass to get to, but that’s not really the issue: Liam lives with his folks during the off-season, a decision Mike doesn’t understand, but can’t really judge either way. Still, that means if he did go to Halifax his options for accommodation would be too ludicrous to consider. 

Mike what, sleeping on the Fitzgeralds’ couch and sneaking into Liam’s room like they’re both teenagers? Liam telling his parents he’s moving out for a week because his thirty-one year old whatever-the-fuck is coming to town? As far as Mike’s aware, the Fitzgeralds are blissfully ignorant of the fact their precious only child has been spreading his legs for a guy more than ten years his senior since he was a blushing beautiful virgin, and frankly, Mike would prefer that stay the case. There’s the same problem with Liam coming down to Duluth: what excuse for that would Liam give his parents? How would Mike explain going hermit to his family for however long Liam was around without making it sound more serious than it is? 

There’s no real way to see each other that Mike can figure out, right up until his agent offers up a solution in a single stroke less than a week after Mike gets back to Minnesota, bringing up an MMA guy in Toronto that Mike knows at least a couple of NHL guys have trained with.

“He’s got a free time slot, and it might be a good idea to get some specialized training in,” his agent says. “Considering fighting’s as important to your game as everything else.”

He’s being kind when he phrases it that way: when it comes down to brass tacks, the hits he throws — whether it’s checks or punches — are the only important part of Mike’s game. It’s not like he’d get anything from learning fancy footwork or working on his shot. His three whole goals last season didn’t much help the team. Kids like Liam, they’re the skilled labor, and Mike’s job is to do the grunt work.

Still, grunt or not, he wants to be good at what he does. Well, he is good at what he does, but he wants to be better. With the role he has, time slips away so fast that if you’re not facing retirement by thirty it means you’re fucking elite, and Mike’s about to turn thirty-two with a contract expiring at the end of next season. He wants to keep going. He doesn’t know how to do anything else. He’s got his body, his fists, knows how to use them as a weapon, and he’s got fuck all else. 

Mike tries not to think about retirement, what he’s going to do with himself when he can’t play anymore. He’s been good with his money, responsible, invests what he doesn’t spend, is frugal with what he does spend. Honestly he’s in better financial shape, long-term, than the guys making five times what he does and blowing it on fancy cars they trade in every few years, mansions they can’t begin to fill. 

Still, the money isn’t going to last forever, and Mike’s barely got a high school diploma, hasn’t worked an actual job that didn’t involve strapping on skates and taping his wrists since he was eighteen years old. Fuck knows what the job market’s going to think of that, beyond, ‘uh, no thanks’.

Mike wants to stay relevant as long as he can, as long as they keep signing him, as long as his hands last, so Mike heads to Toronto a month after the start of the off-season. Liam meets him there, not exactly hiding the fact he’s there for Mike, that if Mike was still in Minnesota he’d still be in Nova Scotia. Still, Toronto’s got some of the best damn training there is and Liam’s taking advantage of that, so Mike’s a little comforted by the fact that Liam’s not lounging around all day waiting for him to get back from training. Not wasting his time.

Mike’s not stupid enough to agree to sharing a hotel room, but he does check if there are any adjoining suites, and that means Liam spends the first day in Toronto periodically and delightedly opening the door between their rooms and greeting Mike. It’s like a goddamn game of peek-a-boo. He’s fucking ridiculous.

“Come the fuck here,” Mike says, the third time Liam does it, and Liam grins and crawls onto the bed beside him. 

“Hi,” Liam says.

“You mainline caffeine or something?” Mike asks.

“Just happy to see you,” Liam says, then, like he knows Mike’s about to shy away, “I missed getting laid.”

Well, that’s something they’re in agreement about, at least. Mike runs his hand down Liam’s back, thick with summer muscle, palms his ass.

“We going to fuck?” Liam asks.

“Think I was implying that there, yeah,” Mike says. “That a problem?”

“But you never wanna fuck me in hotels,” Liam says. “You changing your mind?”

“In this particular case,” Mike says. He sure as shit didn’t come all the way to Toronto and get a fucking suite not to fuck Liam.

Liam grins. That grin always makes Mike nervous.

“Don’t think this means you’ve got carte blanche to start jumping me on the road again,” Mike warns. “It’s not exactly the same when we’re surrounded by twenty guys.”

“What’s carte blanche?” Liam asks blankly.

“For fuck’s sakes, who’s the Canadian here?” Mike asks.

“I don’t get it,” Liam says.

“It’s French, dumbass,” Mike says.

“I got a C- in French?” Liam ventures.

“And you’re hoping playing oblivious is going to get you out of agreeing,” Mike says.

Liam gives him a winning smile.

“You’re such a fucking brat,” Mike says, and hates that he’s completely unable to keep the affection out of his voice.

“You gonna fuck me now, or you want to talk about French some more?” Liam asks, and Mike’s not too stubborn to take him up on the offer.

*

During the days Mike goes to his trainer and Liam heads to a camp full of genuine talents. It’s the kind of camp that would laugh in Mike’s fucking face if he asked if he could participate. They took Liam last minute. Mike thinks that says everything.

He’s grateful Liam’s talent has been noted, at least, grateful the kid has a chance to play with the sorts of guys he has the potential to be just as good as, if not better than, a few years down the line.

In the meantime, Mike hopefully gets better at punching people in the face. Some of it isn’t quite transferable — balance is paramount whether you’re on the ice or on a mat, but one of them is sure as shit harder to keep said balance on — but, despite being told he had the basics down, he feels like he’s learning something. It’s not a wasted trip. Not just an excuse.

“The basics,” Liam scoffs. “You’re one of the most hated guys in the league.”

“Thanks,” Mike says.

“For good reason,” Liam says. “It was a compliment! The basics.”

“I’ll show you the basics,” Mike says.

“Oh, by all means,” Liam says, and laughs when Mike hauls him down onto the bed.

Mike is honestly fine spending the time he isn’t training in the bubble of their hotel suite, but Liam drags him out most nights, running through restaurants that have been highly rated on some website, trendy bars, tourist trap shit — Mike fucking refuses to go to the Hockey Hall of Fame, but he reluctantly cedes to the aquarium, because sharks are cool. 

Their final weekend in Toronto, Liam brandishes two tickets to a Blue Jays game, so Mike guesses that’s the tourist-y shit of the day. Mike’s never cared one way or the other about baseball, and Liam calls himself a Blue Jays fan, but it’s more ‘I have a hat with their logo on it, and maybe I’ll watch them play if nothing interesting is on’ and not ‘I actually enjoy the sport of baseball, and the Blue Jays in particular’. Both of them would take football any day, but it’s not football season, and even if it was, it’s not like the Canadian Football League is actual football, whatever Liam says.

Liam’s intent on going, though, and Mike doesn’t feel strongly enough about it to make an excuse. It’s a nice day at least, the kind of hot Mike doesn’t usually like much, but it’s fine in the dome, a beer sweating in his hand. In the second inning Liam knocks his bare knee against Mike’s, the warm press of skin a deniable touch, and Mike doesn’t pull away until he has to get up to grab them both another overpriced beer.

The Blue Jays win it, which makes Liam happy, and a happy Liam is better than a sulking one. 

“I’m hungry,” Liam announces after, like that’s ever news with the black hole that he calls his stomach. “Steak?”

“Don’t you ever get tired of steak?” Mike asks, but it’s mostly rhetorical, because Liam doesn’t, and honestly, neither does Mike. 

They head to a steakhouse almost as overpriced as the stadium, but unlike at the game, Mike can eat a steak the size of his head and have a nice glass of scotch, so he’s more inclined to forgive them for it.

Liam’s a little tipsy when they head back to the room, more, Mike thinks, from the sun than anything. He’s cheerfully narrating the game like Mike hadn’t just watched it with him, his knuckles nudging Mike’s every few steps, a coy play at something he knows isn’t going to happen.

Neither of them have anywhere to be until noon tomorrow, so Mike takes his time with him in bed, eases them into it, up to it, less a fuck than a slow, leisurely grind. There’s no space between them anywhere, the two of them sharing breath and heat, Liam’s wrists a coiled live wire under Mike’s hands, flexing every time Mike switches it up, pushes in deep.

“That was a nice date,” Liam says to the ceiling after.

Mike resists the urge to groan. “That was not a date,” he says.

“Baseball,” Liam says, starting to tick off his fingers. “Drinks. Dinner. Getting epically laid. Sounds like a date.”

“Sounds like most of the times we hang out with the addition of baseball,” Mike says.

Liam gives him a triumphant look, and Mike realizes, too late, he got played.

“Fuck off,” Mike mutters.

“Did you have a nice date, Michael?” Liam asks, rolling over to dig his pointy chin into Mike’s sternum.

“My day was fine,” Mike says.

Liam digs his chin in more, and Mike flicks his temple until he pulls back a bit, settles himself more comfortably, cheek against Mike’s chest. He’s quiet then, still, and Mike rewards him for dropping it by dragging his fingers through his hair, watching him go lax and sleepy.

“I had a good date,” Liam murmurs, just when Mike’s finally started to relax, and Mike rolls him off his chest. The only thing that saves Liam from landing on the floor is the way he grabs at Mike as an anchor, fingers digging viciously into his skin.

“You can’t bully me into not being your boyfriend!” Liam says, as Mike pries his fingers off one by one, and he looks all too smug, in the end, for someone who just landed ass first on the floor.

*

Mike doesn’t regret coming to Toronto. Not — it’s not about Liam, except in the way it is. The training was important. The training was helpful. Liam got something out of his training too, so no one was wasting their time.

He doesn’t regret it, but it’s hard to remember that when they’re about to part ways. Liam, of course, wants to turn it into some distraught lengthy goodbye, like they’re in the middle of a romance movie. Kid’s never learned that sometimes it’s just easier to rip the band-aid off. 

But then, he likes to hurt, and as much as he insists that’s only in the context of sex, Mike doesn’t really believe him. Everything with Liam has to be over the top dramatic, and Mike thinks he likes the pain almost as much as anything else, has fashioned them into some kind of star-crossed lovers bullshit in his head, something bigger than it really is.

“I could come to Duluth, maybe, or—” Liam says.

“Liam,” Mike says, before Liam can start spinning scenarios that they both know aren’t going to happen.

“I’ll come back to Edmonton early, then,” Liam says. “I’m not asking you to or anything, before you get all snippy—”

Mike does not get snippy. 

“Just, you know,” Liam says, “letting you know if you do, I’ll be there.”

“I’ll think about it,” Mike says.

“Whenever you say that it means no,” Liam says with a scowl.

“No,” Mike says. “It means I’ll think about it. And sometimes, after I think about it, the answer is no.”

“Don’t say no this time,” Liam says.

“I’ll think about it,” Mike repeats, but when Liam texts him to let him know he’s heading to Edmonton three weeks earlier than they need to be there, Mike packs up his place and follows.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 15

 

The last fight of Mike’s career, he wins. Definitively. It’s not a boxing match, there’s no countdown or total knock-out in hockey fights, at least not unless someone hits his head on the ice, but there’s no doubt Mike managed to beat the shit out of the little upstart from Minnesota, of all fucking places. 

Mike doesn’t know it’s his last fight, not when he’s idly checking his mouth for blood in the box, or when he’s back on the bench. His heart’s only just stopped pounding, because he’s getting too old for this shit, maybe. He doesn’t realize he’s not tracking until he gets a gentle nudge toward the locker room, then a stronger one when he doesn’t immediately comply, goes through the concussion protocol like a routine, which it is, near enough.

The bitch of it is that it isn’t a serious concussion. He wasn’t knocked out, he wasn’t brought down, he just got his bell rung a little. Even the docs don’t look all that concerned. They’ve seen it before, from others and from him. It isn’t even his first concussion this season.

Mike deals with the symptoms in waves: the headaches, the nausea, the inability to focus. He’s dealt with them before to varying degrees, knows how to wait them out. He tunes out of media and lets Liam deal with plumping up his pillows or whatever the fuck he needs to do to play nursemaid, waits for it to pass.

Except it doesn’t pass, and it doesn’t pass, and it doesn’t pass.

It never fucking ends.

For the first couple weeks the doctors tell him to be patient, tell him he’s not as resilient as before, practically come out and say, “You’re getting too old for this, Brouwer.” They get quieter when the first month passes and Mike’s still prone to ending up hunched over a toilet bowl if he tries to do anything more demanding than stare at his ceiling. It’s a month he spends sleeping more than awake, wringing himself dry every time Liam comes over, just trying to stay out of bed. The next road trip the Oilers go on, Mike’s in Edmonton getting hustled to neurologist after neurologist, facing MRIs and CAT scans and evaluating looks.

He’s told to wait out the symptoms in the end, which he’s been told from the fucking start. Told it’s post-concussion syndrome, which they’ve known for fucking weeks. Handed a prescription for antidepressants, which he has to bite his tongue and take, because bawling out the doctors isn’t going to get him better any faster. 

He’s not depressed, his head is broken, is all, but he fills the ‘scrip after they tell him it might alleviate the headaches, because Mike would probably kill a man if it alleviated the headaches. He’s got a constant low-grade throb in his temples, flare-ups that leave him helpless, so sensitive to sound and light and movement that hiding under the covers is the only place he can be, teeth clenched, a cold sweat breaking out on his skin no matter how many blankets are piled over him.

*

The Oilers come back to town. Mike’s lucky the team gets in late, delayed by a storm, because when Liam would probably have been swinging by uninvited — using the key Mike recently gave him for reasons of expediency — Mike is busy staying very still, as moving his head even an inch leads to pain spreading through his body like wildfire.

As it is, when Liam comes in Mike’s managed to get out of bed and migrate to the couch, though that took all his energy. Liam greets him with, “You look like shit,” which means he probably looks worse than shit.

Mike doesn’t dignify it with a response, and Liam comes over to the couch, rearranging Mike as it suits him so he can fit too.

“You get tests?” Liam asks, which means someone fucking snitched.

“Hm,” Mike says.

Liam’s quiet. “And?” he prods, after a whole three seconds of blissful silence.

“Told me to wait it out,” Mike says, and Liam hums, makes himself comfortable on Mike, which is a little too much to take, especially since Mike’s already aching everywhere, and Liam’s not exactly light, but Mike doesn’t say anything.

*

Mike gets more tests. Mike gets test after test after test, sees doctor after doctor after doctor, sick to fucking death of answering the same goddamn questions, getting the same goddamn responses.

"How many concussions have you had?" the doctor of the day asks. That’s a question Mike’s been asked plenty, and he’s learned that they think ‘I don’t remember’ is scary, not amusing, so he went back and counted the serious ones for them. 

"Serious ones, or all?" Mike asks.

Dr. Barker's quiet for a moment. "All," he says.

Mike shrugs, because honestly, if it wasn’t enough to sideline him, he wasn’t keeping track. He’s pretty sure there were some he wasn’t even aware of, some the team docs didn’t catch, ones he dismissed after the fact as a bitch of a post-fight headache, treated with booze and OTCs and and then figured he was good to go for the next game.

Dr. Barker gives him a look. Mike may be concussed, but he's not an idiot, whatever this asshole thinks. He knows what it sounds like. He also knows it’s part and parcel of his fucking job.

“Have you ever had a concussion of this magnitude?” Barker asks. “Magnitude meaning—”

“I’m concussed, not stupid,” Mike snaps.

“I apologize,” Barker says. 

“I mean, this is the longest one,” Mike says. 

“But the severity of the symptoms?” Barker asks.

“I’ve had worse,” Mike says. “But unlike this one, they fucking ended.”

Barker gives him another look.

“Sorry,” Mike mutters, but he’s not the doctor, so he doesn’t see why he can’t swear. This is the kind of situation that swearing is fucking made for. When you’re standing knee deep in shit, it’s stupid to act like you’re in a field of fucking daisies.

“How was the doctor?” Liam asks when Mike gets home. He’s sitting on Mike’s couch, watching TV, drinking a Gatorade and eating a power bar. Mike’s favorite kind of power bar, in fact, which he fucking hid so Liam wouldn’t eat them. Unsuccessfully, apparently.

“Huh,” Mike says. “I could have sworn this was my house.”

“You gave me a key,” Liam says.

“Regret it every day,” Mike says, and goes to sit down beside Liam. 

“Doctor?” Liam prompts.

Mike groans.

“So it went well then?” Liam asks.

“That guy was an ass,” Mike says. “Treated me like I was brain damaged.”

“To be fair,” Liam says. “That’s kind of exactly what a concussion is.”

“Fuck off,” Mike says. “You been researching concussions, kid?”

Liam shrugs. “Seemed like something I should know.”

“You ever had one?” Mike asks.

“Thankfully just a minor one in Juniors,” Liam says, then leans forward and knocks on the coffee table like a superstitious dork. It isn’t even made of wood.

“Probably your hard head,” Mike says. 

“If it was about hard-headedness, you would have never had a concussion in your life,” Liam retorts.

Mike will give him that one.

“How’s your head?” Liam asks, standing up and coming around behind the couch. He slides his fingers through Mike’s hair, and Mike would protest, but it feels good, so he just tips his head back into Liam’s touch.

“Damaged,” Mike says. “Apparently.”

Liam rubs slow circles into his temples, deliberate enough that Mike figures he must’ve learned it somewhere.

“You research scalp massage or some shit too?” Mike asks.

“Seemed like something I should know,” Liam repeats.

“Well,” Mike says. “You’re not terrible at it.”

“High praise from you,” Liam says.

“The highest,” Mike agrees, and closes his eyes.

*

It is really, really difficult to try to get back to game shape when your head’s a fucking mess. Shit he takes for granted, shit he needs to play, he doesn’t have that right now. Balance? Fucked. Vision? Fucked. Energy? What the fuck is that. And that’s not even getting into the fucking headaches.

Still, he’s so sick of his house he’s ready to trash the place, and if he goes another day without doing anything he’s going to lose it, so maybe it’s time to test the boundaries a bit, see if he can push past some of this shit, start to work towards getting back on the ice. 

Mike’s sure as shit not going to the practice facility and dealing with a bunch of well-meaning questions about how he’s doing. It’s hard enough dealing with Liam always poking him for updates, he can’t deal with an entire team’s worth. There’s a gym walking distance from his place, which is good, because Mike’s not cleared to drive. He waits until mid-afternoon, when he knows it’ll be quiet, surveys the equipment, trying to decide what’ll be easiest. Treadmill, unfortunately. Mike hates cardio shit.

Mike manages five minutes of a fast jog before he has to stop, ends up dry heaving in the bathroom, eyes blurry, head screaming at him. 

So that’s where he’s at. Knees on cold bathroom tile, involuntary tears in his eyes, over the sort of effort he’d expend in less than a minute on the ice. 

The walk home is fucking miserable.

*

Mike goes to more doctors, a parade of grim face after grim face. There’s no point asking for a timeline for his return, since they won’t know any better than he does, except he’s asking anyway. That gets a doctor version of “who fucking knows” from some, and from others, “I wouldn’t recommend a return,” is the consensus, which sounds like pretty mild censure until you catch the look that always accompanies it, doctor for ‘don’t be an idiot’.

They all pussyfoot around things until Mike meets with yet another neurologist, who gives him a steady, solemn look, and throws out the bullshit fancy doctor phraseology and talks like a fucking human, which is a nice change.

“Mike,” she says, instead of ‘Mr. Brouwer’. “Can I be completely blunt with you right now?”

“Honestly, I’d prefer that,” Mike says. Honestly, he’s been fucking waiting for that.

“With the amount of concussions you’ve had, and how long the symptoms you’re experiencing have lasted, even if you become asymptomatic—”

“This isn’t being blunt,” Mike interrupts.

“Even if you recover from your symptoms, if you get another concussion, you may well be dead before you reach a hospital,” she says, and there. That’s blunt. 

Mike swallows. “That’s kind of true of all of them, though,” he says. “Isn’t it? Taking a risk every time.”

“Yes,” she says, drawing it out. “But.”

“Difference between a calculated risk and throwing my life away?” Mike asks.

“I wouldn’t put it that way,” she says, but not like she’s disagreeing.

“So if I go back to playing—”

“What’s the likelihood of you getting another concussion if you play again?” she asks, but like she already knows the answer.

“Not insubstantial,” Mike says, instead of ‘almost certain’.

“I wouldn’t recommend a return,” she says, and something about the way she says it has it sink into him finally, that this is it for him, that he’s never going to get back on the ice. That even if the symptoms go away, even if he can start conditioning again, run a fucking mile without feeling like he’s going to die at the end of it, even if he gets into the best shape of his life, it won’t matter. He’s through.

*

The symptoms don’t abate while the Oilers play a homestand. They don’t abate when they play a short trip, nor when they return. Mike is more than expecting the meeting that comes two months after his concussion. It’s in Mulligan’s office and not the GM’s, which he guesses is to make him feel more comfortable. It’d maybe work if Mulligan wasn’t so…Mulligan.

It’s too cramped for who’s there: team doctor, Mulligan, trainers, the aforementioned GM Donahue. Mulligan tells him they’re not getting rid of him, sounding almost gentle, for him at least, before they lay it out: they can’t keep saying ‘complications’. The media’s speculating, the team’s antsy, and they’re so hard up against the cap that Mike’s paltry cap hit makes a difference. Either he agrees to go on long term injured reserve so they’ve got some extra room to breathe before the trade deadline, or he retires, but he’s not staying on the active roster.

It isn’t much of a choice, not really, even though he knows he’s through: he lets them put him on LTIR, he lets them all flash him concerned, sympathetic looks, he gets the fuck out of there because he doesn’t want to be anywhere near the ice if he can’t get on it.

He texts Liam to tell him to entertain himself with Morris or Rogers that night, because Mike’s got medical shit to deal with, and it’s true enough. He wishes he could disappear into the bottom of a bottle right now, but he’s not actually out to make himself worse, whatever anyone thinks, so that unfortunately rules alcohol out. 

Rules out TV and reading and any of the music he actually likes. Rules out taking it out on a punching bag or doing anything more strenuous than a fast walk. Rules out his entire fucking life, basically, except Liam, and he can’t deal with Liam right now either, not when Liam’s still practically brimming with hope, fucking hurt Bambi eyes every time Mike so much as winces, running around trying to make himself useful and just knocking things out of place. He’s trying, but Mike doesn’t have the energy to humor him right now.

Mike’s thirty-two, old enough to be steadily declining even in full health. The symptoms that were supposed to go away in a week, maybe two, they’re still holding fast. He’s not fucking delusional, he knows he’s done, he knows this is it. It doesn’t matter. He doesn’t care if they put him on LTIR just to cater to his ego, he’s going to take it, because if he retires, then he goes home, and he gives up, and this becomes just another city he played in, just another city he left. And he doesn’t want that. He doesn’t want to leave. A stay of execution will suit him just fine. It’ll have to.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 16

 

Another month passes, and nothing really changes. They keep shuffling him from doctor to doctor, trying to manage symptoms, but nothing seems to work. They send him to neurologists, psychiatrists, a sports therapist. Try to send him to a psychologist, but he flat out refuses. ‘It’s all in your head’ is technically true, considering his fucking brain, but that’s what the neurologists and the psychiatrists are for. Talking shit over isn’t going to fucking help, or he’d be in perfect health by now.

Liam’s still trying to help, making shit worse every time he does. He’s looking less hopeful, hell, Liam’s down, his mood and his output. Mike can’t watch the games, but he can manage the radio in half hour spurts, he knows Liam’s playing messed up. Playing messed up and coddling Mike like he’ll miraculously recover with the help of some chicken soup and an extra blanket, like Mike’s got a fucking cold or something. 

It’s bad enough to be aching, flat on his back with a pain he can’t hit back, to be told he’s never going to play again, maybe never going to get past this, but Liam makes him feel helpless, and Mike won’t be helpless, not for anyone.

Liam lets himself in without bothering to call ahead when Mike’s facing another migraine head on. He can tell when it’s coming, objects throbbing before his eyes and his skin tight. Liam’s been sleeping over at Mike’s as often as not for over a year, but this isn’t his apartment, and Mike isn’t his invalid sweetheart. Mike’s kept him from seeing the worst of it, but he can feel it coming on in waves.

“What are you doing here?” Mike asks. Doesn’t look up from where he’s got his head between his hands, like putting enough pressure on his temples will help stave it off. Nothing will, he knows that by now, but he does it anyway.

“We got back today,” Liam says, dropping his bag on the in the front hall with a dull thud, where he always drops it even though Mike’s told him to use the laundry room if he’s so insistent on leaving his shit on the floor. It’s not loud, but the sound shoots through Mike like a physical blow.

“But why are you here?” Mike snaps, presses harder like he can contain what’s coming. He can’t. He knows that by now. “Who said I wanted you here?”

“Are you feeling okay?” Liam asks, voice close now. “Do you want me to get you something?”

“I want you to stop getting underfoot all the fucking time,” Mike says, quiet, just because anything more would hurt too much to be worth it. “You make a shitty nurse. You’re a fucking fetus, go play with your little friends and go away.”

Liam’s quiet for an uncharacteristically long time. “You want your painkillers?” he asks finally.

“I want you to catch a clue for once,” Mike snaps. “Jesus, do you need me to make it clearer? Do you want me to speak in little words so you can understand?”

“Fine,” Liam says, short. “Be miserable, whatever. I don’t care.”

His voice breaks in the middle. He sounds like a child, because he is one. He may not be a teenager anymore, but he’s close enough — playing house, playing nursemaid, playing pretty little trophy. He’s up for restricted free agency this year, and he’s good enough to get something worthwhile instead of playing with a bunch of has-beens and could-have-beens, running around fetching and carrying and getting underfoot of a veteran who can’t even watch a hockey game anymore, let alone play one, the only person in the world who believes that Mike’s ever getting back onto the ice.

Liam’s got something Mike’s never had, that Rogers doesn’t have, that little Morris doesn’t have. He’s got the spark that means he could be a star in the right situation. With the right line, the right coaching, he could blow the fuck up. He doesn’t see it, maybe, but there’s no way in hell that management doesn’t, that other teams’ management doesn’t. Liam’s going to have the market running hot, vying for him, if he doesn’t fuck it up and re-sign with Edmonton, who can hardly afford the least he deserves, and he would, just to be where Rogers is, where Morris is. Where Mike is.

The kid’s in love with him, Mike won’t tell himself otherwise. It’s clear enough by the way he’s still sticking around even though Mike’s made it more than clear by now that he’s far from a prize. The kid’s in love with him, and he’d let that love drive his career into the dirt. Let Mike drag him down right with him, if need be, let Mike anchor him underwater. Mike isn’t going to let him do that. He’s fucked up enough things without adding fucking Liam over to his list of sins.

When Liam calls the next day, tentatively asking if he can come over after practice, like he’s ever asked permission for anything in his life, Mike swallows around a stone in his throat, says, “Yeah, we probably need to talk anyway.”

He’s a fucking cliche, and he’s not proud of it.

*

Mike gathers Liam’s shit up in a self-loathing fueled burst of energy. He thought it’d fill a box, maybe, but it’s fucking everywhere. Liam’s shirts mixed in with Mike’s because he likes to steal Mike’s shirts and leave his own, and Mike likes his shirts on Liam too much to protest. His games beside Mike’s console, sports and racing and some RPG he’d been obsessed with for the past month, butt right in front of the TV, when Mike couldn’t even focus on it from across the room. 

His food in Mike’s kitchen; sugary cereal that rots his teeth and makes Mike gag, his whole wheat bread, his shit beers, his kale. Mike prefers spinach, but he makes both anyway because Liam has a strange aversion to spinach but not kale, against all logic. Bananas for his smoothies, the iPod he’s been trying to find for a week now under one of Mike’s books he’d picked up and then promptly abandoned the second Mike had to retire for bed at nine like he’s eighty-two, not thirty-two. His fruity shampoo in the shower and his underwear on Mike’s bathroom floor. It isn’t a box it fills: Mike has to use two duffel bags, and even then he’s not sure he got everything.

When Liam comes over he knocks — a sign that the world has ended — and when Mike lets him in, his eyes catch on the bags right away.

“We need to talk,” Mike says. It’s probably redundant by now. The bags on the floor make shit pretty clear.

Liam swallows. Mike watches the bob of his Adam’s apple, the way he licks his lips unconsciously, that nervous tic that Mike’s always been helpless in the face of. “If you’re ending this, just fucking say so,” Liam says, all bravado.

“I’m ending this,” Mike says, and the bravado disappears, Liam’s face going unguarded and hurt. Everything Liam feels gets written across his face, and Mike hates it, because he can’t pretend he doesn’t know when he’s hurt him.

“If this about the nursing thing or whatever,” Liam starts, “I can—”

“This isn’t a debate,” Mike says. “I’m not asking for your input.” 

Liam’s face crumples just that little bit more, and Mike looks away so he doesn’t have to see it. 

“Your stuff’s here,” Mike says, stating the obvious, because he doesn’t know how to do this, doesn’t know what to say.

“Can’t you tell me what I did?” Liam asks, and that’s the biggest sign he isn’t really an adult yet: he thinks he had to have done something. He thinks that he has to be at fault.

“I’d like my key back too,” Mike says, staring at a spot on the wall, a nick from god knows what. Liam, probably.

“Fuck you,” Liam finally chokes out, and now he’s getting it. It’s for the best he’s angry. Anger cleanses like wildfire. It’s the cleanest thing Mike knows.

He can hear Liam fighting with his keychain, taking too long, shaking hands or blurred vision or whatever the fuck else Mike doesn’t want to think about, that Mike can’t think about.

The key ends up on the floor, the bags over Liam’s shoulders, and Mike finally looks him in the eye. He wishes he hadn’t.

“There’s something wrong with you,” Liam says, choked, and as soft as an admission of love, “There’s something broken.”

Mike swallows, looks down at the key on the floor. “Go home, kid,” he says, finally, and Liam listens to him for once, at least for as long as it takes Mike to lock the door behind him.

*

Mike doesn’t get better. 

There are moments he thinks he might: when he goes a week without a migraine, when he can focus his eyes enough to read a couple chapters of a book, when he’s got enough energy that he can go almost an entire day without wanting to curl up on the nearest horizontal surface. Except every time he thinks there’s an improvement he’ll push himself too hard, watch TV, go for a jog, and then he’s in the exact same place he started. 

The doctors stop sounding hopeful. The doctors use words like ‘chronic’ and ‘persistent’, they talk about managing symptoms, alleviating them, not erasing them. They talk about the life he’s living like it’s all he has to look forward to. Like it’s the best he’ll get, and there’s no direction but down from now on. 

Suddenly Mike figures out why he’s on antidepressants, beyond the fact they’re supposed to help with the exhaustion and the headaches, not that he’s noticed if they have. Understands why he keeps getting nudged towards a therapist. Well, more than nudged: he gets a fucking impromptu intervention from the team doctors, even though he’s no longer their problem, practically begging him to go to a psychologist just to put their minds at ease. He ends up caving to the emotional blackmail, goes to one they recommend. She isn’t horrible and doesn’t run for her life after the first session, just seems to take Mike’s uncommunicative ass as her due, so he guesses she’ll do okay.

Liam calls him a handful of times. It’s usually late at night, game nights and otherwise, when Rogers or Morris probably took him out to drown his sorrows, lost sight of the kid during his self-destructive portion of the evening. Mike doesn’t pick up, not even when it’s three in the morning and he can’t sleep, staring at the ceiling and wishing Liam was letting off heat like a furnace beside him, because it’s a bitter night and Mike won’t be sleeping anyway.

Doesn’t pick up, deletes every text from Liam before looking at it, figuring it’s best to cut off temptation, but he misses the kid. He didn’t realize how many ways Liam had wormed his way into Mike’s life until he finds himself reaching out in the night, making two sandwiches on autopilot, turning the Comedy Network on while doing other things, because Liam liked it in the background, sometimes braying laughter that startled Mike until he realized that Liam had been listening to a stand-up routine with half an ear while Mike made them dinner.

It’s hard to keep busy enough to distract himself when he can’t do anything that’d actually work, can’t find refuge in alcoholism, adrenaline, or escapism. He ends up cooking. He’d always done it, liked doing it, but he challenges himself now, tries to lose himself in the repetition of chopping vegetables as finely as he can, in trying to figure out the perfect ratio of spice to sauce. Mike’s used to Liam knocking around the kitchen when he cooks, sitting on a counter and kicking his heels against the drawers, or pressing himself up against Mike so he can’t concentrate. Mike’s cooking better without him around. He has that, if nothing else.

Months go by. The Oilers fail to qualify for the playoffs yet again, and Mike hears the same regurgitated bullshit every time he goes in to see a doctor. He would think they were just trying to bleed him dry, except it’s free and management’s probably pulling strings to shove him to the front of the line. He feels guilty if he lets himself think about it, so he tries not to. 

The off-season’s coming up, which is relevant only in that it’s when he’s officially going to retire, and when he usually goes home. His doctors, all fifteen thousand of them, are urging him to stay local, and he’s not ready to let go of this city quite yet, he doesn’t think.

When free-agent frenzy comes around, the Oilers can’t afford to pay Liam what he deserves, as tight up against the cap as they are, and the Red Wings snatch him up with an offer sheet. It’s a good deal: fair salary, Cup contending team. Everything that Liam deserves, and everything he would have turned down out of some misguided loyalty, for love.

A week later Mike retires. 

He tries not to notice that amidst the slew of texts and calls from former teammates, Liam’s name doesn’t show.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 17

 

Mike’s finally getting better.

He’s not getting better in a cure way, not in a ‘soon this will be gone’ way. This will never be gone. This shit will stick with him until the grave. No one uses those words, exactly, or that sentiment, but it’s pretty fucking obvious. 

There’s a small chance of it disappearing, growing slimmer as the months pass. That’s what they use, ‘small chance’, and Mike isn’t ready to bet on single digit percentages, that’s not the man he is. So this is it for him. 

But he’s getting better. He’s ‘adjusting’. Symptoms are ‘alleviated’. He’s learning a whole bunch of words that completely mask what’s being said, because doctors don’t like to come out and tell you your body’s betrayed you, that no matter what you do, you’ll never be the same.

It doesn’t mean the headaches have stopped, but he can’t count on them like trash collection anymore, which is one good thing. The dizziness has ebbed, unless he pushes himself, does something he’s not supposed to do. He’s practically out of his skin with the things he can’t do. He can’t do fucking anything anymore. 

He’s functioning. They like using that word, as if it means jack all other than the fact that he has to live with it, that this is his life now and it’s just something he’ll have to get used to. They claim he can be a real boy, most of the time, but they don’t know shit, because they tell him his lack of energy is understandable, but he was a goddamn professional athlete: not having the energy to get out of bed some days means his world has fucking ended.

Mike stays in Edmonton because they tell him to, both the docs and the Oilers brass. His contract’s up, but management’s still fretting over him like he’s theirs, like they’re the ones who broke him. They hired him, and he did his job, and shit happens. They could wash their hands of him with a clean conscience, but they don’t, which is more than he can say about any of the other franchises he’s worked for. Teams tended to stop liking him when he got his hands dirty, the exact fucking thing they hired him to do, and the exact thing they didn’t want blowback from.

Mike goes to his appointments. He goes to whatever the fuck they ask him to, not because he’s expecting some sort of cure — this isn’t the kind of shit they have a cure for — but because he can’t lie to his mom, who calls him almost every day, and he can’t tell her he didn’t go, can’t upset her like that. So he’s a good little boy, and he goes to every fucking thing he has to, even if they never tell him anything he doesn’t know, which is that he needs to get used to this.

He tries to find a therapist he can deal with for more than a few sessions, bounces between so many it makes him dizzy, psychiatry and psychology, men and women, all with that cultivated listening look that puts him on guard every time. He would quit completely — he wants to quit completely — but the team doctors call once in awhile, ‘just to check in’. They always ask him if he’s seeing a therapist, still obviously concerned even though it isn’t their job to be, and he’s beholden enough to them that he keeps going, practically running through Greater Edmonton’s therapy base before he finds someone who doesn’t actively make him defensive, someone who sticks.

He grows to almost like her, or at least not to dread going to see here, but that only lasts until he slips up and mentions Liam. It’s a totally innocuous reference, something she probably wouldn’t have even noticed except that he froze after like he’d been caught holding. She latches onto it after, worries it like a fucking bone between her teeth, saying Liam’s name like a talisman, and growing visibly frustrated when Mike retreats. 

He doesn’t blame her frustration, considering some of the shit he’s found himself telling her against all reason. Fuck’s sakes, he told her about his fucking father. And then there’s suddenly one name that brings him right back to stone silent and contrary. He can’t blame the curiosity.

Him and Liam may not have been a secret, exactly, but Mike isn’t saying anything. He keeps it locked up inside him so he can hold it there, keep it safe. It’s not healthy, he doesn’t need a shrink to tell him that, but it’s his own fucking life, and he can dwell if he wants to: there’s no one who can tell him he can’t. 

He keeps the kid locked up tight.

*

Mike hasn’t told many people he’s stayed in Edmonton beyond the necessary: his mom, who laments him not being closer every time she calls, his brother, who doesn’t say anything about it, at least to him. People tend to assume he’s back in Minnesota, and he lets them. It’s no one’s business, and he doesn’t have the energy or the desire to see his former teammates, not when they’re former, not when hockey isn’t a part of his life anymore. He can’t even watch a game on TV without feeling sick, let alone fuck around on the ice, and the last thing he needs right now is another reminder of what he lost.

Rogers figures it out somehow: maybe the team doctors, maybe management, who the fuck knows. He’s good at getting that kind of thing out of people, has that trustworthy face. He knocks on Mike’s door on a Sunday morning, catching him off-guard, and before Mike can protest he’s being dragged out to fucking brunch, of all things. Brunch is an idiotic concept, can’t decide what it wants to be, and in retaliation for being subjected to it, Mike orders just about everything on the menu that he knows Rogers can’t eat on a mid-season diet. Rogers doesn’t even blink, which takes some of the pleasure out of it.

Mike wishes he was one of the people immune to Rogers’ trustworthy face, but he isn’t, not really. It takes all of twenty minutes of Rogers being unassuming and boring him to death with anecdotes about his newborn before Mike cracks, gives him a rundown of the shit status of things, just so Rogers will quit looking at him like that. If therapists could figure out how to mimic Rogers’ face, they’d have success rates through the fucking roof.

Rogers doesn’t say much, just waits for Mike to run out of steam. Mike talks until his coffee’s down to the dregs and he’s mopping up yolk with his crusts, plate clear in front of him. When he’s run out of anything worth saying, Mike finally asks the question he’s been holding in since Rogers showed up at his door.

“How’s Liam?” he asks, keeps his eyes on his plate, pops the final bite of toast in his mouth, mostly for something to do.

When he looks up, Rogers is stone-faced, and Mike knows him just well enough to know he’s absolutely furious, that he’s brimming with it. He’s fucking furious with Mike, and he still dragged Mike out of the house to check up on him because he’s good down to his bones. Because he’s possibly the best person Mike knows.

“Good,” Rogers says, and Mike doesn’t know how he feels about that. “Likes his team. He’s playing well.”

Mike gathered that much, and he knows Rogers knows more than that. “Roge,” he finally says, when Rogers says nothing else.

“What do you want me to say, Mike?” Rogers asks. “He’s okay. He’s got a boyfriend. The guy’s not a hockey player, thank god.”

Rogers isn’t the type to take the lord’s name in vain, a good Christian boy. He’s probably thanking his god on his knees every night that Liam’s found himself someone better. If Mike believed in a higher power, if Mike was a better person, well, he’d probably be thanking god too.

As it is, the last bite sticks in his throat.

*

In April, the Oilers bow out of contention, the Red Wings lock up a playoff spot, and Mike finally has everything ready for him in Minnesota. Not Duluth, not with the specialists he needs, the specialists his doctors have finally gotten him referrals to. The Twin Cities aren’t home, but they’re closer to it than Edmonton is by over a thousand miles, and his mom did the house hunting for him, found him a good place in St. Paul.

Everyone’s busy figuring things out for him prior to the move, taking care of him like he’s an invalid. It’s insulting, but he couldn’t do it without them, he doesn’t think, couldn’t come back and just figure it out — who he needed to go to, what he needed to do — so he’s reluctantly grateful. More grateful when his mom tells him she shut his brother down on a welcome back party at his new place, because the last thing in the world Mike wants is to get off a plane and then humor a bunch of people who just traveled hours to see his sorry-ass mug out of pity or old times or whatever.

Rogers still has his name on the Rogers Family Update mailing list or whatever the fuck: Mike keeps getting pictures of Baby Rogers with Rogers and Lady Rogers like they think he cares. Rogers doesn’t let him bow out out of contact, practically hauls him out for dinner when the Oilers come to town to play the North Stars, switches to showing him pictures on his phone instead of via email, so Mike’s forced to make approving noises at pictures of his wife and kid.

Otherwise, Mike pretty successfully retreats. He’s just far enough away to be a pain in the ass for the Duluth gang to travel to, so he mostly just has to deal with his mom, his brother, sometimes his brother’s girlfriend. His mom uses her emergency key to harass him, and his brother isn’t much better, but other than that, Mike gets to stay pretty well removed. Going out isn’t really worth the effort. He can’t go out to bars, go get laid. He can’t drink, and it’s no fun to hang out with drunk people when you’re sober. He sure as shit couldn’t have sex with them and keep a clear conscience, feel like he was doing anything but taking advantage. Mike may not be a good person, but he isn’t that kind of guy.

His mom keeps urging him to go out and find someone, try dating again, but what the fuck is he supposed to do, hit on someone in the produce section of the grocery store? Waggle his fucking eyebrows in the neurologist’s waiting room? It isn’t worth the goddamn effort. He doesn’t care enough. He misses sex, but just about everything else about relationships is irrelevant to his life, and he prefers it that way. 

No one taking up the bed, no one clinging to him in their sleep, no one playing Florence Nightingale when it gets to be too much, or getting spooked by it. It’s better the way it is.

*

Rogers calls him again just before Christmas. He sounds wrong on the phone. Even Mike picks up on that, and he’s no sage, so something’s up.

“Fitzy called me,” Rogers says, after they get through the pleasantries, asking about each other’s mothers, about the wife and kid. Wife’s pregnant again, kid’s adorable. Shit Mike could have gotten from the Rogers Family Update.

“Okay,” Mike says. He doubts that’s rare. Liam’s a bit of a clingy shit, and Mike knows Rogers is like a big brother to him. Unless something’s happened and Rogers needs Mike to kill someone on Liam’s behalf, Mike isn’t really sure what the fuck this has to do with him. Resents it; Rogers for bringing him up, himself for the fact that even hearing that godawful nickname puts salt in a wound that Mike ends up tugging open every time it starts to heal.

“He asked if I had your number,” Rogers says, flat, and Mike doesn’t know what to do with that. He’s not sure what he should do. What he wants to do. He’s blank.

“Mike?” Rogers asks, after a minute.

“I’m here,” Mike says.

“I have your number,” Rogers says.

“You just called me on it,” Mike says. “No shit you have my number.”

Rogers sighs audibly. “Do you want me to give him your number?”

He says it reluctantly, like he’s praying Mike says no, but he’s asking because Liam asked him to and he can’t say no to the kid. Mike understands that feeling.

Mike thinks about the glimpses he’s seen of Liam since he retired. He’s twenty-two now, baby face melted away, so much more put together. He’s young and talented and starting to learn how to control his temper on the ice, almost poised. He got the spark he needed in Detroit, is just as fucking good as Mike always knew he would be if he got the fuck out of dodge.

Mike knows this because he’s a masochist, or he because needs validation for his decision, he’s not sure which. He checks up on Liam sometimes, just to see how things are shaping up, and every time he does, he lives with the ache for days.

“Fuck,” Mike says, and Rogers’ silence is just about all the agreement with the sentiment he’ll get. “Give it to him.”

“Mike,” Rogers says.

“You goddamn asked,” Mike says. “Give it to him.”

He dreads it, dreads Liam having it and deciding not to use it, dreads the day he might pick up and hear Liam’s voice, but when it comes down to it, he isn’t any better than Rogers at telling the kid no.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 18

 

Mike hasn’t really been waiting for Liam to call. Mike doesn’t know him anymore, not really, and for all he knows Liam just asked for his number to know he could have it. Christmas passes, and he doesn’t hear from Liam. Doesn’t hear from Rogers either, except for the Rogers Family Update Plus Santa Hats. Mike rings in the goddamn new year sober and hanging out with his mom, which is probably the most pathetic thing he’s done in years, and he has a shit-ton to choose from.

But just under two weeks into January, when Detroit’s due in Minnesota in a week — not that Mike’s checked — he gets a text from a number he doesn’t recognize, can i c u next week?, and then, its liam, as if Mike has ever lowered himself to text anyone else who writes in text-speak. Well, his brother, but that’s family, so he doesn’t have a choice. 

Mike can’t even tell if Liam was too lazy to put an apostrophe in the ‘its’ or genuinely didn’t know one was supposed to be there. It’s fucking depressing. 

Fucking depressing, shit poor grammar, and enough to knock Mike flat, or near enough. Mike hasn’t seen the kid since he wouldn’t let him argue his way out of being dumped, hasn’t heard anything except a voicemail Liam left a month later, the only one he wasn’t strong enough to delete before listening to. Liam was drunk enough to slur, which takes a lot, his voice breaking right down the middle — wide open, because he’s never learned how to protect himself. Never puts his hands up until after the first blow lands.

It takes five hours before Mike can even settle on his response, a single word: Okay. He’s in his mid-fucking-thirties, he shouldn’t be fixating on a single word sent across state lines, it’s fucking pathetic.

For the next week, he’s distracted. Lets his mom clean his place, even though it drives him up the fucking wall that she insists on it, like he’s living in squalor. His therapist gets him talking about the hockey season, and he doesn’t even realize he’s exposed the fact he’s still tuned in until he’s arguing the North Stars’ playoff chances with her, because she couldn’t be more wrong if she was doing it on purpose. 

She was probably doing it on purpose, now that he thinks about it. He hopes she was doing it on purpose. He doesn’t want to put his mental health in the hands of someone who doesn’t understand ROW.

Detroit wins its two games preceding the match-up, while the North Stars lose two in regulation and one in overtime. The game’s a matinee, something special for the children, or some shit. Mike doesn’t know what he’s expecting from Liam, but it’s not a text the night before the game, im in minnynapolis, which is almost excruciatingly painful to get, just for the butchery of Minneapolis alone. And then, almost immediately, can i c u tonite?.

Mike doesn’t wait more than three minutes to answer him this time, and that’s just because he gets a call from his mom and spends the following two minutes trying to get off the phone. The Yes he sends requires even less effort than the Okay from before, but his hands are fucking shaking with adrenaline after, and it’s pathetic.

Liam follows up with an address, a bar attached to the hotel visiting teams tend to stay at, and Mike almost turns around a half dozen times on the drive over, because this is fucking stupid. Mike’s never been the kind of guy to have civilized, masochistic dinners with exes, the kind where you pretend you’re both above the hurt, then proceed to spend the entire time picking at old wounds. 

Except Liam isn’t that kind of guy either, will go straight for the jugular if he means to hurt you, so Mike wonders what this is for him: curiosity, maybe, or closure. Whatever it is, Mike isn’t going to fuck it up for the kid. He deserves better.

Liam’s already at the bar when Mike gets there, sitting at a table for two. The lighting’s low and romantic, softening his face into something that Mike’s used to, the razor sharp cut of his cheekbones giving way under the effect so that he’s as baby-faced as he was when he was trying to goad Mike into fucking him that first time. The thought sits hollow in him.

Mike slides into the seat across from him, and Liam looks up, startled, like he hadn’t been expecting Mike at all.

“Hey,” Mike says, when it’s clear Liam won’t say something first, all big blues and slightly parted lips, fucking long-lashed Bambi eyes.

“I didn’t really think you’d come,” Liam says.

“Sorry to disappoint,” Mike says, and Liam rolls his eyes at him, which is normal, if nothing else is.

When a waiter comes by Liam orders a beer, which feels wrong until Mike realizes Liam’s legal in America, has been for over a year now. Mike orders club soda and orange juice, and Liam frowns at him.

“Can’t drink anymore,” Mike says, flat, when Liam doesn’t quit looking at him. Liam’s cheeks flush, embarrassed, averting his eyes, which makes Mike feel like shit, because that’s the last thing he wants to do.

“I don’t have to—” Liam starts, when their drinks come.

“Drink your fucking beer, Liam,” Mike says, and Liam takes a slow sip. Mike can’t get over how different Liam looks, now that Mike’s across from him, the way all that baby fat has melted away, how much older he looks, so far from the kid Mike met. He fills out his clothes better, has put on muscle in the places he always struggled with bulking up. 

Mike’s losing his own definition, still broad but filling out in worse ways. His hair’s starting to go gray at the temples, which must be from his father, since his mom’s yet to get a single gray hair despite the shit she’s been through, but other than that, he’s about the same. Liam’s practically transformed.

Liam puts his beer down. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

Like Mike said: straight for the jugular.

Mike doesn’t bother to play stupid; it’s insulting to the both of them. “You didn’t need to know.”

“Bullshit,” Liam says, voice raising despite himself, clearly, because he’s quiet again when he continues. “Bullshit I didn’t need to know, we practically fucking lived together.”

Mike doesn’t say what comes to mind immediately, that he wasn’t the one insisting on playing house. It wasn’t like he complained at the time. Didn’t want to. Hell, he gave Liam a key, liked it more than he should have, really, until his health went south and Liam started playing nursemaid too. He takes a sip of his drink instead of saying anything at all.

“Did you know when you did it?” Liam asks.

Mike frowns. “Did I know what?” he asks.

“Did you know how bad things were?” Liam asks, even. There’s none of the hitch that’s usually in his voice when he’s upset, though it’s written plain as day on his face that he is. “When you ended things with me.”

“It doesn’t matter, Liam,” Mike says, suddenly tired.

“It matters to me,” Liam says stubbornly.

“Yeah,” Mike says, because there’s no point lying. “I knew. And what would you have done if I told you? What were you going to do, hang around on a dead end team trying to play fucking nurse with a dead end player? You didn’t need to know.”

“It was my choice to make,” Liam says, and Mike hears the waver now, almost soft enough to miss.

“And you would have made a shitty choice,” Mike says.

Liam’s jaw sets, and he takes a sip of beer, slow, like he’s trying not to say the first thing that comes to mind. He’s grown up, at least a little, and Mike fucking hates it right now.

“This was a bad idea,” Mike says, because Liam’s hurting, it’s written all over him, and Mike doesn’t feel much better.

“Would you come to the game tomorrow?” Liam asks. “If I got you a ticket.”

“No,” Mike says, and Liam looks so crushed that he explains, even though he’d prefer not to. “I haven’t watched a game since — I don’t watch hockey.”

“Oh,” Liam says, then looks at a loss.

“I should go,” Mike says, reaching for his coat.

“No,” Liam blurts out, and when Mike pauses, “No. Stay. Please.”

Mike blows out a breath, puts his elbows back on the table.

“How’s Minnesota?” Liam asks.

Mike raises his eyebrows, a clear are we seriously doing fucking small talk?. They barely did that even when they were, well — whatever they were. Whatever they’re not now.

Liam raises his eyebrows back, you bet, with a hint of the brattiness Mike knew he couldn’t have shaken completely, so integral to his personality that he’d be someone else completely without it. Maybe a less annoying person, but not Liam anymore, and Mike likes Liam, along with the tangled fucking knot of whatever else it is he feels for him. He likes the kid, he’s always liked the kid, and he’s missed him.

Liam actually fucking makes him do small talk. And the bitch of it is, Mike almost finds himself liking it. There’s shit neither of them’s saying: Mike has no idea if Liam knows Rogers mentioned boyfriends, but he’s sure as shit not saying anything about them, and after the first couple times Mike shuts him the fuck down, Liam stops asking anything health-related.

Liam gets animated when he talks about the Red Wings, and not just about his teammates, but about the actual game. Detroit’s game is practically in a different league than Edmonton’s: they were knocked out in the first round last year, but that was an unexpected result. Liam’s got hopes, got his eye on the prize, got a spot on the third line of a team that’s stacked as hell right now, but may bump him up in the future, when they’re weaker or he’s stronger. He’s playing hockey, real hockey, not the shit they played in Edmonton, and if Mike wanted some validation for his choices, well, it’s right there.

It should make him feel better. It doesn’t, really. It’s not that he doesn’t want the kid to do something with his talent, to be happy, but it’s one thing to be satisfied with that, to know he’s done basically the only non-shitty thing he could have done for Liam, and it’s another thing to sit across a table from him and not touch him, besides the brush of their knees under the too small table, because he gave up the right to do that years ago, never deserved it in the first place.

Liam switches to water after his first beer, and Mike would argue, but it’s not worth it: the kid can successfully out-stubborn him any day of the week. Mike hits the bathroom after his second drink, and when he’s washing his hands, asking the mirror whether he’s losing his fucking mind, Liam comes in. It’s a damn good thing Mike was asking that question silently.

“Waiter’s going to think we ditched,” Mike says.

“Your coat’s there,” Liam says. “And I paid the bill.”

Mike pauses before going to the paper towel dispenser. “Heading back?” he asks, trying to sound casual. Maybe failing. Probably failing.

“Can I come home with you?” Liam asks.

“That’s a piss poor idea, Liam,” Mike says quietly.

“I don’t care,” Liam says. Of course he doesn’t. He never does. “Can I come home with you?”

Liam’s managed to keep his voice casual in a way that Mike couldn’t manage, but his body is a line of tension. He’s practically vibrating with it, from where Mike can tell he wants to bounce on the balls of his feet, to where his hands are clenched like he’s picking a fight.

“Don’t you have curfew?” Mike asks.

“Mike,” Liam says, and the whole facade’s suddenly gone. All that’s left is frustration and coiled up energy, and he looks like the same kid who tried to bluff his way through losing his virginity, to goad Mike into getting balls deep in him. Mike has little doubt that’s the way this is headed, and it is a piss poor idea, he knows he’s right about that. He just doesn’t know if he cares, overmuch, except for how he knows this is going to wreck him all over again. 

That’s a problem for tomorrow.

“Get your coat,” Mike says.

“I didn’t bring one,” Liam says, and this place may be next to the hotel, but it’s January in Minnesota. Fuck, Mike doesn’t know how Liam survived without him.

“Of course you fucking didn’t,” Mike mutters, and Liam grins at him, unrepentant, the first grin Mike’s seen all night. He forgot how hard that grin hit him. Liam heads out of the bathroom, then, and Mike follows, because he can’t do anything else.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 19

 

Mike has to grab his coat on the way out of the bar, and when he gets outside, Liam’s waiting for him, arms tucked around himself. It’s ten fucking degrees, and Mike knows it may not be as cold in Detroit, but it isn’t exactly balmy during winter there either.

“You’re a fucking idiot,” Mike says.

“Takes one to know one,” Liam says through chattering teeth.

Mike offers his coat, and Liam looks sideways at him. All Mike has is a flannel shirt without it, but better him than Liam, who’s got nothing but a long-sleeved Red Wings shirt on himself.

“Take it,” Mike says. “I parked a couple blocks away.”

Liam takes it, ducking his head and pulling it on.

“You still haven’t learned that winter is a thing?” Mike asks, and reconsiders his life and his choices for at least the tenth time since he left the bathroom.

Liam grins at him, sunshine-y and shit-eating, and Mike rolls his eyes at Liam and at himself while he leads the way to his truck. The walk is a whole lot colder than the walk there, the wind cutting through his shirt, the crunch of his boots through the firm packed snow sending a chill through him. There’s no time to waffle about whether it’s a good idea or not to get in the truck with Liam when the truck is out of the wind and has heating. His concerns wait until he’s pulling out, looking sideways at Liam, who’s drowning a little in his coat, cheeks pink, face half hidden behind the fur ruff.

The radio’s on low, generic classic rock that Liam immediately takes offense to, of fucking course, fiddling with the dash. Mike considers smacking his hand away, but that’s too fucking familiar. It was practically routine in Edmonton, Liam messing with Mike’s radio until every station saved was some top 40 bullshit. Liam is constitutionally incapable of getting in a car without fucking with the radio.

Once the shit coming out of his speakers is up-tempo and bouncy enough for Liam’s liking, he leans back, giving Mike a slightly sulky look, like he’s upset Mike didn’t bother to stop him. As if that ever worked — Mike would slap his hand, Liam would pull back, and then twenty seconds later, there he’d be, fiddling a-fucking-gain. Mike’s trying to pick his battles, here, since he’s pretty sure he’s going back home to fuck his ex-...whatever Liam is, and that’s so much stupidity right there that he needs to draw the line somewhere, just for the sake of his sanity.

It should probably be uncomfortable. Neither of them are saying much of anything, unless you count Liam singing half-under his breath, noticeably off-key even at that volume. It’d driven Mike fucking nuts, Liam’s firm insistence on singing along to whatever crap he put on, not caring that he couldn’t hit the notes, like he’d explode if he didn’t get his restless energy out every way that he could. 

It’s not that Mike likes it now — Liam’s voice would probably get dogs howling — but it’s familiar, feels like driving to practice again, Mike silent and Liam chirpy despite the fact he’s still blinking sleep out of his eyes. Or driving back, impossible to tell they’d been bag-skated by the way Liam kept on.

Mike pulls into his driveway, and Liam looks around curiously.

“It’s nothing special,” Mike says, because it isn’t: two-stories, three bedrooms, in a decent if not terrific neighborhood. He has plenty of money in the bank, but he wasn’t going to throw it around for a house that would only echo around him. 

Mike parks in the garage — no use tempting snow and fate — and Liam fiddles with a sanding sponge sitting on Mike’s work table while Mike unlocks the door. “You even know what you’re holding?” he asks when Liam rubs his thumb over the surface, frowning at the grit against his skin.

“You’re such a guy,” Liam says, and when Mike gives him a pointed look for that idiotic statement, he throws the sponge at him, missing by a good foot.

“Stick to hockey,” Mike says, and Liam gives him the finger before following him inside.

It’s almost easy to ignore Liam behind him, padding quietly into the kitchen as Mike’s turning the lights on, because of course he’s a good Canadian boy, taking off his shoes right away. Mike won’t mistake that for presumptuous; Liam’s a fucking brat, but his mom forced some manners into her son. Keyword some.

“You want a beer?” Mike asks.

“I thought you don’t drink,” Liam says.

“I do actually have visitors,” Mike says. That’s mostly untrue, because he generally doesn’t unless they’re forced upon him, but his mom left some beer the last time she was here, and it’s been sitting neglected in the back of his fridge ever since.

“I’m fine,” Liam says, kind of quiet, and Mike finally looks at him. He’s shucked Mike’s coat somewhere — probably the floor, unless he’s become less of a fucking slob since Mike saw him last. He’s standing closer than Mike thought he was, just far enough that Mike can’t feel him, and he’s got his bottom lip between his teeth. Mike can’t decide if he’s nervous or if he remembered what that would do to Mike, the knee jerk desire Mike always had to bite it for him. 

Probably both. Liam’s always had Mike pretty well pegged, at least when it came down to the things that would drive him crazy, good or bad. 

“You going to kiss me, old man?” he asks, and Mike wishes he’d kept the lights down low, because it looks like Liam’s never going to learn how to avoid spelling everything out on his face. Right now, it looks a lot like desperation.

“You want me to?” Mike asks, gruff.

Liam snorts.

“You’re not supposed to be the dumb one,” he says, and when Mike steps into his space he tilts his chin up, half helpful, half defiant. He’s got a challenging look on his face now, one Mike hasn’t seen much of, at least not off the ice, but when Mike raises a hand to thumb the edge of his jaw, defined, a scratch of thick stubble under his thumb that Liam couldn’t manage before, the expression drops as Liam’s eyes fall shut.

Mike swallows hard. He shouldn’t have this, he’s not supposed to have this, but his mother didn’t bring up an idiot, and she didn’t bring up an ingrate either, so he leans down, catches Liam’s mouth. It’s a little awkward until Liam shifts up on his toes to line them up better, the angle never quite right when they’re standing. It’s better on a bed, a couch, but Mike doesn’t plan on moving right yet. 

Mike can taste beer bitter on Liam’s tongue, a punch in the gut. Another thing he can’t have anymore, but Liam’s fucked that all up. Liam fucks up every rule Mike ever sets for himself — it’s a hobby of his — so Mike’s got the taste of beer in his mouth and Liam’s fingers tightening around the fabric of his shirt, before sliding under, his hand hot against Mike’s side.

It’s almost intoxicating in itself: the slide of Liam’s tongue against his, dirty, a prelude to something, Mike hauling Liam in closer, his hands on Liam’s ass. Mike gets a leg between Liam’s, and he can feel him, half-hard, hot, even through denim, Liam’s hips hitching forward into the press of Mike’s thigh. Liam’s hand drifts from its loose clutch of Mike’s side, his fingers sure, practiced, on the button of Mike’s jeans, and Mike pulls back, tries to put at least a grain of space between them.

“We should go upstairs,” Mike mumbles, half into Liam’s mouth, since Liam hasn’t taken his retreat without objection, tugging Mike back in even before Mike starts speaking.

“Or we could stay here,” Liam says before biting down on Mike’s bottom lip just hard enough to sting.

Mike pulls away properly then, ignoring Liam’s petulant look. “I’m too old to fuck in a kitchen,” he says. “And you have a game tomorrow.”

“You’re no fucking fun,” Liam says, and turns on his heel before going upstairs, like he has any idea where he’s going. Mike keeps back a couple steps, lets Liam open the door to the bathroom, the linen closet, pressing his lips together to keep from saying anything, until Liam finally lands on Mike’s bedroom and gives him a triumphant look.

“Good job,” Mike says, and Liam scowls at him before walking in, already stripping his shirt off, because he’s never really been one to waste time when he could be having sex instead. Mike gets started on his own shirt, because if he doesn’t, Liam will, and Liam’s never been all that careful with Mike’s clothes. Mike would rather not have to sew some buttons back on tomorrow.

Liam’s naked by the time Mike gets started on his jeans, the changes in him even more obvious when he’s stripped down to skin. He’d always been tightly muscled; lean belly, surprisingly broad shoulders, tight waist, but now he’s broader everywhere. He doesn’t have the awkward grace of a boy anymore, hard in places, soft in others, baby fat stubbornly clinging no matter what he did. He’s honed now, a weapon, though more of a club than a knife, despite his stature. He looks like a fucking hockey player. Not that he ever didn’t, but now it’s practically textbook. 

Mike’s faintly embarrassed to stand in comparison to him, though it’s not exactly surprising that only managing light exercise means he couldn’t keep the muscle tone. Liam doesn’t look disappointed, at least, just impatient, scowling again when Mike pauses on his jeans, the button already helpfully undone for him.

Liam reaches for him the second Mike gets close enough to the bed to be grabbed. He pulls Mike on top of him, hard enough that Mike has to catch himself awkwardly on his elbow to avoid dropping his full weight on him. Mike’s had Liam beneath him hundreds of times, probably, but it’s different now. The way Liam fits against him is different. It feels like a bit of a sucker punch to realize that.

If nothing else, Liam’s mouth is familiar, the taste of beer gone, and Mike finds himself lost in that feeling, the reassurance of it, while his hands map a body that isn’t familiar anymore. Liam’s hard against him, silken hot now that the layers have disappeared, hips hitching again, searching for contact. Mike pulls back, just enough to see Liam’s eyes blown dark, the wet redness of his mouth, two more familiars. He’d be fine with Liam rubbing off against his thigh if he wanted — fuck, he’d be fine with anything Liam wanted right now, as long as he was somehow involved in it — but it’s always polite to ask, and he’s always been conscientious about that in bed, if nowhere else.

“What do you want?” Mike asks. He doesn’t know what he wants himself, beyond Liam. Got as far as getting his hands on him, and now that he has he’s overwhelmed with the options. 

Liam ducks his face into the column of Mike’s throat, sucks a stinging bite into his skin. It’ll mark or it won’t. Mike sort of hopes it does, but it’ll probably fade before he even comes. “Fuck me,” Liam says.

“You have a game tomorrow,” Mike says, which is stupid, because god knows it never stopped them before, and if it ever messed up Liam’s skating, he didn’t let it show. Liam looks up at him then, sort of disbelieving, which is fair. Mike isn’t going to argue this if it’s what Liam wants; fuck knows he’s thought about it enough times in the last couple years, got off remembering the tight clutch of him, the way he’d make breathless wanting sounds, the way Mike could knock the words right out of him, press him down and just use him. He’d feel shitty after he came, usually, but it never stopped him from jerking off to Liam the next time.

“You not up to it?” Liam asks, a play so obvious he may as well show Mike all his cards, but Mike isn’t going to argue for the sake of arguing: he wants this too much to treat it like a game. He rolls off Liam, pulling the bedside table drawer open and taking lube out before hesitating. He’s got a couple condoms in there, but he’s pretty sure he’d just thrown them in with the lube when he’d moved in, that they’ve been around since him and Liam were still using condoms. He’s not sure what would sound worse: saying that he doesn’t have any condoms, or saying that his condoms are fucking expired, a pathetic portrait of life without Liam. Not that he’s been fucking pining, but it looks bad.

“I’m out of condoms,” Mike says, finally, because that’s the best possible way he can phrase it.

“I’ve got one in my wallet,” Liam offers.

“Seriously?” Mike asks. “Has no one ever taught you anything about condoms?” Mike’s pretty sure he gave Liam a lecture on proper condom storage, never mind anyone else.

“I put it in tonight,” Liam says. “It’s good.”

Mike’s not sure what that’s supposed to mean: whether Liam walked into that bar fully expecting to fuck Mike, some sort of, what, fucking catharsis or something, getting Mike out of his system, or whether Liam just goes through them often enough he doesn’t have to worry about the friction wearing through the wrapper. Doesn’t really want to know which it is. Doesn’t think he’d like the answer either way. Fuck knows he isn’t going to stop regardless, not unless Liam says to.

“Get it,” he says, and Liam goes through his jeans, comes back with the brand Mike always uses, though, luckily, not similarly expired. He sprawls out on the bed, knees tucked up, and Mike can’t help but kiss the bony knob of his knee, hit by a wave of deja vu so fucking strong it’s staggering. 

He can’t even count how many times Liam has sprawled out like this in front of him. He likes getting fucked any way — on his belly Mike can fuck him the deepest, hands and knees is a classic for a reason, and when he rides Mike he gets to control the pace and drive Mike insane — but his favorite’s always been on his back, legs hitched up around Mike’s waist or over his shoulders. He tucks a pillow under himself while Mike’s slicking his fingers, and when Mike slides down the bed he slings a leg over Mike’s shoulder, easy. His hips arch slightly when Mike slides a finger in him, cautious about it, though he barely has a chance to take a breath before Liam’s urging him for another finger.

He’s as reactive as he’s always been: those same quiet, hitching breaths, noises Mike still isn’t sure he knows he’s making, pushing back into the press of Mike’s fingers, heel knocking against Mike’s shoulder blade when Mike rubs over his prostate, insistent. Mike would be happy just lying between Liam’s legs, getting him off with his mouth and his fingers, still remembers every fucking trick to break him right open, to make him fucking scream, but Liam’s hot and tight around his fingers, tighter still when Mike gets a third finger into him, presses his mouth against the sensitive skin of his inner thigh, Liam going tense at the rub of Mike’s beard against his skin, and all Mike wants is to get inside him.

Mike manages the condom one-handed, even if he has to use his fucking teeth to get the foil open. He’s pretty sure that’s not an appropriate way to use condoms, but he’s a fucking hypocrite, what’s new. He spills lube over half the bed, but it’s worth it when he’s pulling his fingers out of Liam just as he’s guiding himself in, the movement of Liam trying to keep Mike’s fingers in him pushing him right onto Mike’s cock. Liam opens easy, sweet, pulling Mike closer even as Mike’s pushing into him, and all Mike can see is the line of his throat as his head tips back, tendons standing out, hand white-knuckled on Mike’s bicep.

Mike goes slow. No telling when Liam last did this — the less Mike thinks about it the better — and he’s got a game tomorrow anyway, Mike isn’t going to fuck him over for that. Not that Liam lets him keep things slow, not for long, anyway. He asks for harder, faster, both tripping off his tongue and in the way his hand goes almost bruising on Mike, his leg curling around Mike’s waist to pull him deeper.

Mike does his best to resist, but he can’t help but fall into it, lets Liam goad him until he’s got a hand braced against the headboard, another tucked around Liam’s head so he won’t bang it, since he’s not bothering to brace himself, one hand still white-knuckled on Mike’s skin and the other tight on his cock, brows furrowed enough that Mike would think he was in pain if he didn’t know any better.

Liam comes first, streaking across his wrist, his belly, and Mike eases up until the pace becomes a slow grind. He knows Liam likes getting fucked after, likes where it floats between good and too much, but it’s been years since they’ve had sex, and Mike sure as shit isn’t going to keep going without Liam’s say-so.

When Liam’s come down a bit, he opens his eyes. “Why’d you stop,” he says, flat, and Mike can’t help but huff a laugh. Liam’s legs are still tucked around his waist, loose, and Mike leans down to kiss him, Liam sighing against his mouth when Mike fucks into him again, slow this time, and staying slow, because Mike doesn’t want this to stop, doesn’t want to chase his orgasm, just wants to stay in the tight hot clutch of Liam’s body as long as he possibly can.

He has to come, eventually, does it with his mouth against Liam’s neck, the salt of his sweat on Mike’s tongue. He can’t stay in Liam as long as he’d like either, pulls out reluctantly, tying off the condom before lobbing it at his wastebasket.

Liam’s flushed and drowsy, skin hot when he presses his cheek against Mike’s, pulling him back down until Mike’s practically blanketing him, Liam taking most of his weight.

Mike’s gotten drowsy himself, the heat of Liam and the slow pace of his breathing enough to lull him.

“Can I sleep here?” Liam asks, when Mike’s started to drift.

Mike should say no. There’s no way Liam doesn’t have curfew, and Mike has already fucked up enough, letting the kid come back with him. Mike should say no, but he doesn’t want to. He has Liam sprawled out on his bed for the first time in years, and he wants to keep him there. 

“Fine,” he says, trying to sound grudging, probably failing. He rolls off Liam, then, so he doesn’t crush the kid, and falls asleep with Liam tucked back against him, body running hot as always, his hand trapping Mike’s against the hard line of his stomach.

Mike wakes up when it’s still dark, doesn’t understand why until the bed shifts beside him and Liam leans over him, back in yesterday’s clothes. “Hey,” Liam says, quiet even for early morning. “I have to go if I want to get back before I get busted for missing curfew. I’ve got a cab waiting outside.”

“Okay,” Mike says, groggy, as Liam’s thumb brushes over his shoulder. This feels familiar, so familiar, like every practice Liam went to that Mike couldn’t thanks to minor injury or illness or, in the end, that fucking concussion. Like every morning Liam woke him up like he somehow knew that if Mike woke up without him there, it’d hit like a lead ball to the chest. Every single morning that Liam woke him up like this, Mike wanted to strip him right down, pull him back into bed, and hold on tight to him. He wants that now more than anything. 

It’s a stupid fucking wish.

“We head out right after the game,” Liam says. Mike doesn’t know what his face does — it’s too early and he’s too close to asleep to be able to school it worth a damn — but Liam leans down the rest of the way, lips brushing against the corner of his mouth before he sits back up.

“I missed you,” Liam says, so soft Mike isn’t sure he was even supposed to hear it. Reproachful, which is fair, because this is Mike’s doing, there wasn’t an inch of it that wasn’t his decision. There’s something frayed in his voice, close to snapping, and maybe Mike wasn’t supposed to hear it, but Liam sure as hell meant it.

“Yeah,” Mike says. Liam leaves with one last squeeze of Mike’s shoulder, and once Mike hears the front door shut, he knuckles his eyes. Should get up and lock his door. Should have managed something more than vague agreement, or said nothing at all. He exhales, shaky, and then tries to get back to sleep, because he needs to not think for a fucking minute.

It works, Mike guesses, because when he opens his eyes again the room’s light, and his clock brightly informs him it’s two in the afternoon. Mike doesn’t know the last time he actually slept through a morning, except when he’d try to sleep a migraine off. His phone buzzes in his jeans, and Mike gets up to grab it, finds a text from Liam, wish me luck ;). 

It’s an hour until the game, and Mike knows the schedule. Maybe not the Red Wings’ specifically, but he figures he probably knows where Liam is, knows he’s about to put his phone away and out of his head until they win or lose. Realizes, suddenly, that he took the kid home and opened him up and blew this shit wide open all over again, and this is Liam throwing a gauntlet down with a fucking winking face.

That he tells the kid right now that last night was stupid, and a mistake, and that it won’t happen again. Or he doesn’t: that he wishes him luck, and Liam continues to send terribly spelled texts that hurt Mike’s fucking soul. 

And maybe the next time Liam’s in Minnesota he comes right to Mike’s door, and Mike gets him back in his bed, plants a hand between his shoulder blades and fucks him into the mattress then makes them both sandwiches after, with Liam in one of Mike’s shirts and his own boxer briefs, sitting on the counter instead of a chair because he’s a wildling, ankles knocking against the cabinets. Trying to filch ingredients, watching Mike’s hands work, all sleepy eyed and well-fucked and satisfied. That it will keep happening, and Mike will resign himself to waiting for those times, Liam blowing in and out of his life, his space, all his restless attention on Mike until he’s gone again.

That Mike stops this now or he doesn’t stop it at all, because he doesn’t have it in him to hurt the kid again. Doesn’t have it in him to break his own fucking heart again, doesn’t think he could do it, not without flinching. That he stops this now or he puts it in Liam’s hands to do what he will, because Liam’s more responsible than him in the only way it really counts, and Mike loves him, and Mike’s fucking sick of it, of loving him and not having him and not being able to blame anyone but himself for it, sickly grateful for any sign that Liam’s better off without him. 

The thing is, Mike’s selfish. He’s tried so hard not to be where Liam is concerned, but he is. He’d rather have the kid miserable than be miserable without him, and if that makes him a son of a bitch, he can’t make himself care anymore.

He could easily delete that text, three words and a fucking smiley, who does that. Delete it and go on with his life and let Liam go on without him. It’d probably leave the both of them better off in the long run.

He finally sends, Good luck., to be received whether it’s a win or a loss, whether or not the luck goes sour. He could send it with a fucking smiley, or even just an exclamation mark, but he isn’t that kind of guy, is never going to be that kind of guy, not even for Liam, the fucking personification of sunshine. 

He thinks Liam won’t mind anyway. Thinks Liam might just know what he means.
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Chapter 20

 

Mike didn’t know what he was getting himself into when he sent Liam that text. Didn’t have a clue that when he opened that door a crack, to let Liam choose whether or not he wanted to push it open the rest of the way, Liam would decide instead to blow the damn thing off its hinges.

Mike is, apparently, a fucking idiot. How could he have expected anything else, knowing Liam Fitzgerald as well as he does? Years may have passed, but the kid’s still the same, deep down.

Now that Mike’s gotten used to the fact that his phone rings about five times more than it ever has before, it’s not so bad. He doesn’t like phones, but he likes texting even less if it isn’t for the purpose of establishing a time and place to meet or asking a yes or no question, which are, in his opinion, the only useful purposes for it.

Video calls are better, partly because it feels more like just hanging around, shooting the shit. Partly because while Liam’s unsurprisingly good at phone sex, considering how goddamn dirty his mouth is, Mike will take getting to watch him any day.

It isn’t exactly feast and famine, except Mike always forgets that after Liam leaves, his bed his own again, his house quiet, hands back to making meals for one. Liam comes blowing in and out, leaves the place a mess, the kind it never is when he’s not around. Mike’s always picking up the detritus he leaves: trashy erotica books he half thinks Liam buys just to get Mike to roll his eyes; empty coffee cups he never bothers to put in the sink; clothes he forgets that Mike sticks in the wash, leaves folded in the laundry room for the next time he comes around, a thought Mike doesn’t want to think of as optimistic.

Mike always thought Liam, young as he was, would leave at the first hint of something newer, more exciting, but it’s been six years now that Mike’s known him, and the only time Liam stayed away is when Mike drove him off. Even then that didn’t really stick. He’s starting to figure out that as long as he lets Liam in his life, distance be damned, his own lack of charms be damned, Liam is going to keep coming back.

But it’s one thing to recognize a fact and it’s another thing entirely to depend on it, and Mike realizes, with depressing clarity, that he’s doing the latter. That as empty as his days can get, as monotonous, Liam’s prepared to bolster them with the paper-thin presence of phone calls, Skype, or, less frequently, his too loud too much presence filling Mike’s house and settling something inside of him, letting him relax.

*

Liam comes into town, and with him comes fresh air and immaturity, noise and exasperation all adding up into something that feels like relief.

No one seems to have let Liam know that by the time you hit twenty-four you probably shouldn’t be sitting on counters, swinging your feet like an infant. Alternately, Liam got told enough that he decided he’d do it more. That’s just as likely.

The Red Wings are dominant this season, tearing shit up. Mike doesn’t have to follow them closely to know they’re a favorite for the Cup, and Liam’s climbed the lines since he got there, plays a tight second line center role, slotted in every defensive face-off: little shit kicker all grown up, a key piece of the puzzle.

Mike’s hands have started to tremble, just a bit, since the last time the Red Wings came to town. It’s not every day, and it’s not during most tasks, but he figured it was something he should probably tell the docs about, and he’d almost forgotten how fucking annoying it is, watching doctors give him that look, that ‘we know something you don’t’ look, the one that means a battery of tests are coming, an answer, sometimes, weeks later, or just hearing ‘inconclusive’ a-fucking-gain, because god forbid Mike’s fucked up body throws something simple at him for once.

If he tells Liam about it, Liam’s going to worry. He doesn’t hover like he did at the start, too young and too stubborn to handle feeling helpless. Can’t, really, being in Detroit most of the year, but he was in Minny for a month last summer, and he did okay facing shit full on after a couple stops and starts. Hovered during the first migraine, trying to help, which emphatically didn’t, then tiptoed around Mike’s house like a kid past curfew the subsequent times, which was sure as shit more helpful than his big sad eyes fixed on Mike like he could heal him with the power of his stare.

If he tells Liam about the tremors, Liam’s going to worry, going to read into it. Mike’s popping a fucking pharmacy worth of pills, so it’s just as likely as not two pills working against one another. The doctors have said as much, started fiddling with Mike’s meds for the thousandth fucking time. No point telling Liam if it’s just going to go away.

He can’t tell in advance when the tremors are going to come on, but more often than not it’s when he’s doing precision work, because of fucking course it is. The worst possible moment, because his luck is for shit. Cooking’s been a crapshoot lately, Mike suddenly stalled in front of the cutting board, hands trembling too hard to hold a knife. 

Mike spent a good five minutes staring at pre-cut veg at the grocery store last time he went, but it felt like giving in. He’s regretting it now, because he has a vegetable drawer full of great produce he might end up throwing out because it’s that or cut his damn hand open because he insisted on pretending the shit that’s happening to him isn’t. Mike’s stubborn, but he’s not a fucking idiot, and he needs his hands, even if they’re currently betraying him.

Liam being here actually gives the vegetables a chance in the end. Mike gathers ingredients while Liam hovers like he always does when Mike’s in the kitchen, banging his heels against the cabinets. Mike practically empties the vegetable drawer on the counter beside Liam. “Chicken and salad?” he asks. 

“Sounds good,” Liam says. 

“You chop the veg,” Mike says.

Liam gives him an exaggeratedly shocked look. “You’re trusting me with chopping?” he asks.

“Testing you, more like,” Mike says. “You insist you’re feeding yourself, I want some proof.”

“Rude,” Liam says, but he slides off the counter.

Mike gets the chicken breasts seasoned and in the oven while Liam cusses out the vegetables. Mike doesn’t have a lot of faith in Liam’s knife skills after the third time he hears Liam mutter ‘fuck off’ under his breath, and turns out he was right not to.

“You murdered those poor fuckers,” Mike says, looking at a mess of red wet pulp that was supposed to be slices of tomatoes. 

Liam grabs the carnage and shoves it in his mouth. 

Mike raises his eyebrows.

“I did a great job,” Liam says, waving his hand over the remaining tomatoes. They’re not great by any means, not even good, but at least they don’t look like a murder scene.

“Except for the evidence you just shoved in your mouth,” Mike says.

“What evidence?” Liam says. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, old man.”

Mike rolls his eyes.

“All gone, see?” Liam says, then sticks his tongue out.

“Are you a toddler or a drug mule?” Mike asks, laughing, charmed despite himself, like he always is when Liam’s at his childish, bratty best.

“I really don’t think there’s a good answer to that question,” Liam says, before getting on his toes to press a kiss to Mike’s jaw. Classic Fitzgerald attempt at distraction.

“Get back to work,” Mike says. “Unless you plan on eating that cucumber whole.”

Mike knew before he even finished his sentence that Liam would have a cucumber joke right on the edge of his tongue.

“Don’t play with your food,” Mike says before Liam can say it, and Liam snickers and gets back to chopping while Mike surveys the contents of his fridge, trying to decide what’ll serve for dessert. He’s got enough berries to swing it, and it’d please Liam’s nutritionist, even if he knows Liam’s going to pout about not getting cheat food.

Mike seasons some potatoes while Liam chops.

“How’d I do?” Liam asks once the potatoes are in the oven, waving his hand with a flourish over the inexpertly, haphazardly chopped vegetables. 

“Well…” Mike says.

“Be nice to me,” Liam wheedles.

“I’m sure they’re edible,” Mike says.

Liam laughs. “Your nice is so mean,” he complains, but he’s smiling. His mouth is red and wet, and Mike suspects if he checks the store of raspberries he’s not going to like what he finds. Bets Liam made a game of it, seeing how many he could sneak before Mike noticed. 

When he kisses Liam he tastes exactly like Mike expected, tart raspberry with a smile still pulling across his mouth, impish, like he knows he just got caught. His body curves into Mike as if it’s magnetized, the way it always has, the way that’s flattering and terrifying in equal measure; how much he seems to feel, how bad he is at hiding it.

“You eating raspberries, brat?” Mike says against his mouth, and Liam grins wider, kisses him like a distraction again, because he knows exactly how effective it is.

Dinner’s okay. The salad would probably be better if it wasn’t a crapshoot on getting a piece of cucumber or tomato the size of a loonie, but Liam’s chicken is well-spiced, at least as far as Mike could tell without tasting it. His stomach’s been fucked lately, yet another side effect of the drugs he’s taking, so his own is irritatingly bland. Mike picked up some beer for Liam — his taste’s gotten a lot better than when he was drinking domestic piss lager at eighteen. Detroit seems to have taught him the value of a good IPA. When he kisses Mike after taking a sip, the flavors bloom heavy on his tongue: beer, paprika rub, all the things he can’t have himself.

He could resent it. He does some days. He does a lot of the time, honestly. There are so many things he can’t have now, as big as hockey and small as going for a jog. He’d always disliked jogging. Boring low-impact bullshit. He has no fucking idea why he misses it.

“Bed?” Liam says.

“It’s nine,” Mike says. “I’m not an invalid, Fitzgerald.”

“Did I say sleep?” Liam asks.

“Dishes first,” Mike says, and Liam sighs explosively. Still has that holdover from adolescence, Mike supposes. Instead of trying to lure Mike to bed he helps Mike rinse, loading the dishwasher with the dishes Mike hands him. It feels domestic, kind of ridiculously so, and a few years back that would have made him nervous, but he sort of likes it tonight.

Mike doesn’t have hockey anymore. Doesn’t have booze, or more than a measly cup of coffee a day. Can’t properly exercise, handle an entire movie, read more than a chapter of a book at a time, drive up to Duluth without needing a break at every fucking rest stop. Can’t keep his hands from shaking.

He has Liam, though, and maybe that’s not much, maybe that’s not enough, but in this moment, it suits him just fine. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 21

 

Two days after Detroit clinches a playoff spot once again, Liam calls Mike up and says, “I think we’re going all the way this time.”

“You ever heard of jinxing yourself?” Mike asks, because they haven’t even finished the regular season yet. Mike’s never been particularly superstitious — certainly not in comparison to most hockey players, who have more superstitions than they do missing teeth — but Liam says that in his locker room and he’s going to get a lot of guys pissed at him, which is jinx enough.

“I mean it though,” Liam says.

“Can’t know what’s coming,” Mike says. 

Liam’s quiet for a moment, just long enough for Mike to get suspicious. “Will you come if we make the Finals?” he asks, and Mike realizes that it’s the first time Liam’s asked him to come to one of his games since that drink in St. Paul two years ago. He asked in ignorance then, had no idea how much he was asking for. He knows what he’s asking for now. 

“It’s ‘if’ now, huh?” Mike asks. “Not ‘when’?”

“Someone told me I can’t know what’s coming,” Liam says. “Will you?”

“I’ll think about it,” Mike says. “You’ve got three rounds to get through before that’s anything other than a hypothetical.”

“I know,” Liam says, but he says it like he’s humoring Mike, not like he actually agrees.

*

Mike pays close attention to the playoffs that year. Well, close attention to the Red Wings, at least, which is still more than he has since he retired.

It’s not that Mike hasn’t been keeping an eye on the kid’s career since they went back to being — whatever they are, but he’s usually limited it to checking the box score the morning after a game, listening to Liam exult over a two point night or complain about a rough game and catalog his bruises. Kid usually has more of them than Mike did, not necessarily because he bruises easy but because he’s an easy target, or looks like one at least, gets nailed as many times in a game as Mike used to nail guys, and his tendency to plant his ass in front of the net gets him knocked down a lot. Gets right back up, most of the time, stubborn little shit, but it always leaves its mark on him.

Mike traces those bruises whenever Liam comes to him, not gently, exactly, because Liam doesn’t like gentle, but carefully. Traces the places where other people have left their mark on him and bites back the anger that washes over him, unsure if it’s the implied violence of them or the mere fact that someone else has left an imprint on Liam’s body that has him pissed.

One of those things would be better. One of those things would mean he was a better person.

He’s still not sure which one it is.

The Red Wings tear through the first and second rounds, Liam racking up point after point after point. He’s never played like this before, Mike can tell just listening to the games, doesn’t need to see it to know he’s running red hot. Mike has never made a habit of reading press, not even when he was playing, but he finds himself skimming articles about the Red Wings, looking for Liam’s name. It’s always accompanied by praise, not just from the Red Wings beat, but from the national stuff too, Canadian and American, and Liam deserves it.  

It’s not just Liam pushing them forward. Everything seems to be going right for the Red Wings: the goalie’s hot, the D is close to impenetrable, they’re comfortably rolling four lines that are clicking. It really looks like Liam might have been right, that this is their year. At the very least, it’s his, the breakout year Mike always knew he had in him, and someone’s going to be paying through the nose for him when the off-season comes along.

The Red Wings head to the Western Conference Final, beat the Kings in six. The series winner is an absolute rout of a game, 6-1, and Mike buys himself a ticket to Detroit before the final buzzer goes. 

“You fucking see that?” Liam crows an hour later. Mike can picture him right now, hair damp from the shower, throat raw from celebration, burning brighter than anyone else in the damn room.

“I saw,” Mike says, then, because that isn’t quite true, “Well, I heard.”

“So—” Liam says, almost hesitant, and Mike knows what he’s going to ask before he says it.

“Coming in on Tuesday,” Mike says, and Liam exhales all in a rush.

“Good,” Liam says, “That’s — thanks.”

“You asked,” Mike says.

“I did,” Liam says, then again, “Thanks.”

“Go celebrate,” Mike says. “I’ll see you soon.”

“Yeah,” Liam says, and Mike can hear him smiling.

*

Liam’s parents come into Detroit for the Finals, which Mike should have expected, but somehow didn’t. They’re staying at a hotel at least, not in Liam’s guest room, so Mike doesn’t have to awkwardly share space with them, everyone pretending not to notice he’s sleeping in their son’s room every night. Mike doesn’t know what Liam’s told them about the two of them — doesn’t want to know what he’s told them — but it’s one thing to know your son’s decided to waste his time on a washed-out enforcer, and a whole other thing to have it rubbed in your face.

Peter and Barbara Fitzgerald are the quintessential ‘nice people’. Polite, friendly but not overbearing. They're your average middle-aged couple, the kind you might see wandering around a tourist trap with fanny packs on, maybe rocking socks with sandals. Honestly, Mike has no fucking idea how they produced Liam. They’ve got nothing in common with him. 

Well, there’s hockey at least: they never leave the subject during a dinner the day Mike arrives, Liam talking over his parents whenever he gets excited, which is, of course, all the time, both of them giving him indulgent looks, probably more than used to it.

Mike mostly pushes his food around; his steak is overcooked, though not overcooked enough to send back. The flight in seemed to piss off every single shit part of his body, so he’s an ugly mix of exhausted, nauseated, and sore. He barely has the energy for Liam right now, let alone strangers, and he feels awkward as fuck, resentful, because this isn’t what he agreed to. Liam keeps snatching fries off his plate, eschewing his own steamed vegetables, and Mike keeps his head down so he doesn’t have to see whether Peter and Barbara are watching.

After dinner Liam’s parents head back to their hotel, but not before they give Liam long, tight hugs Mike can see him wince through, probably battered as all hell after three rounds. Peter shakes Mike’s hand, which he’s fine with. Barbara kisses him on the cheek, which requires him to bend down a little and embarrasses him. Obviously he’s not going to say shit about it, though.

Later, lying in Liam’s bed while Liam dozes beside him, his fingers tracing over Liam’s back, careful to skirt any bruising, Mike feels for the first time that day like he made the right decision, hopes that feeling will last.

*

Agreeing to come to the actual games was a terrible fucking idea.

Mike knew that when he agreed to come, of course — he hasn’t exactly been avoiding watching Liam’s games out of spite — but the crush of sound before the game even starts, twenty thousand people making idle conversation, that’s already too much. The roar when the Red Wings take the ice is close to unbearable.

Mike wasn’t stupid enough to come without ear plugs, but even with them the noise is incredible. He doesn’t remember it ever being this loud, but he’s sure it was. It’s Mike that’s changed, not the game.

Mike doesn’t see a lot of the game itself. His head’s pounding with his pulse, started before the puck even dropped, and it’s getting worse every time the jumbotron tells the crowd to crank up the noise, every TV timeout, a blur of movement and color on the screen he can’t shut out unless he closes his eyes. He can’t fix his eyes on anything but the sticky floor beneath his feet without things going unfocused and blurry anyway, and if he shuts his eyes it gets worse, leaves him feeling blurry and unfocused. He shuts them anyway, squeezes them tight.

He can feel a hand settle on his back, start rubbing slowly. Liam’s mom. Well, he thinks it’s her: his sense of direction’s shit right now, things are spinning drunkenly around him. Vertigo’s a goddamn bitch, and so is irony, considering he can’t take a sip of alcohol anymore but he gets the damn spins anyway. He has to keep fighting off the urge to shrug her hand off his back, because it doesn’t help, honestly makes things worse. He can’t bring himself to do it. She means it kindly, he’s sure.

Far more helpful is the way she’s narrating the game right into his ear, a low murmur Mike has to struggle to hear, though he’s sure Barbara must be half yelling so Mike can hear her over the crowd, through his ear plugs. It’s probably bugging the shit out of everyone around them, and fuck, Mike can just imagine how it looks to them, him not even bothering to look up at the game when he’s sitting in a seat that probably cost half a grand. They like to find players’ families in the crowd, Mike knows, and he hopes to Christ they don’t find the Fitzgeralds, or if they do they leave him, white-knuckled and nauseated, out of it.

  Mike heads straight to Liam’s apartment after the game, takes the strongest shit he has. He doesn’t know when Liam gets in, because by then he’s thankfully, painlessly asleep.

*

Mike goes to the next one, though it takes him the two days between the games to steel himself. This time they’ve got a box, at least, have it all to themselves despite the fact it’s probably meant for a dozen people. Mike doesn’t want to think about the kind of money Liam shelled out for that, or alternately, what he had to tell the Red Wings to get them give up that kind of cash cow. Doesn’t want to think about what Liam’s parents told Liam after the game. They had to have told him something, because Mike didn’t say shit. Liam’s got bigger things to worry about right now.

It’s humiliating, the idea of them talking about him behind his back, humiliating in a way that makes him want to pack up and leave, that makes it impossible for him to look Liam’s parents in the eye. He wants to apologize for taking them out of the action, forcing them to babysit him, split their attention between their kid, who’s in the goddamn Stanley Cup Finals, and his invalid fucking whatever Mike is, who can’t even handle being a spectator without getting sick.

It’s still too loud, and he still can’t watch the game without getting dizzy, the forced perspective, so high off the ice. It isn’t as bad as watching it on TV, where the panning camera and constant change of angle is enough to get his head pounding within a minute, but he finds it easiest to keep his eyes on Liam whenever he’s on the bench. He’s easily identifiable, even half swallowed up on the bench, shortest guy on the roster. Mike can recognize him just by his posture — the set of his shoulders, the way he’s always leaning forward, keeping an eye on the action, his head in the game.

“I didn’t want you to come,” Barbara says during first intermission. Mike’s watching the slow sweep of the zamboni across the ice, missing something he can’t put into words. 

“I don’t blame you,” Mike says.

“I didn’t mean it like—” she sighs. Mike’s heard that sigh before. It’s the one Liam uses when he thinks Mike’s being purposely obtuse, and he’s usually right, though not always. Mike vaguely wonders if it’s something hereditary or learned. Either way Liam obviously got it from her. “I told Liam it was unfair of him to ask you to.”

“He just asked,” Mike says. “I was the one who agreed.”

“He didn’t leave you much choice,” she says. “Never does, does he?”

Mike snorts. It’s strange, how she can simultaneously be almost on the mark but also so far off it she’s landing in another zip code.

“He asked,” Mike says. That’s all he’s got to say about it.

Barbara gives him a look he doesn’t bother to try and decipher. “He’s really glad you’re here,” she says. “It means a lot to him.”

Mike doesn’t know how to answer that. ‘I know’ sounds too flippant, even though he does know. It’s why he came, why he’s subjecting himself to the fucking hell that is this arena, the different hell of sitting up here instead of on the bench. 

He doesn’t say anything in the end. There’s no right response.

*

Mike sticks around in Detroit while Liam goes to Tampa for games three and four. He comes back with two triumphant wins in hand and an injury he’s not hiding particularly well. He’s moving around gingerly in a way Mike doesn’t like, this split-second delay to all his movements, like he’s calculating whether sitting down or getting up is going to hurt. Probably every movement hurts a little with the myriad bruises he’s sporting, but it’s different now. He was ginger already by the time Mike came into town, but the way he’s holding himself, Mike’s concerned he’s nursing something serious. 

He can’t tell what’s hurting Liam beyond the fact it’s something upper body, doesn’t know if it’s a strain or a sprain or something harmless but painful. All he can hope is that the docs aren’t incompetent or turning a blind eye for the sake of the playoffs. Worries that they probably are, that Liam’s pretending nothing’s the matter and so are they. 

Playoffs have always been a whole other game than the regular season: refs toss most of the rulebook out, every hit is thrown with the intent to injure, players play with injuries that’d normally take them out for weeks. Mike knows all that firsthand, and he’s never been on a team that’s made it past the second round; he imagines the Finals is all that ramped up to eleven.

“You hurting right now?” Mike asks.

“Everyone’s hurting right now,” Liam says with a one-shouldered shrug. “We’re almost there.”

They’re almost there. Well, either that or they’re at the point where it was within their grasp and they lost it, but Mike doesn’t say that out loud. They’re up 3-1 in the series, so they’d have to crash and burn pretty fucking spectacularly to end up without the Cup. 

“You good to play?” Mike asks.

“Of course,” Liam says without hesitation, and Mike wonders if he should have asked a different question.

“Anything I can do?” Mike asks, and it’s definitely a testament to how much Liam’s hurting when he shrugs and says no, because Mike can’t count how many times he’s milked a minor tweak or slight stiffness to get Mike to give him a massage. Not that Mike minds: he’s not exactly a professional masseuse, but he’s pretty good at finding where it hurts and pushing until it gives, and more often than not it leads to some pretty good sex, Liam humming with the pleasure that comes with the sudden absence of pain.

Bruised up as he is right now, a massage would probably do more harm than good, and Mike’s pretty helpless to do much else except offer a literal hand, see if endorphins might take the edge off the ache. Liam’s not hurt enough to say no to that, but then, Mike doesn’t think it’s possible for Liam to be hurt enough to say no to that. Kid prioritizes sex somewhere above sleep and food. 

“Don’t do anything stupid,” Mike says that night. One more game is all they have to play, if they play it right, and Mike would prefer Liam intact at the end of it. Unfortunately, Liam has a tendency to throw himself in the worst spots if it means he’s getting the puck, right in the path of guys inevitably twice his size. Mike hates it, even though he understands it. It must be worse for his parents, who don’t, can’t.

Liam grins. “When have I ever?”

“Do you want that list numbered or bullet pointed?” Mike asks.

“Fuck off,” Liam says, then yawns. “Sorry.”

“For being tired?” Mike asks.

“It’s early,” Liam says.

“Yeah, but you’re putting your body through a fucking meat grinder,” Mike says. “Not going to hold being tired against you right now.”

“That’s a really lovely thing I’m picturing now, thanks,” Liam says. “Guess that’s what you get from being from Fargo.”

“Wood chipper,” Mike corrects. “And I’m going to pretend I didn’t just hear you call me a fucking North Dakotan.”

“Minnesota, North Dakota, same difference,” Liam says with a wave of his hand, and he’s fucking lucky he’s hurt right now, because that’s the only thing that saves him from Mike putting him over his fucking knee.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 22

 

By the time Game Five rolls around Mike’s almost gotten used to Detroit, but he really fucking hopes they win it tonight. Because he wants them to win, obviously, but if the Lightning win tonight the Red Wings are heading back to Tampa, and Mike didn’t travel all this way just to listen to Liam win it on the radio. 

Worst case scenario is it drags on to Game Seven, and Mike doesn’t want that, not when he knows that they’re on the cusp of it all, have Tampa on the ropes. When he doesn’t how much more Liam’s body can take of this.

They’re back in the crowd this time, which isn’t surprising; Mike doesn’t want to know how much a box costs when the Cup’s in the building. If he thought Game One was loud, well. He’s prepared for it this time at least. Has his ear plugs, has noise canceling headphones over that, because who cares if he looks fucking stupid if it saves him some pain. Has painkillers on him anyway, and he takes those less than halfway through the first, suffers silently until they kick in and the pain in his head mutes a little.

It’s not even a contest. Anyone who wanted a tight, interesting game, they’re shit out of luck, but Mike doesn’t think any of the Red Wings fans in the building are complaining when the game draws to a close with a conclusive 5-2 win. The Red Wings themselves sure as shit aren’t, everyone barreling off the bench to swarm their goalie, so loud Mike can almost hear them over the roar of the crowd.

Mike knows how this works. He’s never experienced it, not firsthand, but he knows that this is the point when family and friends start heading down to the ice, waiting to take part in the festivities. 

Liam asked Mike for a lot in coming, and Mike gave it to him, but Liam never asked him for this. Mike doesn’t know if that was because Liam didn’t want to put Mike in the position of saying no, or if Liam didn’t want to put himself in the position of hearing Mike say no. He guesses it doesn’t matter much either way. It isn’t going to happen, and they both know that.

“Do you want to come down?” Barbara asks, but like she already knows the answer.

“You go on ahead,” Mike says. Peter looks like he’s going to argue, and Mike’s relieved when Barbara takes him by the arm, steering him into the madness and leaving Mike behind.

Mike stays where he is, waiting for the arena to start emptying itself out. It’s probably going to take quite some time considering everyone’s sticking around to watch their hometown team hoist the Cup, take their victory lap across the ice.

Liam’s a speck below, but the jumbotron cuts in close when it’s his turn to take his skate with the Cup. He accepts it a little gingerly, and there’s a collective intake of breath from the spectators when it looks like he might drop it. Mike knows the strength in him though, knows that he could hoist it one handed right now if he wanted, however tired he is, however battered, that the flush of adrenaline and happiness has overtaken him. Liam whoops as he skates his lap, soundless from the distance Mike’s sitting, the bright blue of his eyes invisible beneath the shadow of the hat he’s been given, his grin practically cracking his gorgeous face.

People have started to make their way out, or wandered down to get a closer view, and after Liam hands the Cup to his linemate, Mike makes his slow way out as well. 

*

It takes a long time for Mike to get back to Liam’s apartment, even though it isn’t all that far from the arena. Tens of thousands of people had gathered outside to watch the game, and between them and those streaming out, the streets are nearly impassable. People are shouting at one another, drunk and excitable, the cops struggling to keep the atmosphere festive and not let it turn into what Mike knows it can become. 

 Mike uses his size in a way he hasn’t since retirement, forcing his way through the crowd, because fuck knows he doesn’t want to be anywhere near this if it sparks into a riot. He gets more than a few glares, and a few guys who look like they’ve drunk enough to take any excuse to start posturing, but something about the way Mike looks gets them backing down before they even open their mouths.

Mike’s barely shut the door behind him when his phone starts buzzing. He expects it to be his mother, who he knows watched the game, maybe his brother, but it’s Liam.

If Liam says hello, Mike can’t hear it over the music blasting in the background, the sound of dozens of people shouting at one another, a mirror of the streets, but heightened, because it’s the guys who won that Cup doing the yelling.

“How’s your drunken bacchanalia going?” Mike asks.

“I have no idea what that means,” Liam yells into the phone, cheerful to the point of manic. A Cup, Mike imagines, will do that, not to mention the extraordinary amount he’s probably had to drink already. It’s barely been an hour, but Mike bets there isn’t a single member of the Red Wings who could get behind the wheel of a car right now. “Except the drunken part. That part’s fun.”

Mike pities him for the hangover he’ll have tomorrow. It’s going to be one son of a bitch.

“What’s up?” Mike asks.

“I’m not asking you to come out,” Liam says, which is good, because there’s no fucking chance Mike would. “But are you going to be there when I get home?” He sounds weirdly unsure, like Mike’s going to sneak out on a flight to Minny in the middle of the night or something. Though fuck knows when Liam’s going to make it home; not likely it’ll be before the sun rises.

“Your place?” Mike asks, just to make sure.

“Yeah,” Liam says.

“Where the hell else would I be?” Mike asks. “You kicking me out or something?”

“No,” Liam says, “I just—”

“I can try to find a flight,” Mike says. No way he’d be able to find one out tonight, but he doesn’t think that’s what Liam’s asking for anyway.

“I want you to be there,” Liam says. “I just didn’t know — I’m holding you to it.”

“Don’t drown in your own vomit,” Mike says.

“I love you,” Liam says, and hangs up before he can hear, once again, Mike not saying it back.

*

Mike wakes up to the sound of Liam walking right into a wall. At least he’s pretty sure that’s what it was, considering when he gets into the hall Liam’s glaring at the doorway into the living room, rubbing his head and looking betrayed. 

He stinks of champagne so strongly Mike can smell it from the bedroom door, like he bathed in it. That’s possible, honestly. Mike knows they spray that shit around everywhere like it isn’t fifty bucks a bottle, the most expensive shower anyone’s ever had the unpleasant privilege to experience.

“Need some help?” Mike asks, when Liam’s betrayed expression shifts to confusion, like he’s forgotten what he’s supposed to be doing. 

“Mike!” Liam says, then beams at him. “Hi!”

Mike bites back a smile. 

“Hey,” he says. “Good night?”

“The best,” Liam says, then makes his wobbly way right into Mike’s arms. “Better if you were there though,” he mumbles into Mike’s chest, low enough that Mike can pretend he didn’t hear him. 

“You need a shower,” Mike says. And now he probably needs a shower too, thanks to Liam clinging, sticky, to him.

“No,” Liam says, shaking his head against Mike’s chest. “Sleep.”

“Not letting you get in bed like this,” Mike says. “C’mon.”

He has to haul Liam to the bathroom, does most of the work of undressing him, Liam attempting to help and only making things more difficult. Even if Liam hadn’t transferred the stickiness of the champagne, Mike probably still would have to get into the shower just to prop the kid up.

Mike stands behind him, the hot spray only hitting him intermittently as Liam keeps trying to turn towards Mike and scowling whenever Mike shifts him back to face the shower head. It takes at least three more attempts from Liam’s scrabbling hands before Mike realizes he’s trying to grope him, and doing a shitass job of it.

“Doubt you could even get it up right now,” Mike says.

“I could,” Liam says, offended. “And anyway, you can.”

“We have sex right now you’re likely as not going to crack your head on the tile and knock yourself out,” Mike says. 

“We could go to the bed,” Liam says hopefully.

“Soon,” Mike says. He’s pretty sure the second Liam gets horizontal he’s going to pass out, and it’s best to get the rest of the champagne stench off him first. Liam doesn’t seem all that interested in doing anything but leaning on Mike and clumsily groping at him, so it looks like Mike’s going to have to do it for him.

Liam’s in rough shape after four playoff rounds, speckled with bruises, some livid and new, some probably weeks old. His body’s a patchwork of them, more discolored than not. Mike’s seen his body in bits and pieces since he got here, but he hasn’t seen him naked since the first night, and even then it was enough to make Mike suck in a breath, imagining the kind of pain Liam was stubborning his way through. It’s worse now. The Lightning don’t play nice hockey. Good hockey, sure — though obviously not good enough to win the Cup — but not nice.

There’s extensive bruising on his side Mike hadn’t seen, black in the center but fading almost green at the edges, testimony that it’s been awhile since he got it, at least a game ago, possibly more. This round for sure, because Mike didn’t notice it when he arrived, and it’s an ugly bastard, impossible to miss. Mike has a feeling this is what Liam came back from Tampa with. He hadn’t thought too much of the fact Liam had been coming to bed in a t-shirt as well as his boxers, but now he’s pretty sure Liam was actively hiding it, knew exactly what Mike would say about if he saw how bad it looked.

Mike curves a hand over it. He’s gentle about it, but Liam still sucks in a breath between his teeth, sharp and pained. If it hurts him this much drunk, it must be fucking torture sober.

“They’re broken, aren’t they,” Mike says, flat.

“Pretty sure, yeah,” Liam says.

“How many games have you been playing with broken ribs?” Mike asks.

“Three,” Liam says.

“Jesus fucking Christ, Liam,” Mike says. 

“They wouldn’t have let me play,” Liam says.

“No shit,” Mike says. “You know what would have happened if you got nailed here again? You ever heard of a punctured goddamn lung? You could have shrapnel loose in your fucking body right now.”

“They wouldn’t have let me play,” Liam repeats. “I wanted to play for it. I wanted to win it.”

Mike understands that. Mike understands that more than anyone.

“I want you going to a doctor tomorrow,” he says. 

“I’m going to be so hungover,” Liam complains, but doesn’t disagree, probably because he knows Mike will drag him there himself.

Liam’s dead weight by the time Mike hauls him out of the shower, drooping against the sink while Mike gives him a rough dry. Rough as in fast: no way Mike’s going to be anything other than gentle right now, when even a soft touch has Liam gasping in pain, and not in the way either of them likes it. Liam obediently shuffles to bed when Mike nudges him there, makes one last valiant attempt to grab Mike’s dick, then passes out, snoring like a chainsaw.

*

Mike wakes up to Liam still snoring away, splayed out on the bed. His bruises look even worse this morning, maybe because the filter of sunlight through the curtains gives Mike some natural light to see them, maybe because he’s seeing them all at once, Liam’s body black and blue and green and every shade in between. Mike presses a kiss to Liam’s forehead, one of the few places that won’t hurt him, and gets up to make breakfast for himself, because he highly doubts Liam will be able to keep down anything but toast and water, if that.

Liam doesn’t surface until past noon, a pitiful, pained looking figure. Mike wouldn’t have an ounce of sympathy, but he knows it’s not just the hangover, that with the Cup behind him every single one of those nagging hurts has flared to blazing life, and the hangover’s a bitch that’s intensifying all of them.

“Can you eat?” Mike asks.

Liam takes a minute to answer that, clearly checking on the state of his stomach, then nods a little, mumbling a thank you when Mike puts a plate of plain toast in front of him. Best to start easy.

“How’re you feeling?” Mike asks.

“I want to die,” Liam tells the toast.

“Fair enough,” Mike says, then, “You promised to go to the doctor.”

“I will,” Liam says.

“You promised you’d go today,” Mike says.

“You can’t hold me responsible for things I say when I’m drunk,” Liam complains.

“You go to the doctor today and I won’t tell your parents you were playing with broken ribs,” Mike says. “You don’t, I call your mother right now. Up to you.”

“You’re an asshole,” Liam says, but calls the team doctor after breakfast. It doesn’t sound like he’s getting anywhere, saying things like yeah, maybe in a few days after he reevaluates how he feels, until Mike quickly scribbles down a note and slides it under his nose, mention your fucking ribs, and suddenly he’s getting told to come right in, which he does, returning a few hours later looking a little sheepish, like maybe the doc bawled him out too. Good.

Liam’s got two broken ribs. A host of other shit — all those bumps and bruises, a muscle strain in his left calf. Nothing but the ribs garnered much attention, apparently: the rest of the shit he’s nursing is probably the same shit his teammates are dealing with, and Mike wouldn’t be surprised if some other idiot on his roster was hiding something fairly serious — Mike remembers a guy who bragged about how he played with a broken foot, had to get the docs to numb it to get it in his skate without him screaming his lungs out — but he’s in shit with the doctors for hiding the rib injury, which is what he deserves.

He’s unrepentant, of course. He didn’t just hoist the Cup, he earned it. Never mind the fact that if he’d sat out the last three games he still would have: he was a goddamn force of nature in the three rounds previous, had the series winning goal in the second round. He risked his goddamn health just to be on the bench when the buzzer went and they all became champions.

Mike wants to strangle him. Mike wants to strangle him, and wants to yell in his fucking face about it, but he knows if he does Liam’s going to be able to throw his entire history right back at him, the concussions he came back too early from, too many to count, any one of which could have been the bullet in the gun that’s going to kill him someday.

Liam could throw it in his face, or he could ask when Mike started trusting doctors so much anyway. It’s weird, how Mike doesn’t for himself but does for Liam. Maybe not that weird, considering everything Mike’s got is in his head, physical symptoms or not, and Liam’s wearing all his hurts like badges of honor.

*

Mike doesn’t stick around. The Red Wings start making arrangements for the Cup Parade and other thinly veiled excuses to continue to drink their livers away, and Mike heads home, the two of them going their separate ways as they always do, as Mike’s long used to. He doesn’t watch the parade or anything, but Liam sends him plenty of pictures of him and his idiot teammates looking completely trashed, completely happy.

Liam asks him to come up to Halifax for his day with the Cup in late June, but that’s something Mike’s not willing to do. It’s one thing to sit in the stands and watch him work for it, watch him win it, another thing entirely to watch him have his day with it. Mike knows if he goes he’ll spend the day hiding from ubiquitous cameras — hiding from Liam, because the cameras will all be on the Cup, on him as a result — and he knows, down to his bones, he’d resent Liam for it. 

He doesn’t want to resent him, and he’d try not to. Tell himself the things he’s been reminding himself since it became more and more clear the Red Wings had a clear shot at winning it all: Liam deserves it. Liam earned it. If Mike wanted it for anyone, it’d be him. 

Still, it’s something Mike wanted too. It’s something Mike’s wanted longer than Liam’s been alive. Something he’s never had. Something he never will have, now.

It’s strange, the shit that gets under your skin, the way the lost opportunity to hoist the Cup can sting as much as his inability to go more than couple weeks without his head turning on him, even though the headaches objectively have a larger impact on his life. It’s a stupid, petty thing to be upset about, but he knows if he goes, he’s going to ruin Liam’s goddamn day, as much as Liam thinks otherwise.

Liam deserves better than that. Liam deserves better than a lot of the shit he’s stuck with, but this? This is within Mike’s control. He’s going to let the kid have his day.

On his Cup day, Liam texts him a picture of him with the Cup, sunburned along his cheeks and grinning hugely, like he’s gotten everything he’s ever wanted.

Mike’s so fucking proud of him. Mike’s so fucking proud of him, but the picture still leaves a sour taste in his mouth.

He saves it to his phone anyway. Liam looks good. Liam always looks good, even when he looks like shit, even the way Mike last saw him, violent shades of purple. He looks good, and he looks happy, and it’s a picture Mike wants to hold on to despite it all.

He doesn’t make it the background of his phone or anything, he’s not a masochist and he’s not that far gone, but in the days that follow, he finds himself pulling his phone out to look at it. It feels a little like pressing on a bruise, but it feels good, too, and eventually the bruise fades and Mike’s just left smiling at how goddamn happy he looks.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 23

 

On July 1st, Mike wakes up first thing in the morning, turning on the TV with a fair amount of trepidation. He hasn’t watched Free-Agent Frenzy for years, but Liam’s been uncomfortably vague about his plans. Well, his career plans at least. Mike knows every intricate damn detail about how his summer’s going, but when they talk free-agency, it’s all beating around the bush.  He’s told Mike about the teams who’ve reached out to him as much as they’re allowed to, but beyond a few preferences — all Western Conference, which Mike is pretending has nothing to do with him despite the fact Eastern Conference teams play a style more suited to Liam — he hasn’t really declared his intentions one way or the other.

It makes Mike nervous. Nervous enough that he turns on the NBC coverage a full hour before free-agency opens, listens to the talking heads debate the likely landing places of the most high profile players. Liam’s on that list, thanks to a consistently good career, a flash of brilliance during the playoffs, and a newly minted Cup ring. All the teams they talk about as options for him are Eastern Conference ones, and they couldn’t be more wrong, but who could blame them for thinking it? It really is the best place for Liam, not that Liam gives a shit. Selfishly, Mike hopes he stays in the West.

All of three minutes after free-agency opens they announce that Liam Fitzgerald’s signed with the Minnesota North Stars on a three year, 14 million dollar contract. The talking heads are all discussing what a deal the North Stars got, how Liam’s in his prime years, keeps getting better, but Mike only vaguely hears them through the blood pounding in his ears.

His phone’s ringing, and Mike could put fucking money on the fact that it’s Liam calling. He shouldn’t answer, as angry as he is, should let it go to voicemail, get himself under control, but it’s Liam’s own fucking fault Mike’s hearing this on TV instead of from him. Liam’s own fucking fault Mike’s hearing this at all.

“What the fuck,” Mike snaps the second he hits answer.

“Guess you heard about the deal?” Liam says. He sounds cheerful, like he doesn’t even notice Mike’s anger, or he does but it doesn’t much bother him, and Mike’s even angrier now, hearing that blase fucking tone. 

“What the fuck, Fitzgerald?” he repeats.

“North Stars made me a good offer,” Liam says. “And I like it in Minny. So I signed.”

“You didn’t goddamn ask me!” Mike yells.

“Because you would have done the exact same shit you did in Edmonton,” Liam snaps. “You don’t get to decide what’s best for me, Mike. I get to choose where I want to play.”

“And that’s just coincidentally in the same city I live in,” Mike says. “Nothing to do with me at all.”

“It obviously has to do with you, don’t be a dick,” Liam says. “Is it so fucking ridiculous that I want to live in the same city as my boyfriend?”

“That’s a lot of assumptions you’re making there,” Mike snaps. “What if I don’t fucking want you here?”

“Don’t say stupid shit you don’t mean just because you’re pissed at me,” Liam says.

“You should have fucking asked,” Mike says.

“And you would have said no, even if you wanted me to come, so I didn’t,” Liam says. “You want to keep on seeing me every few months, we can still do that if I’m living in St. Paul.”

That’s fucking bullshit and Liam knows it. Mike can’t think of anything more laughable than Liam being in the same city as him and staying away.

“You know, for someone who supposedly doesn’t give a shit what I do,” Liam says. “You really don’t seem to want to let me to make decisions about my own career.”

“It affects me this time,” Mike says.

“So did whether I stayed with the Oilers, until you made sure it didn’t,” Liam says.

“We’re not talking about that,” Mike says.

“No, we’re talking about you yelling at me for making my own damn choices,” Liam says. “My mom’s calling, I have to go.”

“Liam, we are not done—” Mike says.

“I’ll see you in a few days,” Liam interrupts, and fucking hangs up on him.

Mike seethes. This would be the moment to go find a punching bag, or a sparring partner, or buy himself a six-pack, or — it doesn’t matter. None of it is shit he can do anymore.

He viciously cleans his kitchen until everything fucking sparkles.

*

Liam flies down for the Fourth of July. They planned it before Liam decided to move to Minnesota — or maybe just before he deigned to tell Mike about it — and Mike would tell him not to bother coming, but his mom’s been going on and on about needing to meet Liam properly. She’s met him before, but only briefly, and she’s been harping on it since Mike got back from Detroit. Once Mike told her Liam was coming, that was it. No fucking take backs now.

Liam’s in high spirits when Mike picks him up at the airport on the third, enough that it’s almost contagious, going on about his ‘first Independence Day’. On the ride to Mike’s he rambles about sparklers (he’d probably burn his eyebrows off, knowing him), and potato salad (Mike’s potato salad is admittedly very good), and buying a shit-ton of fireworks (not actually legal, and even if it was Mike would never fucking let him, but nice try). 

Liam keeps on such a steady stream of chatter that Mike can’t get a word in edgewise, and Mike’s pretty sure he’s doing it on purpose, not leaving Mike any space to start up the fight about his incipient move to Minnesota. 

He chatters while unpacking his shit, chatters while Mike’s making the beloved potato salad to bring to his mom’s, chatters all the way through dinner. The only time he quits is when they hit the bedroom, and honestly, he’s still noisy then, though Mike doesn’t much mind that.

“Are we going to talk about this?” Mike says after they’ve cleaned up, gotten back into bed. Liam looks like he’s already half-asleep. Mike’s a little surprised he didn’t chatter his way to sleep to avoid this.

“I think this is literally the first time you’ve ever wanted to talk,” Liam says, not opening his eyes.

Mike snorts. “I don’t want to,” he says. “I just—”

“You don’t want to, I don’t want to,” Liam says. “So let’s not.”

“We need to talk about this,” Mike says.

“Don’t wanna,” Liam mumbles.

“Liam,” Mike says.

“Us talking about this is just going to be you saying shit you don’t mean,” Liam says. “And since I’m moving here anyway, it’s not going to do anything but make us both feel shitty, which is stupid, because I want to be here, and you want me to be here. I don’t want to fight just because you don’t want to admit we’re in a serious relationship. I traveled all day, I’m too tired for this.”

Mike glowers at Liam, though it feels empty, since Liam still hasn’t opened his eyes.

“Bed,” Liam says. “Sleep.”

“Fine,” Mike says, because honestly, it’d probably go exactly like Liam said, and Mike doesn’t feel like proving him right.

*

Liam’s the one behind the wheel when they leave for Duluth the next morning. His driving hurts Mike’s soul in general, and even more when it’s his truck, but Mike drives as little as possible now, and only short distances. Two hours is shitty, and with Liam in the car, Mike’s not comfortable stopping every half hour like he usually does, because it’ll just get the kid worrying about him. 

It isn’t too bad a drive, even though Liam picks the music. Liam’s tan, at least compared to usual, hair gone lighter with the sun, freckles on his cheeks and arms, popping up the way Mike’s learned they always do in the summer. Mike watches the flex of his forearms as he shimmies in his seat, singing along to some pop song on the radio that sounds exactly like the one before it, and the one before that. Mike’s getting old, hell, Mike’s been old, and here’s Liam singing at the top of his lungs, seat dancing, wearing a backwards cap without an ounce of irony and somehow fucking pulling it off. Mike’s not sure how this happened to him, but then, it’s been happening for a long time. You’d think he’d be used to it by now.

They get in around noon, and Mike’s mom meets them at the door.

“We brought potato salad,” Liam tells her.

“He was zero help,” Mike says, lest she believes the ‘we’.

“I supervised,” Liam argues.

If you consider supervising to be talking a mile a minute and making a game of how goddamn much you can get underfoot before potato salad doesn’t happen, then yes, Liam supervised.

“Liam, you want a beer?” his mom asks. She looks over at Mike, blink and you’d miss it, and Mike’s jaw clenches as Liam does the same thing.

“If you’re having one, Lori,” Liam says finally. He called her ‘Mrs. Brouwer’ when he met her the first time, and Mike winced so hard on his behalf he thought he pulled something, set him straight the second they left.

She gets herself and Liam beers and makes Mike dish them out some potato salad, assemble some sandwiches. Better him in the kitchen than her, even if it’s just sandwiches. She’d screw them up somehow. Her and Liam are alike in that way, along with stubborn streaks a mile wide and a tendency to stick their nose in Mike’s business.

“Where’s Tom?” Mike asks around one, after they’ve gravitated outside and Mike’s tried mostly successfully not to drowse in the heat while his mom pries Liam’s life story out of him. Tom’s often late, but considering he lives ten minutes away instead of two hours, this is a little pathetic, and Mike wants a buffer between Liam and his mom. Tom and Mike can roll their eyes at each other while Tom’s girlfriend Amber and Liam try to see who can get more words in edgewise, and Mike can steer his mom to her one and only grandkid if she starts getting nosy. Definitely safer.

“They went to the lake house,” his mother says. “Have you been, Liam?”

Mike narrows his eyes at her. Considering the cabin is Mike’s, he suspects she has something to do with this, because generally the only time Tom heads there is when him and Mike go together.

“Nope,” Liam says. “Mike says it’s a ‘guy thing’.”

It is a guy thing, and Liam would fucking hate it. Mike knows him. He’d last maybe half an hour fishing before he got bored. There’s no wifi or cable and the reception’s for shit. He’d go out of his mind, and he’d take Mike with him.

Mike’s mother still frowns at him. Mike looks back unapologetically.

“Made too much potato salad then,” Mike says. “Could have told me.”

“I’ll eat it,” Liam volunteers unhelpfully.

Liam does end up eating a second serving of potato salad, and Liam and his mom have moved on to Liam’s Juniors years by the time the sun and heat get to Mike and he takes a nap on the lounge chair. The sun hasn’t moved much when he comes up, so they should still be on Juniors, knowing Liam’s verbosity.

“I’m a little surprised you didn’t stay with the Red Wings,” his mother says, which is not fucking Juniors.

“They basically offered me nothing,” Liam says. “I don’t blame them or anything, they don’t have the money to keep me. I wanted to make a bit of a change anyway, play somewhere I’ll stay in the top six, and the North Stars offered me that.” 

“Mike had nothing to do with it?” his mom asks, and Mike should shut this the fuck down because that is none of her business, but he doesn’t.

Liam’s quiet. “Of course he did,” he says finally. “I mean, he’s pissed at me for not asking him about it, but he would have said no, and — yeah. I wanted to be here. Wanted to be with him properly.”

“He’s happy about it,” his mom says. “I know he’d rather get his teeth pulled than say it, but he loves the hell out of you.”

Mike thinks it’s about goddamn time he wakes up.

*

Mike makes dinner so Liam doesn’t end up eating potato salad for every meal while his mom and Liam go back and forth on going to see the fireworks, but by the time dusk rolls around Liam’s half asleep on the couch and his mom doesn’t look much more awake. They watch the news, Liam slumped against him, head on Mike’s shoulder, and Mike steadfastly ignores the look his mom sends him.

“Want me to make up the couch now?” she asks.

“I got it,” Mike says, and nudges Liam until he goes to sit at the kitchen table, eyes still half shut.

“You boys sleep well then,” Mike’s mom says, pats Mike’s shoulder as she walks by.

Mike makes up the couch, steering Liam over to it. Liam obediently gets onto the sofa bed, and Mike follows, shutting the lights off.

“I just realized something,” Liam says after a minute, sounding wide awake. Of course the second you turn out the light he’s got his energy back, because he is apparently a toddler. “Mike, hey.”

Mike grunts.

“You didn’t swear once today,” Liam says, sounding awed.

“Who the fuck swears in front of their mother?” Mike asks.

“Not once,” Liam says, then, “I like your mom.”

“She likes you,” Mike says, and then to a doubtful noise from Liam, “Seriously, if she didn’t like you, you’d know it.”

“Good,” Liam says, then shifts closer. Mike thinks it was supposed to be subtle, but the springs creak with every move he makes. “Guess we’re not having sex on this bed,” Liam says.

“Not a fucking chance,” Mike agrees.

*

Liam heads out a few days after Independence Day, but this time it’s with the understanding he’s coming back, and not just to visit, but to stay. Mike’s still getting used to that. Trying to figure out how he feels about it. 

Liam goes to Detroit, not Halifax, starts to arrange for his shit to get packed up and sent to St. Paul, and it’s barely a week before he’s right back at Mike’s, getting things arranged, far more organized about it than when he was nineteen and whining because Mike refused to let him move in with him. 

Liam hires a realtor, starts looking at places in the same neighborhood as Mike’s, even though he could afford a much better one. Mike’s neighborhood isn’t shitty or anything, but he bought all the house he needed, didn’t bother with anything fancy. He made good money in his career, but he’s got medical bills to pay, is going to have to keep paying them until the day he dies.

Mike imagines the realtor thinks it’s odd too, a dude who just inked a deal for almost five million dollars a year looking in a neighborhood where half the houses are a hundred years old, and not in the attractive way. After years of renovations by him and Tom, his place doesn’t show it on the inside, but Mike got it for a song for a reason. Guy’s probably annoyed Liam’s being stubborn about it, because the kind of commission he’s getting on a place like this isn’t anywhere near what he’d get if Liam would get something in his actual price range.

This is all guesswork, though. Mike doesn’t go with Liam. He has no interest in meeting the guy, just knows his name’s Greg and he’s a North Stars fan, asked Liam for an autograph when they met, which Mike finds fucking tacky.

It’s pissing Mike off, those jaunts Liam keeps going on with Greg, and he examines that feeling for a second. He’s not pissed that Liam’s looking close, since he’ll be around all the time anyway, probably spend more time at Mike’s place than his own. May as well save himself a drive, and Mike lives close to the arena, so it’s not like it’s inconvenient.

Liam settling for less than he can afford doesn’t bother Mike either. Honestly, the sooner Liam learns good money management the better. He may be making more in a year than Mike did in almost a decade, but he won’t be playing forever, and Mike knows better than anyone that you can get sidelined long before you were expecting your career to end.

The thing is, it makes zero sense for Liam to get his own place when Mike has no doubt he’ll be spending all his time underfoot at Mike’s. Mike’s got the room. He thought, years back, that living with Liam would drive him nuts, but it’s been surprisingly easy when he’s visited during the summers. Mike would think that was a guest effect, but Liam’s never bothered to act like a guest, makes himself at home the second he sets his bags down.

Logically, purely logically, it makes the most sense for Mike to ask Liam to move in with him. It saves Liam money, saves him from shuttling back and forth from Mike’s and a place he’ll barely spend time at, makes things less complicated.

Mike dreads asking. It’s not that he thinks Liam’s going to say no: he knows he won’t. He also knows Liam’s going to make a giant fucking thing out of it. Still, it’s easier to bite the bullet and ask than to let Liam slowly move all his shit in and pretend he doesn’t notice Liam doing it, which is what he’s pretty sure would happen otherwise. Subtle, thy name is not Fitzgerald.

Mike drags his feet on it for a couple days before Liam makes the choice for him, mentioning over breakfast that he’s going to meet up with Greg in the afternoon.

“Cancel that,” Mike says.

Liam frowns. “He’s lined up like three places, I can’t just—”

“You don’t need a house,” Mike says.

“Actually, I kind of—” Liam says, then stops all at once. He’s not stupid, for all he pretends to be when it suits him. “Really?”

Mike shrugs. “Doesn’t seem all that necessary considering you’re just going to be hanging around here anyway,” he says.

“Let me get this straight,” Liam says.

“Jesus Christ,” Mike sighs.

“You’re asking me to move in with you,” Liam says.

“It just makes the most sense,” Mike says, then, “Quit looking at me like that.”

Liam continues to grin like a fucking lunatic.

“That’s honestly fucking creepy,” Mike says, and if anything, Liam’s grin widens.

“Ask me again,” Liam says, shamelessly basking in the situation. “Properly this time.”

“One time only offer,” Mike says. “Take it or leave it before I take it off the table entirely.”

“You’re no fun,” Liam complains.

“You taking it or leaving it?” Mike asks.

“Oh come on,” Liam says, like they both know the answer to that, and yeah. They do.

Liam’s shit is already sitting in Mike’s spare room, since he had no other address to ship it to, so moving him in doesn’t take all that long. Liam’s clothes overtake Mike’s in his drawers, Liam’s cheap silverware — probably IKEA shit — goes into the garage along with basically everything from his pathetic kitchen box, waiting for a trip to Goodwill. Liam’s stupid Playstation gets plugged into Mike’s TV; a Fitzgerald family picture ends up on his mantel. Liam’s shoes take up most of Mike’s hall closet: he’s clearly got a problem Mike didn’t know about until now.  

At the end of the day, Mike’s place doesn’t feel like his. Or maybe it doesn’t feel like just his. Either way, it’s a weird feeling, grabbing pajama bottoms from a newly stuffed drawer. Some things are the same: Liam’s shampoo, conditioner, body wash were already in the shower, his razor beside Mike’s, his toothbrush sharing the same cup. It’s like any other time Liam’s visited for more than a day or two, except this time there’s no real end date in mind.

“You’re okay with this, right?” Liam asks after they’ve exchanged lazy, tired handjobs, turned off the light. His voice is quiet, like he’s not sure he wants the answer.

“Wouldn’t have asked if I wasn’t,” Mike says, which is true enough.

*

Mike dreads telling his mom Liam moved in almost as much as he dreaded asking Liam, but he knows exactly how much shit she’s going to give him if she finds out firsthand. It’s a legitimate concern, because she’s been visiting more frequently in the last year or two. She’s quit with the ‘I just happened to be in the neighborhood two fucking hours away from where I live’ excuse she used to use, just says it’s the only way she can see him, and they both pretend it’s a just a visit and not her checking in. The last thing Mike needs is Liam opening the door to one of those surprise visits and his mom never letting him live it down.

“So Liam’s moving in with me,” Mike says, when they’ve exhausted the topics of Tom and his girlfriend and their son, which takes awhile, because his mom’s completely besotted with her grandkid. Good thing too, because it looks like he’s the only one she’s getting. Mike’s sure as shit not providing her any, and Tom and Amber both seem content with Sam. Or, in the words of Tom, “I love him, but fuck if I’m having another. I’m going to be catching up on sleep for the rest of my life.”

“That’s quite a step,” his mom says. She doesn’t sound particularly surprised. Mike’s trying not to take offense.

“Well,” Mike says. “He would have been sticking around all the time anyway. Just seemed like the most efficient solution.”

“Efficient,” she says.

“Yeah,” Mike says. 

“Most people don’t ask someone to move in with them because it’s efficient,” his mom says.

“I do,” Mike says.

“Not because you want him to live with you or anything,” she says.

“Well,” Mike says. “He’d be sticking around all the time anyway, so—”

“So it’s efficient,” she says.

“Exactly,” Mike says, and pretends he doesn’t hear her laughing at him.

“I’m happy for you,” his mom says, and Mike asks about her gardening just to change the damn subject.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 24

 

Liam takes to the North Stars with unsurprising alacrity. 

The kid never had any trouble making friends on the Oilers, even when he spent half his time trotting at Mike’s heels, and from what Mike gathered, he was close to a few of the Red Wings, got along well enough with everyone else. Mike imagines anyone who didn’t immediately like the kid buckled to the sheer brute force of his personality, those oddly charming moments when he was actively trying to be annoying but landed on endearing instead. Everyone’s little brother, Jacobi said, and that was true enough, except, Mike supposes, in Mike’s case.

Liam bounces his way through training camp, somehow still having enough energy at the end of the day to needle Mike. Training camp’s sure as shit one of the things Mike doesn’t miss about hockey, though you wouldn’t be able to tell, looking at Liam, how fucking draining it is. Mike sometimes wonders if he has emergency reserves of energy to keep himself bouncing along like the Energizer Bunny long after everyone else is on the verge of collapse.

Liam makes the team, which isn’t much of a surprise. Makes the first line, which is more of one, because Mike’s pretty sure they signed him as a second-line center. But either that streak of genius in the playoffs hasn’t run itself out, or Liam’s finally reached his potential, because once the season starts, Mike can tell he deserves that spot, even from listening to the radio broadcasts. The North Stars aren’t the team the Red Wings were, a team almost guaranteed to make the postseason every year, but Liam might take them to that point, grit his teeth and do it single-handedly if he has to.

He’s a force of nature. Mike knows that better than anyone. 

Liam likes it in St. Paul, which Mike guesses is good. He likes his team. He fits in well. He even gets a good winter coat after Mike pushes him enough times. 

Liam’s team is objectively ridiculous, caught up in a bunch of petty shit that sounds more like Juniors than anything, or maybe high school, though the two are often one and the same. There’s apparently a rookie with a crush on a vet — a vet only a year older than Liam, which is a crazy fucking thought — which Liam of course has to tell Mike everything about with clear relish.

Fuck, Mike feels for Novak. If that rookie of his is anything like Liam was, he’s going to have a crisis on his hands sooner rather than later.

More often than not, Liam’s coming home and telling him about all the ridiculous fucking drama that’s happening around him. He’s got such an inside track on it Mike’s wondering if he’s taken up spying. Probably not: he’d be caught in two seconds flat. Pestering information out of people though, Mike can absolutely see that. 

Mike can’t think of any team he played on ever approaching the drama that Liam gleefully tells him about, and Mike’s torn between thinking Liam’s exaggerating it, or that he’s a catalyst. Fuck knows life on the Oilers got a lot more dramatic for Mike when Liam strolled onto the roster.

*

It’s a mere four months into the season when Liam takes him aside, looking serious for once.

“You cool with me telling the guys I have a boyfriend?” Liam asks, and then before Mike can say anything, “I live with you, telling me I’m not your boyfriend is actively deluded at this point, Michael.”

Mike gives him the finger, but he really has no rebuttal there. Mike’s sure as shit not going to be calling anyone his boyfriend — it sounds like a word you should toss after high school — lover makes him want to gag, and partner puts a formal spin on things that makes him uncomfortable, so he’s got nothing. He’d prefer to go without labels entirely, but it’s not like Liam’s wrong. 

“Not comfortable with your team knowing about me,” Mike says. He knows some of the older guys, never played with any, but played against them. Hell, that last fight, the one that finally knocked his head permanently askew, that was against one of the North Stars, though he hasn’t mentioned it to Liam, hopes Liam never realizes if he hasn’t already. Novak’s one of the guys Liam gravitated to the quickest —  apparently he likes the enforcers even when he isn’t trying to fuck ‘em — and Mike doesn't want to spoil that. Not Novak’s fault that was the final straw, but Mike doubts Liam would see it that way.

“I wouldn’t tell them about you, exactly,” Liam says. “Like, is it cool if I just…let them know I have a boyfriend? Not that it’s the infamous Mike Brouwer?”

Time for the fucking finger again.

“S’your prerogative,” Mike says, though he doesn’t like it. Doesn’t matter if he likes it or not, though, because he doesn’t have the right to tell Liam to keep his life quiet unless it’s the parts of his life that directly include Mike. And it technically does, but if he’s not attaching Mike’s name to his that gets into grayer area, and Mike refuses to be the kind of controlling shithead that dictates what Liam is or isn’t allowed to do like he’s got any valid claim on him. He saw enough of that growing up.

“That mean yes?” Liam asks, and Mike knows, he fucking knows Liam understood him the first time.

“That’s a yes,” Mike says anyway, since Liam seems intent on making Mike say it outright. “But if it backfires on you, don’t come crying to me.”

“It won’t,” Liam says confidently. Mike wonders what that’s like, trusting everyone around you to accept you exactly as you are. Nice, he bets, right up until it isn’t true.

Liam’s determined at breakfast the next morning, because once he’s decided on something, of course he’s got to do it right away. Mike guesses it’s better that Liam’s doing it at home so he can escape at the end of the day if it all goes to shit, but, honestly, he wishes he wasn’t doing it at all. Not his business, though. Well, sort of his business. Not his choice. 

Mike’s restless all day. Anxious, maybe, though the word doesn’t quite fit. The world isn’t all rosy like Liam acts like it is, and Mike wishes the kid would realize that, but at the same time, he doesn’t. At the same time, he wants to hurt anyone who’d undermine Liam’s effortless faith in things working out, even when that person is him. Especially when that person is him. 

He tries to listen to the radio coverage of Liam’s game, but it’s hard not to get distracted from it, wondering if Liam’s told them yet — probably, in fact, almost definitely, because after the game’s no time to do it, what with reporters hanging around and everyone heading off at different times. They win — Liam goes pointless, but he had two points last game, so no one’s going to say shit, probably, but maybe he couldn’t get on the board because he was distracted, or upset, or —

Mike jumps up from the couch when he hears Liam’s key in the lock, wonders if him coming straight home is a bad sign. The North Stars often go out after a win at home, and Liam joins them sometimes, sometimes doesn’t, so it’s not like it’s unusual for Liam to be home early, but —

Mike sits back down, doesn’t want to look like he’s been actively waiting for him, because he wasn’t. Doesn’t want to look anxious, because he isn’t.

Liam flips off the light in the hallway — Mike drilling energy conservation into his head has apparently started to show results — and comes into the living room, presumably to do the same.

“You’re up,” Liam says, sounding surprised. It’s not that late, but Mike is admittedly usually in bed when Liam gets home, if not sleeping.

“Anyone give you shit?” Mike asks.

Liam shrugs. “Nope,” he says. “I mean, except about the fact that I wouldn’t tell them anything about my boyfriend other than that I had one. Apparently I was being ‘suspiciously secretive’.”

What is it with hockey players and treating privacy like a foreign fucking concept, Mike wants to know.

“Wait, are you still up because you were worried about me?” Liam asks. 

“Going to bed,” Mike says.

“That’s so sweet,” Liam says, following him up the stairs like an annoyingly gleeful shadow. “You’re so sweet.”

“You want to sleep in the bed too, you might want to stop there,” Mike says.

“You are probably the only person alive who would make someone sleep on the couch for calling them sweet,” Liam says.

Mike shrugs a shoulder. Could be, but if Liam keeps it up he’s going to have to deal with the couch murdering his back all night. Well, they have a guest room, so no, but the threat’s there.

“I don’t know why you were worried,” Liam says, after they’ve undressed and gotten into bed.

Mike would deny he was worried at all — worried isn’t the word, even, maybe just tense. Except the fact that Liam can’t even imagine something like that backfiring, imagine that anyone could have an issue with him being gay in the hyper-masculine environment of hockey, that’s absolutely incomprehensible to Mike.

“It’s 2023, Mike,” Liam says, when he says as much. “Players have been out for over ten years now, and that’s just to the public. I was thirteen freaking years old when Riley and Lapointe came out.”

And Mike was twenty-five, the same age as Liam is now. Christ, if Liam wanted to make Mike feel old, it worked.

“What’s the point you’re trying to make here?” Mike asks.

“People are over this,” Liam says, all big eyed and earnest, like he truly believes that.

“They’re really not,” Mike says. 

“No one gave me shit,” Liam says. “Not even a little bit.”

“Good,” Mike says. Or he’d have to — well, be furious about it. Not much else he could do.

“So you don’t have to go knocking any heads together, okay?” Liam says.

Mike could do that too, he supposes.

No one saying anything to Liam’s face doesn’t really mean much, Mike knows. Doesn’t mean they aren’t saying shit behind his back, doesn’t mean they aren’t thinking shit, doesn’t mean that some of them aren’t going to flinch away from a hug or feel self-conscious in the locker room when they strip to their skivvies. Doesn’t mean, contrary to Liam’s belief, that they don’t care.

Still, Mike guesses it’s something. And Liam’s happy right now, happy enough that it’s obvious that despite the blase way he approached it, he was worried it wouldn’t work out, that someone would say shit, make it a thing. And maybe they will, maybe that’s coming, but right now, Mike doesn’t see the harm in letting Liam be happy for a night.

*

It’s an objectively stupid moment that Mike realizes he’s going to be stuck with Liam for the rest of his life.

They’re doing the crossword, Liam reading out the questions and carefully filling the small boxes in pencil when Mike gives him an answer. Liam’s feet are tucked under Mike’s thighs, because they get cold easily, and he’s wearing an old button up of Mike’s that doesn’t fit Mike anymore — Mike is firmly ignoring his expanding girth, because it’s fucking depressing — but sure as shit doesn’t fit Liam, who’s drowning in it. Still, he looks good, the way he always does in Mike’s clothes. The pencil’s scored up by imprints of his teeth, since he keeps sticking it in his mouth when both of them get stumped, no matter how many times Mike tells him to quit it.

Mike looks over at him, so pleased he knew the answer to the capital of Idaho without even asking Mike, and he doesn’t look anything like that kid that stubborned his way into Mike’s bed. Or he does: still has those big blues Mike’s always been helpless in the face of, still practically vibrates with contained energy, still smaller than just about everyone in the league. Still has the best ass Mike’s ever seen. 

But he’s built like a cannonball now, which is fitting, considering that’s the way he lives, smashing through every obstacle in his path. He’s finally capable of growing facial hair without looking like he just rubbed some dirt on his face, and he's predictably negligent about shaving it, so Mike ends up with stubble burn in the weirdest places. He’s got the start of lines around his eyes, which isn’t surprising considering how much he fucking smiles.

This is the shit no one tells you about when they talk domesticity: Liam mispronouncing a former NFLer’s name and bitching about the American bias to the crossword, like it’s not a fucking American newspaper they’re reading, scratching out each question with a cheerful and determined flick of his wrist when they get the answer. 

They don’t tell you that somehow your idiot housemate will break the dishwasher not once but twice in the first six months he’s living with you, that the rookies on his team will make a game of trying to figure out who he’s dating, because he won’t tell them; it’s probably the only thing he won’t, chronic oversharer that he is. That you’ll make gallons of potato salad for a team potluck, because no one deserves to experience Liam’s cooking. 

They don’t tell you that when you let a ridiculous teenager with more balls than sense into your bed, you aren’t getting him to leave. If Mike knew that, he never would have done anything with Liam, wouldn’t have considered it for even a second.

It would have been a mistake.

“What?” Liam asks, looking up from the crossword like he can feel Mike’s eyes on him.

“Nothing,” Mike says, leaning over to press a kiss to Liam’s temple, and tries and fails to bite back a smile when Liam visibly preens at the attention.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 25

 

It’s Mike’s own goddamn fault, and he knows it.

It’s been a few months since the docs upgraded their diagnosis of the occasional, and then less than occasional, hand tremors from ‘side effects of the meds, effect of the concussions, honestly who the fuck knows, we sure as hell don’t’, to Parkinson’s. Parkinson’s falls under the whole ‘shit, sorry your head’s fucking broken, have some more shit to deal with on top of everything else’ umbrella, but they know something about it at least, more than the rest of the shit he deals with. 

It’s obviously not particularly good news, so Mike’s resolutely ignoring the long term effects and focusing on the day to day part of it for now, the day to day part of it being the damn tremors he’s been dealing with for years, but more of them, and worse, and here to stay. 

All that to say Mike knew his hands weren’t reliable anymore, he knew the slightest tremor could get a lot bigger if he tried to do anything that required precise hand-eye coordination, but the ones he was dealing with seemed small enough to ignore, small enough that he could compensate for them if he was careful.

The problem with cooking isn’t so much the required precision — Mike knows better than to do anything where steady hands are absolutely necessary for the recipe to turn out right — but that just about anything that isn’t some simple ass recipe calls for prep that involves knife skills. And Mike has them. Had, he’s sure as shit not going to say, because when his hands aren’t shaking, he’s still got the precision. Problem is they’ve been shaking more and more, and sometimes he doesn’t know when they’re going to start.

Today they start trembling hard in the middle of him chopping veg. As timing goes, it really couldn’t be fucking worse, and the knife slips right into his thumb instead of the cucumber. Mike keeps his knives sharp, and he doesn’t even feel it at first. The blood’s tracked down his hand and reached his wrist before it starts to sting, and by then there’s enough blood that he knows it’s deep.

“Fuck,” Mike hisses, snatching the nearest dish towel and wrapping his thumb.

“Liam?” Mike calls. The towel’s already more red than white, and his thumb’s throbbing hard with his heartbeat. He’s almost certain he needs stitches, and he probably can’t drive with the way he’s bleeding.

“One sec,” Liam calls back.

“Now,” Mike yells.

“I was actually in the middle of—” Liam says as he comes into the kitchen, then goes very quiet.

“Can you drive me to the hospital?” Mike asks. Fucking shame it’s too late to head to any walk-in clinics: they’re going to be stuck waiting hours for a couple of damn stitches.

“What happened?” Liam asks.

“Cut my thumb,” Mike says.

“How?” Liam asks.

“With a knife,” Mike says.

“No shit,” Liam says, “I meant — I’ll get the car started.”

Liam’s almost completely silent during the drive to the hospital — a short one, thankfully, because Mike made sure of that when he bought his place. His face is pale even under the passing streetlights, a dim orange glow to him.

“Sorry,” Mike says, when the silence starts getting to him more than apologizing would.

“For what?” Liam asks.

“Making you drive,” Mike says. “Plus we’re probably going to be stuck in the waiting room for hours.” He’d tell Liam not to bother sticking around, but he knows Liam would ignore him.

“Oh fuck off,” Liam snaps, and Mike guesses that is probably the least of their worries right now, yeah. Still, he’s not going to apologize for anything else, so if Liam’s waiting for that, he’ll be waiting awhile.

The emergency room’s not the worst Mike’s seen it, but it’s busier than he’d like, and they give him some gauze for his thumb before leaving the two of them to settle in for a long wait. Probably the only good thing about that wait is that it gives them time to fill out the forms, which take fucking forever, and even longer because Mike can’t do it himself right now.

Mike resents dictating his extensive medical history to Liam, but it’s his right thumb he cut, so he doesn’t have much of a choice. Resents it more when Liam’s handwriting has to get smaller and smaller, cramped and almost illegible, as Mike lists the medications he’s on. The pen stops a few times as Mike’s rattling the meds off — his memory’s still okay, though the docs keep warning him that won’t last, fuck ‘em — and stops entirely at one point.

“Jesus, Mike,” Liam says, almost a whisper.

Liam’s probably seen him take them all at one point or another: the pills he takes when he wakes up, the pills he takes with meals, the pills he takes when he goes to bed. The pills he only takes when he feels a migraine coming on, and the pills he doesn’t take unless the migraine’s reached unbearable because the side-effects are so fucking bad, and the brand new set of pills he got after he was diagnosed with Parkinson’s. 

Liam’s seen Mike take his pills probably hundreds of times, and he knows what each of them do, makes Mike explain each new drug when it’s prescribed to him, but Mike knows there’s got to be a difference between seeing Mike taking them and seeing how goddamn many there are scrawled in stark blue ink.

“What’s the date?” Liam asks finally, because of course he doesn’t know, doesn’t seem to classify days beyond ‘game day’ and ‘not game day’ and occasionally ‘holiday!’, and when Mike tells him he writes it down, hand enviably steady on the page.

It doesn’t take them long to stitch Mike up, and they’re a lot better at it than the guys who’d do it quick and messy during a game, the stitches just needing to hold long enough to get him back into the crush of it. Mike’s dealt with a shit-ton worse, and so has Liam, but Liam looks pale and washed out in a way Mike’s never seen him, eyes unwaveringly on where they’re stitching Mike back together again.

He doesn’t look any better in the car, so white it looks like he’s the one with the blood loss, not Mike. He keeps the radio off, which is unusual, keeps his eyes on the road like if he looks away for even a second they’ll get lost, won’t be able to find their way back home.

“I’m fine,” Mike says. “Liam, I’m fine.” 

Liam doesn’t say anything, and he doesn’t look like he believes him.

*

When they get home Liam’s quiet, helpful. He cleans up the detritus of dinner prep, heats up leftovers Mike was hoping would be lunch tomorrow, even puts toothpaste on Mike’s toothbrush when they’re heading to bed.

Mike knows that won’t last, not the quiet, not the helpful. It was good to have him there, but Mike has a feeling he’s going to wish Liam was on the road tonight, wish he could have taken a cab and gotten it done and downplayed how bad it looked before they’d stitched him up, pretended he’d been on the phone with his mom or some shit, blame it on distraction instead of his useless fucking hands.

It doesn’t take long for that regret to rear its head. Liam sleeps curled around him that night, and Mike tolerates it, because it seems to calm him, and at least it means Mike isn’t going to knock his hand or anything. Liam goes through one cup of coffee and half of breakfast bleary eyed and quiet, and Mike almost has it in him to hope things aren’t going to change before Liam puts his fork down.

“So,” he says.

Mike takes a wary sip of tea.

“We need to talk about last night,” Liam says. He sounds fairly calm so far, and Mike would usually take that as a good sign, maybe relax his guard. Right now, though, it makes him ever warier.

“Do we?” Mike asks. “I was clumsy, I cut myself. End of story.”

“You weren’t clumsy,” Liam says. “You’re not clumsy.”

And Mike guesses he isn’t. That it isn’t the same thing as clumsiness, though it’s just stupid fucking semantics if he cut his thumb because he was clumsy, or distracted, or because his goddamn hands don’t do what he needs them to do anymore.

“What if I had been on the road?” Liam asks.

“I don’t need both thumbs to call a cab,” Mike says. “Pretty sure I could have gotten to the hospital just fine without you. Fuck knows I’ve spent enough time in them by myself.”

That was the wrong thing to say, brings up an argument that’s been going on since before Liam even moved to Minnesota, Liam offering to come with Mike, Liam asking to come with Mike, Liam begging to come with Mike, until Mike finally cracked and let Liam come to an appointment with his neurologist, half horrified and half amused when Liam peppered rapidfire questions at the guy until he looked like he wanted to hide under his desk.

“And then what?” Liam asks. “The second I got home you would have pretended it was fucking nothing, all, ‘no big deal, not like I almost cut my thumb off’.”

“It was a vertical cut, not horizontal,” Mike says, the only retort he has, because Liam’s not wrong about the rest of it.

“Oh, sorry,” Liam says. “Not like I almost bled to death, then!”

“You’re overreacting,” Mike says.

“And you don’t take your own fucking health seriously!” Liam says.

“No?” Mike says. “I take a dozen fucking pills a day and I go to a half dozen fucking specialists for my goddamn health and I don’t take my health seriously? You’re going to go with that, Liam?”

“Your safety, then,” Liam says. “You can’t go around using sharp objects right now, not with Parkinson’s, and you know it.”

“And what the fuck else can I do then?” Mike asks without entirely meaning to. 

Can’t play hockey — that one came early, and would have been true by now anyway, Mike too old, not good enough. Hard to swallow at the time, but he’s mostly made his peace with it. Can’t read unless shit’s got big print, and not for long even if it does. Can’t watch hockey, or anything with a lot of movement. Can’t really exercise, unless you count a leisurely walk exercise, which Mike doesn’t. 

All his damn hobbies before, they’re gone, and Mike started cooking more, elevated it from something he did just to feed himself to something he did to impress himself, and now what, he can’t do that too? The fuck does he have left? How long before it’s even short drives, or walking more than a block or two, or having sex with Liam, or basic fucking functioning?

“Let me help you cook,” Liam says.

“No,” Mike says.

“You obviously can’t—” Liam says, then seems to rethink whatever he’s about to say, which Mike thinks is a good fucking plan. “Knives aren’t safe for you,” he goes with finally, which still makes Mike tense. “Let me help you for once, Mike.”

“So I guess we’re just going to starve, then, because there’s no fucking way I’m eating your cooking,” Mike says.

“I can chop up stuff,” Liam says. “You can still do the like, magic part.”

It’s not really a bad idea, honestly, ‘magic part’ aside, and it’s something Liam’s done before, though not often. Mike resents the idea he needs help, but it’s — it’s not wrong, exactly. When he’s home, if Mike’s making food, Liam’s usually right there with him, and while the idea of him actually being helpful rather than underfoot is, well, nothing short of miraculous, it won’t fundamentally change anything.

“Fine,” Mike says. “But I’m drawing the line at chopping. Anything else, shit’s probably going to be inedible.”

“Rude,” Liam says, but he doesn’t argue.

*

Liam’s fucking terrible at prep.

That’s something Mike’s known forever, but shit needs to get chopped, and he still flat out refuses to be one of those assholes who buys pre-cut vegetables or fruit that costs five times as fucking much as the normal stuff. Liam sighs all dramatically when Mike shuns it at the grocery store, an unspoken ‘I’m a fucking millionaire and so are you’, but it’s the principle of the thing. They could be goddamn billionaires and Mike wouldn’t buy the pre-cut shit.

Mike’s always figured Liam’s ineptitude was him trying to get out of cooking or just not giving a shit, because it’s not like there’s some innate skill to chopping things into vaguely similar shapes. Apparently he’s wrong about that though, because Liam goes slow now, tongue sticking out of his mouth a little like he’s concentrating the best he can, and he still can’t get the damn vegetables chopped properly. Kid can sink a puck through a goalie’s legs from thirty feet away but can’t cut a tomato without carnage ensuing. It makes no fucking sense.

The first dinner Liam makes without any help from Mike — Mike was at the doctor’s, or he sure as shit would have stepped in — is, to put it politely, disgusting.

“That’s not polite,” Liam says. 

“I didn’t say fucking disgusting,” Mike says.

“You just did!” Liam says.

Mike pokes suspiciously at his plate. Honestly, fucking disgusting is polite.

Liam grabs Mike’s plate and his own, walks them straight to the trash. Mike would complain about wasting food, but better that than eating it.

“I did try,” Liam says while he’s rinsing the dishes off. “I followed the recipe and everything.”

He sounds genuinely upset, so Mike pulls his phone out before going over to him, wrapping an arm around his waist. “What do you feel like ordering?” he asks, mouth against Liam’s temple, and orders Thai at Liam’s request, even though he isn’t feeling it himself, most of his former favorites too spicy — even when he asks for mild — for the fragile bitch his stomach is now. 

Mike tries to train Liam after that in the hopes of promoting him from inexpert line cook to inexpert sous chef, but it’s a losing effort. It doesn’t matter how much guidance Mike gives him, if Mike doesn’t do it himself, it’s not done right. And he’s not just being picky here — even Liam looks forlornly at his attempts, pushes them around on his plate before asking whether Mike wants Chinese or pizza delivered. It’s a damn good thing that he gets fed on the road, fed by Mike when he’s home, or he’d be living on delivery all the damn time, and fuck knows what that’d do to his sodium levels.

They get more food delivered in a month than they did the entire previous year, and Mike hates it, but there’s not much he can do about it. The first few weeks his thumb was less than useless, and the pills they put him on when he was diagnosed with Parkinson’s don’t seem to be doing shit for the tremors. 

And it’s not just his hands: his energy’s starting to flag, so sometimes when it comes around time to start dinner, Mike can’t even be bothered to assemble the ingredients, let alone offer an impromptu cooking lesson. When Liam’s home, he does his best to feed them well, make sure Liam’s following his nutrition plan, but he finds that when Liam’s out of town, he isn’t bothering with anything more complicated than a sandwich, maybe some pasta if he can be bothered to turn the stove on. 

He’s so fucking tired. He’s not even forty yet, and he’s so fucking tired all the time, and he’s pretty sure that it isn’t going to get better. 

*

It doesn’t get better.

What a fucking surprise.

Mike wakes up groggy and disoriented, and it takes him a few seconds to realize he’s on the couch and the footsteps must be Liam coming home from practice. Mike sat down for a fucking minute after Liam left, and at least three hours have passed. He was supposed to have lunch made. 

Mike doesn’t even have time to get vertical, pretend he was doing anything other than sleeping, before Liam gets to the living room.

“You feeling okay?” is the first thing Liam says.

“It’s not a migraine,” Mike says, because that’s what Liam was getting at, and it’s a better answer than ‘no’. He says ‘no’, Liam worries, and he already worries too much as it is.

“You want some lunch?” Liam asks.

“Not if you’re making it,” Mike says, closing his eyes again. “Give me a sec, I’ll get up and make us something.”

“I picked us up a couple of salads on the way home,” Liam says, and Mike should be annoyed — buying salads is the biggest waste of money when you consider the cost of the ingredients and how little labor is involved — but instead, he’s just relieved he doesn’t have to do anything.

Even with his eyes shut he feels Liam moving long before Liam bends over, kisses him on the forehead. “Go back to sleep,” he says, and that’s almost enough to make Mike resist the pull of it, but not quite. “I’ll leave yours in the fridge.”

Mike’s not sure if he says anything in response.

When he wakes up again, Liam’s already left for his game, and Mike eats his wilting, overpriced salad in front of the North Stars game, eyes on an e-reader so he doesn’t get dizzy watching it. He falls asleep between the second and the third and only wakes up to the roar of the crowd during a goal, turning the TV off and trudging to bed.

The next morning Mike looks up the box score while Liam sleeps beside him, finds out the kid scored the game-winner, and he slept through it. Mike presses a kiss to his sleeping shoulder, and gets up to make him waffles, as exhausted as he is, because Liam loves them.

“What’s this for?” Liam asks, halfway through destroying a stack of waffles.

“Game winner,” Mike says, instead of ‘penance’.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 26

 

Mike doesn’t know why he thought Liam would let shit go. It’s not like he ever has before.

His thumb’s just barely healed when he comes downstairs one morning to find Liam sitting at the kitchen table with so many pieces of paper surrounding him that Mike wonders if their printer has any ink remaining.

“Contract shit?” Mike asks, because he knows Liam’s made it evident to the North Stars he wants to re-sign with them. They’re not talking about what happens if the North Stars don’t feel the same way.

“Not yet,” Liam says. “Still talking things over right now.”

Mike walks over and picks up one of the loose sheets. It’s a printout of some website, which is surprisingly old-fashioned for Liam. He skims, though the print is painfully small, catches a few recurring words, enough to put a picture together, one he doesn’t like.

Mike obviously knew service dogs existed, and he knew there was more than one kind of service they could be trained for, unlike the fucker a few years back who started harassing this woman for bringing a service dog into the grocery store because ‘she clearly wasn’t blind so why the fuck did she think she was special’, kept on until she was near tears and Mike had to step in. Turns out whether or not you can throw a punch anymore, being 6’3” and 230 pounds of muscle that’s gone only slightly to seed is going to get someone to back the fuck off. 

So he knew it wasn’t just guide dogs, he just didn’t know they trained dogs, for, well. Him.

“No,” Mike says.

“You can’t say no after reading like two sentences,” Liam says.

“I can, and I did,” Mike says. “I’m not doing this. I don’t need a fucking — I don’t need this.”

“Because you aren’t disabled?” Liam asks. “Jesus Christ, Mike, you nearly cut your fucking thumb off making dinner.”

“Fuck you,” Mike says.

“You want to, what?” Liam asks. “Pretend you’re healthy—”

“When have I ever said I’m goddamn healthy?” Mike says. “You think I don’t know my body’s fucking broken?  You think I don’t know that better than goddamn anyone? You think I don’t know what I’m living with here, Liam?”

“I have to live with it too,” Liam says.

“No,” Mike says. “You fucking don’t.”

Liam stares at him. “Go fuck yourself,” he says.

Mike wants to say it right the fuck back, but he exhales instead. “You live around it,” Mike says. “You see it. Your head isn’t fucking broken.”

Liam exhales, hard, like he’s also trying to avoid saying the first thing that comes into his head. Maybe this is what you call progress. “It isn’t going to get better,” he says, finally.

“No shit,” Mike says. “That’s kind of the definition of degenerative.”

“What if it’s worse next time?” Liam asks. “What if you fall down, or you hit your head, or you—”

“Stop fucking making up shit scenarios,” Mike says.

“Making up?” Liam says, voice rising. “Every single one of those things is something you’ve been told to watch out for!”

“And they haven’t happened, so you’re just—”

“I’m just trying to be fucking responsible, because you won’t be,” Liam yells, before stomping his way out of the kitchen like a fucking teenager.

Mike gathers up every single fucking page and throws them in the trash. He should recycle them, but fuck it. The trash is where they belong.

Mike sleeps in the guest room that night. It’s frankly a good fucking thing that the North Stars leave for a road trip the next morning, because Mike has a feeling that if Liam was underfoot Mike might be saying some things, ugly and hard shit he doesn’t mean, not really, even though he really wants to say it right now. Shit he wouldn’t be able to take back, and Liam’s — Liam’s more than fucking welcome to leave, Mike’s made that clear, but Mike’s not the one who’s going to drive him off. That’s up to the kid.

He’s cooled down by the time Liam gets back, at least enough that if Liam doesn’t bring it up again, Mike will let it lie, pretend that it never happened. He’s fine with that. 

That feeling’s apparently not mutual, and Liam’s always been good at throwing down the gauntlet.

Liam kisses him when he comes in, cold mouth, cold hands, eats the pasta salad Mike’s been steadily working through since he left town, and Mike thinks it’s fine, thinks Liam’s letting it go, until Liam calls him into the living room after lunch, not with that whine that means he wants a favor, something else in his tone.

Mike considers pretending he didn’t hear him, but it’s not his hearing that’s damaged. Mike knows of a few guys who ruptured an eardrum during a fight, but he guesses he got lucky there, if you can call it that. The days he has migraines, he’d probably prefer the hearing loss. 

“Hey, sit?” Liam asks as soon as Mike walks in, and Mike gets his guard up even more. He’s imagined half a dozen scenarios, none of them good, before his ass even hits the couch.

“I can’t keep doing this,” Liam says, and Mike thinks, for a moment, that by ‘this’ he means, well — them.

He thought he’d feel relieved. It’s the right choice for Liam, and Mike wants the best for Liam. Mike knows the best for Liam isn’t him. He should be relieved.

He feels like he’s going to be sick.

“Okay,” Mike manages somehow, through the bile in his throat.

“Not—” Liam says. “Jesus, Mike, seriously? Fuck, I’m saying this all wrong.”

“What—” Mike says, swallows the bile down. “What exactly can’t you do?”

“Remember the stuff I showed you about service dogs?” Liam asks.

Considering they didn’t talk for the entirety of Liam’s trip because of it, Mike’s not sure why Liam’s asking.  “I told you I’m not doing that,” he says. “We’ve already talked about this.”

“Yeah, well, we’re talking about it again,” Liam says. “Because right now I can’t keep playing, the way things are.”

“What the fuck does that mean, you can’t keep playing?” Mike asks.

“What do you think?” Liam asks.

“You better not be goddamn talking about hockey,” Mike says, but Liam’s expression says he is.

“You are not goddamn talking about hockey,” Mike says, because maybe if he says it again it’ll break through Liam’s hard fucking head how stupid that is.

“You know my contract’s up at the end of the season,” Liam says. “And I’m like, probably a few weeks away from a deal with the North Stars right now, and I — I don’t want to, not if—”

“You’re twenty-seven years old, for fuck’s sake,” Mike says. “You’re still in the fucking prime of your career.”

“I don’t give a shit,” Liam says.

“I’m not taking away your goddamn—” Mike starts.

“I don’t even enjoy it anymore!” Liam yells. “I spent every fucking moment on the road this month terrified you were going to slice your hand open again or fall down a flight of stairs and that no one was going to be there when you needed them. I can’t spend every fucking road trip thinking I’m going to come home and find you—”

Dead. That he’s going to come home and find Mike dead.

“So if you’re not going to take this seriously, I’m not going to keep playing,” Liam says. “Because I can’t do this. I feel sick all the fucking time, and I can’t do this.”

“Don’t you fucking dare threaten me,” Mike says.

“I’m not threatening you!” Liam says. “I’m giving you a choice!”

“You’re not giving me a choice, you’re giving me a fucking ultimatum,” Mike says. “You go nuclear on me, you think you can take that back?”

“I don’t care!” Liam says. “I swear to god, I don’t care. You want to leave me over this, you leave me, but I am not letting you go around taking stupid risks because you’re too goddamn stubborn to think of what it’d do it me if you — I don’t care. I retire or you get a service dog. Or you leave me and I get your mom to haunt your fucking life until either you get a service dog or she moves in with you. You don’t do this alone.”

“I don’t recall giving you permission to make life decisions for me,” Mike says.

“Tough shit,” Liam says. “You don’t get to pretend that what you do doesn’t have an impact on my life just because you’re too emotionally fucking constipated to admit that if we still lived in Edmonton we’d be fucking common-law married at this point.”

Mike doesn’t have to fucking listen to this.

“Where are you going?” Liam asks.

“Out,” Mike snaps.

“If you drive, I swear—”

Mike lets the front door slam behind him before Liam unleashes another fucking threat. He would drive just to spite Liam, but his hands are shaking too hard for it. Anger, he thinks. Just anger this time. 

He walks to the park around the block, though it’s honestly too cold to sit outside without a coat — wonderful, he’s been getting lessons from Liam — sits down on a bench, watching his hands tremble. If they quit he can go back, drive somewhere. He doesn’t know where. Not here. Somewhere Liam can’t find him right away, somewhere he can get himself under control again.

His mom calls, and Mike doesn’t know if Liam called her or she just picked a shit time to call him. Doesn’t matter: if he doesn’t pick up she’ll just keep calling until he does. 

“You driving right now?” his mom asks the second he answers. Liam called, then.

“I wouldn’t pick up the phone if I was,” Mike says, instead of ‘it’s none of your business’. It isn’t, but it’d sound pathetically adolescent leaving his mouth.

“You in your car?” she asks.

“Liam incapable of looking out a window?” Mike snaps.

“Hey,” his mom snaps right back. 

“Sorry,” Mike mutters.

“Liam told me about his idea,” his mom says. “Got all afraid you’d be pissed if he asked, but I told him you’d be reasonable. More fool I.”

It is many, many years of discipline that keeps Mike from telling his mother to fuck off. “When did you two decide you had the right to decide my life behind my back?” he says instead, ‘fuck off’ interwoven between every word.

“I think a dog’s a good idea for you,” she says. “But here you are walking out on the poor kid like he asked you to kill someone.”

“He tell you he threatened to retire if I didn’t?” Mike asks. “Or that he offered you up to move in? He tell you that, mom?”

“Yeah,” she says. “And I offered to move in myself, he was just passing along the message.”

“You’re not invited,” Mike says.

“Oh no?” she asks, and Mike grits his teeth but doesn’t insist upon it. His mom’s got a spine of fucking steel, and he’s pretty sure if he pushed back harder, she’d move in just to call his bluff. “I don’t see why you’re so against doing this.”

“I don’t like dogs,” Mike says.

“You don’t like taking ten kinds of pills either, but you still do it,” his mom says.

Twelve, but who’s counting, honestly.

“They have a purpose,” Mike says.

“And a service dog doesn’t?” she asks. “At the very least, it’ll make Liam worry less.”

“So I should do it to what, humor his paranoia?” Mike asks.

“You’re really going to call it that?” she asks. “Really, Mike?”

“What else would you call it?” Mike says.

“You think I don’t worry too?” his mom asks. “You think I don’t worry every single fucking day that I’m going to outlive you, that something will happen to you and I won’t know until it’s too late? Don’t you dare mock that boy for giving a shit about you, because you are lucky to have him, and if I were you I’d be doing everything in my power to keep it that way, because god love you, you are not an easy person to deal with sometimes.”

Mike swallows once, again.

“You get that fucking dog, Michael,” his mom says. 

“I’ll think about it,” Mike says.

Mike stays outside until his teeth start chattering, heads back then. ‘The cold will give you a cold’ being bullshit aside, he feels like shit enough lately not to tempt illness on top of everything else.

Mike heads right up to bed, and Liam, wherever he is, doesn’t stop him, which is smart of him. He doesn’t mean to fall asleep, just warm up, but it’s dark out when he feels the bed shift beside him, Liam getting into bed.

“Don’t make me sleep in the guest room,” Liam says when Mike turns to face him.

“Okay,” Mike mumbles, rolling away, and goes back to sleep.

*

Mike wakes up too hot, still in yesterday’s clothes. Liam’s radiating heat against his back, nose pressed between his shoulder blades, arm tight around his waist.

Mike gets out from under him with only a little manhandling, showers the sweat off. Liam comes downstairs when Mike’s finishing up his one alloted cup of coffee, sits down at the table with an expectant look on his face, like Mike’s mom called him back, told him Mike was going to fold.

Mike wishes she wasn’t right all the fucking time.

“Do you promise to walk it and feed it and you’ll be so good, you promise?” Mike asks.

Liam rolls his eyes. “If that’s what it takes.”

Before they get the ball rolling, Mike needs to provide his medical history, which makes sense — Mike can unfortunately easily imagine some shitbag pretending to deal with symptoms they don’t have to get a service dog. He reluctantly brings it up at his next meeting with his neurologist. Or, one of his neurologists: Dr. Morgan is the latest, a specialist his general neurologist referred him to once he was diagnosed with Parkinson’s. He’s half hoping Dr. Morgan will tell him a service dog’s entirely unnecessary, that Mike clearly doesn’t need it. 

“I think that’s a really great idea,” Dr. Morgan says, and Mike scowls at the floor. He leaves the paperwork on the kitchen table for Liam when he gets home that evening, goes to bed early.

Liam, impatient shit, has no interest in going on a waitlist, dropping a presumably horrifying amount of money — he’s not telling Mike how much, so it’s got to be horrifying — on getting the dog from a place that fast tracks shit.

“Jumping the line with money,” Mike says. “Nice. Really nice, Liam.”

“We have the money,” Liam says. “And isn’t that kind of how your healthcare system works? I’m adapting to being an American.”

“Don’t recall you applying for citizenship,” Mike says.

“I’m half-assing it,” Liam says. “Too much work unless an American decides to marry me. Can’t imagine where I’d find—”

“I’m leaving the room,” Mike threatens.

“You planning on doing that any time soon?” Liam asks when Mike doesn’t move.

“In my mind,” Mike says. He just sat down, and it’s not worth the effort of getting up — unless Liam mentions marriage again, because he might just muster the energy to leave then. “In my mind I’m leaving the room and this conversation.”

“Okay, baby,” Liam says, patting his arm.

Mike frowns at him, because either Liam’s calling him an infant or using a pet name. They’re equally likely, and equally annoying.

“Leaving the room,” Mike says, almost meaning it this time, but then Liam drapes himself across Mike’s chest and he’s stuck.

*

They get Bella within a matter of weeks. Mike really doesn’t want to know what that cost, because he has zero faith Liam will let him pay him back for it — he’d just do that annoying thing where he points out he makes millions of dollars a year.

Mike’s never been much of a dog person, but Bella is a very good dog. She’s got a dumbass name, thanks to whoever trained her, but they were sure as shit better at training than dog naming.

Mike’s got nothing against dogs themselves, he supposes. He just dislikes barking. And their tendency to lick you. And the way they get underfoot. 

Bella doesn’t do any of that shit. She’s the opposite of underfoot, actually: she’s more liable to steady Mike if he stumbles than get him stumbling over her, probably because that’s literally what she was trained to do.

She’s not exactly free of dog traits that annoy Mike: he’s been doing a lot more vacuuming since she moved in, because labs shed a lot, and she’s almost as bad as Liam about not giving him space, will move from room to room with him, even hovering outside the bathroom. She was probably trained to do that too, keep close if he needs her, but it’s a lot when Liam’s home and he feels like he’s being trailed by two fucking ducklings around the house. 

Honestly, though, she’s better behaved than Liam is. Less likely to bite, too. Or beg for food with big sad eyes. Or demand to be petted.

Jesus, Mike picked up a fucking puppy long before he picked up Bella, didn’t he.

With Bella, his life changes. Mike doesn’t mean that as some inspirational starry-eyed shit, just that, by necessity, his day-to-day has to change.

Liam kept him to a schedule when he was home, albeit a somewhat unpredictable one due to the shifting nature of game times and practices, but when he was away, Mike didn’t have much holding him to one. Doctor’s appointments, when he had them, but the days were otherwise fluid. If he had an appointment, he had to be up an hour before. If his mom dropped by, he had to answer the door. But other than that, it didn’t much matter to anyone how long he was up, what he did in that time. Some days — too many days — he barely got out of bed, though he never told Liam that. 

With Bella, he has a schedule again. If he doesn’t get out of bed by eight in the morning she goes hungry, and she isn’t much of a whiner, but Mike’s guilt will get him shuffling downstairs, no matter how shitty he’s feeling. Down the stairs at eight even when his head’s pounding, even when every noise is so magnified that he winces at the sound of kibble in the bowl.

She’s not a small dog, and she needs exercise. On the worst days, all Mike can do is open the back door so she can trot around a bit in the backyard, do her business, but most days he walks her, once in the morning, once in the afternoon, a short one before he goes to bed.

He has structure in a way he hasn’t had since he retired, and he appreciates it. Fuck knows he’s never telling Liam that, but he does.

Mike hadn’t realized how alone he felt whenever Liam went away until he wasn’t, and even if it’s just a damn dog — it helps. 

*

Mike and Bella are in bed when Liam comes in. It’s late — the North Stars won in OT, and Liam was presumably out celebrating with the team after — and Mike would usually be asleep, but his mom got him an e-reader that has a good backlight and magnifies print enough that he can read more than a chapter of a book at a time without his head pounding, and he’s gotten wrapped up in some probably overhyped thriller, sticking with it to see if the twist is exactly what he thinks it is.

“You’re up,” Liam says from the doorway, and Mike puts the book down, because fuck knows he’s not finishing it tonight, not with Liam like this. He’s not drunk, exactly, but loose from a few beers, eyes bright from the win, ready to demand attention. Bella picks her head up from where she’s been resting it on Mike’s ankle, wags a few times. She’s a sucker for Liam, which is rich considering Mike’s the one feeding and walking her. 

“Shoo,” Liam says. “You’re not even supposed to be in here.”

Bella looks at him impassively.

“We can’t have sex with the dog in here,” Liam complains. “It’s weird.”

“Now you have shame?” Mike asks, but says, “Out,” and Bella trots out into the hall, Liam closing the bedroom door after her.

It’s late, and Mike’s tired, so they don’t do anything fancy. Haven’t lately, if he’s going to be honest about it. If Mike starts thinking about how long it’s been since they had a proper fuck, the kind that lingers, gets Liam breathless and flushed and so fucking gorgeous — well, he’ll get depressed. It’s not like Liam’s complaining about Mike’s mouth or anything.

Mike brushes his teeth after, Liam following suit. Liam always wants to do it together, but he’s finally admitted there isn’t enough room for both of them in front of the sink, and it only took about ten inadvertent elbows to get him there. Mike crawls into bed while Liam’s brushing, and he’s half asleep with Bella warm against his feet when Liam comes out of the bathroom.

“No,” Liam says to Bella. “You have a bed.”

“She has a bed,” he tells Mike, when neither he nor Bella budge.

“On the floor,” Mike says.

“It’s comfortable,” Liam says. “She’s comfortable on that bed.”

“She cries,” Mike says.

“She cries because every time I’m not here you let her sleep on our bed,” Liam argues.

Mike doesn’t deny it. “She cries,” he repeats.

“Fuck,” Liam says. “How are you this much of a sap?”

“Do you want to sleep on the floor?” Mike asks.

“This is my bed,” Liam mutters, but he gets in anyway, tucks himself around him, and Mike falls asleep surrounded by warmth.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 27

 

There’s a lot of complicated legal shit involved when you know that you’re dying, but you don’t know when. Not that everyone isn’t dying, or whatever that trite bullshit everyone says is, tied with ‘you could be hit by a car tomorrow’ for the sort of carpe diem crap Mike doesn’t have time for. 

He could get hit by a car tomorrow, sure, but that’s a whole other thing than living with a diagnosis that guarantees things are going to get worse, and not worse before it gets better or some shit, not some ‘miraculously one day you’ll be cured’. That today is going to be the best day of the rest of his life, and so on, and so forth. That some days will be better and some days will be worse, but he’s on a downward trajectory that ends in him dying or not cognizant enough to really count as alive.  

He’s not going to die of Post Concussion Syndrome. Not going to die of the CTE he almost undoubtedly has but can’t be diagnosed with until after he’s dead. It doesn’t kill you, it just, well. Kills you. There are a whole bunch of ways it can do it, indirect: Parkinson’s, dementia, all the fun shit that tends to have a less than great impact on your life expectancy. And then there’s the possibility of the symptoms getting so bad that the only way to get them to stop is to just — stop. End it himself. 

A lot of guys choose that road, and Mike won’t deny he’s considered it when shit’s at its worst, when he’s got a migraine so bad he can’t fucking see, when he can’t get the energy to leave his bed, even for the walk he knows Bella needs, or he’s throwing his guts up, or he can’t touch Liam’s cheek or pet Bella’s fur, his hands are shaking so hard. 

He’s not going to do it. He wants to, sometimes, and he knows he’s going to want to more and more as time goes on, that those moments when he thinks it’d be better just to give up before the bad becomes everything, those moments are going to come harder and faster until they’re all he’s going to feel. But he’s not going to do it. He couldn’t do that to the kid. 

It might be crueler to Liam in the end, holding on. What good is a husk going to be to him? What good will Mike be when he hits the point where he can’t get out of bed, or take a sip of water without spilling it all over himself, or remember Liam’s birthday? What will hurt Liam worse, Mike leaving him with a rope or a gun or whatever he chose, with a coward’s way out, or leaving him behind because he doesn’t remember what Liam means to him anymore? 

He’s started to forget things, things that should be easy, words hovering on the tip of his tongue and staying there. Those crosswords they used to do together, Mike providing all the answers and Liam writing them in because the boxes were too small for Mike’s unsteady hand, lately Liam’s been doing them all by himself. He’s gotten pretty good at them. Mike doesn’t know why he’s surprised. It’s a dumb fucking thing to underestimate Liam Fitzgerald.

They don’t know how long Mike’s got. The prognosis is always broad: ten to twenty years, fifteen to thirty years, we’re just fucking guessing here, honestly we don’t have a goddamn clue. Mike doesn’t know if he’d prefer if it was more precise: at fifty you’re going to die of pneumonia, or at forty-five you’ll look at Liam and for a moment you won’t recognize him. But they have no fucking clue. He has no fucking clue.

Mike’s been fucked, medically speaking, since he was thirty-two years old, and now, approaching forty-three, he’s outlived the absolute worst case scenarios, has started to stumble his way toward the best case ones. Best case: he makes it to his fucking sixties, and it probably won’t be much of a life at that point. It’s a goddamn joke, and not a funny one.

Liam’s been his medical proxy for years now, took over as soon as it became logical. His mom’s two hours out from him, same as his brother. She’s getting up in years, and Tom’s got a family. If someone’s going to decide whether he’s going to live or die when he’s no longer capable of making that choice, it might as well be the person who’d have to live with it every day. 

It wasn’t a fair thing to ask of him, but Liam took it on like Mike had offered him a gift. Not that he’s getting many choices, exactly: Mike’s got ‘Do Not Resuscitate’ written all over his file, and he knows Liam would respect that, even if he hated it.  

It’s funny, because sometimes Liam can talk about it, not dispassionate but maybe — calm? Accepting? Liam’s had a long time to adjust to it, after all, almost as long as Mike has. Other times if Mike even hints he isn’t going to live to the ripe old age of a hundred Liam won’t talk to him for the rest of the day. Denial’s never done anyone any good, denial’s not going to keep Mike around any longer, but Mike gets it. There’s only so much time he can spend thinking about it before it becomes a sort of purgatory, Mike already fundamentally dead and just waiting for the ax to fall.

He’s got time. He doesn’t know how much, but — he’s still got time.

Lately, the worst part is the sex. Or maybe it’s just that sex reveals exactly how fucking much he’s deteriorated. He’s never had the boundless energy Liam did, but that was more a product of Liam being eighteen and Mike being on the wrong side of his twenties. Now? Liam’s the same age as Mike was when they met, has settled, no longer the impish little shit trying to climb Mike ten times a day, but even so, Mike can’t keep up.

He can’t push Liam around the way he used to, the way Liam always wants him to, can’t hold him down and give it to him. It’s not that he doesn’t trust his strength, exactly, because it isn’t all gone, though it sure as shit isn’t what it used to be, but he doesn’t trust his balance, his stamina. Used to be he could take Liam apart and then, while he was still catching his breath, get to work on doing it all over again. Now he can get defeated by a few fucking flights of stairs, so the only shit they’re doing is leisurely, and Liam still stops and checks that he can handle it. He usually can. Not always.

Liam doesn’t make him feel bad about it, which honestly makes him feel worse. Mike remembers when Liam would talk about his hands like a goddamn revelation. Now they’re not good for shit. They used to get beat up as bad as his face did, usually worse, so maybe it’s fitting that he’s lost control of them the same way he lost control of his head, but Mike’s always had them. There are so many things he took for granted before he lost them, but he misses his hands the most, he thinks.

Misses them, and misses the abstract, the time he might not have, the time he’s lost, just doesn’t know it yet. The time five years, ten years, twenty years down the line that he won’t see, the things he’s going to miss.

He wants to see if Liam’s hair starts thinning like his dad’s. If he goes gray, like Mike has, or if it stays the sandy brown it’s always been. He wants to see if he needs reading glasses. He wants to see if his sense of humor is as childish in his sixties as it was when he was eighteen, as it still is now. He wants to see if he puts on weight in retirement, gets softer. Wants to see him with those wrinkles everyone associates with excessive smiling, because if anyone would get them, it’d be him. He’s already got the start of them, but Mike wants to see them etched deep.

He wants to see it, and he won’t, and it’s so goddamn unfair. Always has been, but sometimes it sneaks up on him. Sometimes he’ll be sitting on the couch, or lying in bed, or brushing his teeth, and he’ll get so fucking furious he can’t see straight, because he’s going to stop one day, and Liam’s going to keep going, and Mike won’t see what he becomes. 

He knows it’s worse for Liam. He knows it’s worse, the knowledge that he’s to have to keep going without Mike around. If their roles were reversed — Mike doesn’t like thinking about that. 

If their roles were reversed, Mike knows he wouldn’t have stuck around, wouldn’t have been able to, not knowing that shit would end no matter how hard he held onto it, not knowing that every extra day would make the end result harder to bear. But then, Liam’s always been stronger than Mike. Stubbornly, stupidly stronger, and so much more brave. There’s going to be nothing left for Liam — there already isn’t much left for Liam. Mike’s not the guy he fell for twelve years ago, not even close, a diminished version of himself, and still Liam stays.

Mike hates him for it, a little. He doesn’t want to leave him, but he doesn’t have a choice in that, and if Liam just left first —

He hates Liam a lot for it sometimes.

He’s so fucking grateful the rest of the time, and he doesn’t know how to reconcile those feelings. He doesn’t think he can.

*

“You know,” Liam says. “I think I’m cool living this sugar baby life.”

Fuck knows what prompts the statement. Liam’s unfathomable like that. His mind jumps from point to point and he never bothers to connect the dots for anyone else, just blurts out the most random shit. Mike’s more than used to it by now, has learned to pick up the conversation wherever Liam starts it off. Still, the idea’s fucking rich considering the kind of money Liam makes.

“You make more than four million dollars a year to my nothing, kid,” Mike says. “I don’t think you qualify as a sugar baby or whatever the fuck.”

“I’m stupid about money,” Liam says, which is true. Mike had to sit him down and talk him out of buying a boat that cost more than their house last summer. It wasn’t that he couldn’t afford it, but considering he didn’t have a boating license and Mike had zero faith in him getting one, it was an objectively stupid purchase. 

“I’ll probably blow it all in retirement,” Liam continues. “I clearly need your guidance, therefore: sugar baby.”

“I’ll write you some tips since I’m probably dead or drooling by then,” Mike says. “Left my investment portfolio to you in my will anyway, so you’ll manage.”

Liam goes very still, and Mike has a split second to regret it before Liam spits out a “Fuck you,” and walks not only out of the kitchen but out of the house entirely, front door slamming behind him and waking Bella up from her nap in the sun. She looks at Mike fretfully, and Mike knows it’s just because of the loud noise, just her reaction to being startled — Bella’s smart for a dog, better trained than most, but still fundamentally a dog — but he swears he can see a hint of reproach in there as well. 

“Fuck off,” Mike mutters. “I know.” 

Liam isn’t out long. He comes in quietly for once; Mike doesn’t hear him, and the only thing that gives him away is the way Bella’s head perks when he comes inside. Mike searches half the house before he finds him in their bedroom, curled up on Mike’s side of the bed with his knees tucked to his chest. Liam, short as he is, tends to fill up all the space around him with his presence, but right now — right now he looks small.

 He doesn’t look up when Mike comes in and sits on the bed, doesn’t show any sign he’s noticed Mike’s arrival beyond the way his shoulders tense. Mike puts a hand on that tense muscle. Liam’s freezing, even the cotton of his shirt burning ice cold against Mike’s skin. Mike has a feeling he went out without bothering to put on a jacket. Some things don’t change.

“You’re freezing,” Mike says, because it’s easier than ‘sorry’.

“You’re a fucking asshole,” Liam mumbles.

Easy or not, Mike guesses an apology’s deserved this time. “Sorry,” he says.

“It’s not funny, okay?” Liam says. His voice comes out rough, a little choked. “I know that’s your thing, just — I get it, but it’s not fucking funny to me.”

“C’mere,” Mike says, half afraid he won’t, but Liam takes it as invitation to plaster himself against Mike, cold cheek pressing against his chest, red fingers curling in his shirt.

“I don’t want you to leave me behind,” Liam says, muffled into Mike’s shirt. Liam never says the word death. It’s always euphemisms. After. Leave behind. Go. Dancing around it like a boxer against a stronger opponent he can only beat if they get too tired to throw a punch before they have a chance to knock him out with one blow.

Mike doesn’t blame him. He still doesn’t know what the fuck he would do with himself if things were the other way around, and Liam seems to feel so much more than Mike does, or if not more, harder.

“I don’t want to,” Mike says. “You think that doesn’t scare the shit out of me too, Liam? Who’s going to feed you? You’re going to eat microwave dinners until you die of malnutrition.”

Liam snorts, pulling back from Mike’s chest to wipe his eyes. Mike’s shirt is wet with tears. This isn’t what Liam deserves. This is so fucking far from what Liam deserves.

“You’re thirty years old,” Mike says. “You didn’t sign on for this.”

“Shut up,” Liam says.

“You can walk away,” Mike says. It’s not the first time he’s said it, and it’s not going to be the last. “I wouldn’t blame you. I’d be happy for you.”

It’d break his goddamn heart, but he would be. He thinks it might even be a relief.

“Fuck off,” Liam says, curling back into him, his cheek leaving a hot wet streak across Mike’s throat. “You’re stuck with me. You’d think you’d be used to it by now.”

You’d think.

“Don’t know how to be,” Mike says. “Every day you’re a new pile of trouble. Can’t get used to you when you keep surprising me.”

“Is it — is it really fucking stupid I miss you already?” Liam asks, and Mike’s eyes burn. He swallows past it. 

“I’m so fucking angry every day,” Mike says. It comes out rough, uncomfortably honest. “I’m so angry that I probably won’t see what stupid shit you get up to with your mid-life crisis.”

Liam shakes against him, and Mike pulls him closer, until Liam’s more in his lap than out of it. He’s heavy, but Mike doesn’t mind. Needs that weight if he’s going to keep on this honest streak. 

“You’re heavy as fuck,” Mike says anyway.

“Maybe I’ll get fat,” Liam muses. “And bald. And really into model trains or bridge in my old age or something.”

“God forbid,” Mike says.

“You won’t be missing much, is what I’m saying,” Liam says, trying and failing to sound light. “Except maybe more chances to make fun of me.”

“I’m going to miss so much,” Mike says, then turns and hides his face in Liam’s hair, mouth pressed against his temple. “I’m sorry,” he manages. Barely manages.

“Why do you only apologize for things that aren’t your fault?” Liam asks.

“I’m a contrary bastard?” Mike guesses.

“Sounds about right,” Liam says, and Mike tips his head up with a thumb under his chin, takes in his spiky wet lashes, the wet tracks on his cheeks. Tries to ignore the tears, but he knows they’re going to stay with him until the end, however close or far that will be. Mike kisses his temple again, his cheek, his mouth, and all he can taste is salt. 

I love you so fucking much, he doesn’t say, but he thinks it so goddamn hard he’s pretty sure Liam hears it anyway.
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Chapter 28

 

KNOCK YOURSELF OUT: The Death of an Enforcer 

 

When I was eighteen years old, I fell in love for the first and only time. It was with a man, which you might think is the point of this article, as it was in some others that have been published here, but it isn’t. With a fellow player, which was, and still is, controversial. With an enforcer, when they were still an indispensable part of every team. When they were there to take hits and throw punches and protect their team. When an enforcer was, as so many joked, a gladiator on skates, not a hockey player.

We’re getting closer now.

When I was eighteen I fell in love with a man, a fellow player, an enforcer.

When Mike Brouwer died earlier this year, it was a minor news story in every market he played in and a sobering reminder of hockey’s dangers to the men he’d played with. I can’t count how many messages I received from NHL players, former and current, when they heard about his death. I heard from friends and former teammates. Heard from members of the Oilers brass, past and present, from the owner down to the team doctor, who told me he still felt guilty fifteen years later. I told him Mike would have told him to get the fuck over himself, and weirdly I think we both felt better after that. Mike had that kind of effect.

Mike retired from hockey at thirty-two, to little interest. He’d played his part, he’d done his job, it was time. Very few people knew that he retired as a result of post-concussion symptoms that followed him throughout his final year in Edmonton, symptoms that made it both impossible to play and impossible to live a normal life.

He started to experience chronic migraines that would haunt him for the rest of his life. By his mid-thirties he developed a tremor. It initially only happened when he was stressed or trying to do something that required concentration, but eventually any fine-motor tasks were literally out of his hands. At thirty-nine they diagnosed him with Parkinson's, which was almost certainly directly related to his history of head trauma.

Mike was on an endless list of medication that was constantly adjusted, and no matter how much it was fiddled with, the side-effects were always terrible. Mood swings. Sensitivity to light. Dizziness, numbness, hypersensitivity, low blood pressure, high blood pressure, depression. You name it, he dealt with it at some point. The drugs he used to treat his migraines left him exhausted. The pills he took to counter the fatigue would make him dizzy and nauseated. He switched medications. Side-effect: headaches. It was an endless merry-go-round of trying not to feel like shit and feeling like shit anyway. 

I know all of this because I was there for it. First from a distance, then, after I signed with the North Stars, because I lived with him, and did until his death, am writing this in a stupid, empty house I loved until he wasn’t in it. 

It’s probably not hard to read between the lines. There’s no such thing as common-law marriage in Minnesota like there is in Nova Scotia, where I grew up, and the word ‘marriage’ would get Mike skittish as anything, but fuck it, Mike can’t argue: we were married in everything but name. Til death do you part. 

That’s not really common knowledge. Mike has always been a private person, and at the idea of anyone beyond our friends and family knowing about his life, especially our relationship, his response was, ‘it’s no one’s fucking business’. And it wasn’t. But it is now.

I asked him a few months before he died if I could talk about him. About us. After, I said. I didn’t say the word death. I’d known for years it was coming, but I still couldn’t say it, and writing it even now is horrible. I always thought I was brave, but the idea of him dying had me scared shitless. I knew he didn’t like talking about it — about us, specifically. It wasn’t something I took personally, especially after over fifteen years. It was no one’s fucking business but ours. I got that.

“I’ll be dead,” he said. He didn’t have the same problem saying the word. “The fuck right do I have, telling you what to do? Knock yourself out.”

Bad choice of words, considering. 

*

I thought we’d have more time. I didn’t know how much, and I didn’t know about the quality of it — Mike’s biggest fear, bigger than dying, was that if he didn’t die early, dementia would kill him in its own way, kill everything that was him. This wasn’t an unrealistic fear: that’s the bitch of degenerative diseases — there’s no cure. Treatment will, at best, slow things down, but eventually time catches up to you.

It didn’t have a chance to in Mike’s case. I don’t know if I’m grateful for that, but I know Mike would have been, so I guess I am. I guess I have to be.

The thing a lot of people don’t realise is that generally the worst concussions aren’t from the fight itself, they’re from losing your balance, going down, more often than not with two hundred plus pounds of player and equipment on top of you. You hit the ice without a helmet, at that height, with that kind of force, that’s when the most severe concussions happen. The TKO, as it were. You see a player lose consciousness on the ice, it’s usually because of that. 

Mike had five severe concussions before he retired. He joked that it wasn’t worth counting the mild and moderate, and honestly he couldn’t even remember them all anyway: must be all the concussions talking. I never found that joke all that funny. Mike also told me, not joking but far too casually, that one of the reasons he decided to retire was because his doctors told him that even one more concussion could kill him.

The doctors weren’t wrong.

The last thing Mike said to me was that he was going to wring my fucking neck if I forgot to pick up dog food one more time. I promised I wouldn’t. 

I did forget, in the nightmare of a day that followed, because later that day Mike got a concussion. It was on ice, irony of ironies. He wasn’t skating. He hung his skates up when he hung his jersey up. All it took was a patch of black ice on the sidewalk, and he was gone. Knocked himself out. Intracerebral hemorrhage. He died in the hospital that night without ever regaining consciousness. He never had a chance to wring my neck, and I never had a chance to say goodbye.

He was forty-seven years old.

*

Roman Novak, my former teammate on the North Stars, a friend to us both, and someone who once lost a fight and three teeth to Mike, came to the funeral. “He was the biggest son of a bitch I’ve ever met,” he said, and the affection in the way he said it was enough to make me smile when I no longer thought that was something I was capable of.

"I'm the bitch," Mike's mother said. She was standing beside me, and her hand, occasionally squeezing mine, was the only thing rooting me to the ground. "Nice to meet you."

Roman looked embarrassed for a moment, then said, "You raised a hell of a son, ma'am."

“Thank you,” she said. “I know.”

Michael James Brouwer, the biggest son of a bitch I’ve ever met, was born in 1985 to Lori Patricia Muller and a father that doesn’t deserve naming, since he left when Mike was twelve and his brother Tom was ten. Lori worked two jobs to support them, and she was rarely around, certainly not enough to ferry Mike to all his games and practices. She couldn’t afford them either, and the only reason Mike could keep playing was because her parents helped cover hockey expenses and took Mike to his games. 

Lori didn’t ask for many things, didn’t like to ask for anything, but she asked them for that. Mike was a hockey prodigy, his coaches kept telling her, and she couldn’t bring herself to take that from him, even when it meant that bills piled up and she wanted to cry every time Mike put on another inch, grew another shoe size. They always bought skates two sizes too large, but still he outgrew them at an astonishing rate. 

Mike had never been a small kid, but by the time he was fifteen he was head and shoulders above most of his opponents — literally — and close to two hundred pounds. He wasn’t a prodigy anymore — he was still great, still amazing, even, but every time he grew he had to adjust to his size, and some of the other kids were starting to catch up. 

Was he the best player in Duluth? Probably, but when he was playing in tournaments that drew the best of Minnesota, or Wisconsin, or both, he wasn’t the standout. What he was the best at was throwing hits, taking them without budging, and, even though it wasn’t technically allowed at that level, putting his fists up when the cause was worth a suspension. When he was drafted in the fifth round by the Nashville Predators, he was aware that they didn’t expect him to ever play on their first line, or even second. He had been picked with a very specific role to play.

He was the best at that role too, and unlike during his childhood, he stayed the best at it until the very end. No one wanted to fight Mike Brouwer. You fight Mike Brouwer, you’re probably going to lose, and even if you don’t, he’ll take out a piece of you on his way down. Guys ten years younger than him flinched when they saw who it was they were squaring off against, and if they somehow miraculously won they wouldn’t shut up about it for days afterward. Fighting Mike had practically become a rite of passage among the league’s enforcers and agitators by the time he retired.

These aren’t things Mike told me. I know about his reputation from the number of guys who contacted me after he died, telling me about their fear of ‘Big Bad Brouwer’, their memories, the fights he won and the fights he lost, the way he never, ever refused to put his mitts up. Mike never talked about his childhood at all, didn’t like talking about anything that might be deemed ‘personal’. Lori’s the one who told me about it, and it’s Lori who has generously allowed me to share his history, because it’s important. 

The first time Lori remembers Mike fighting was in defence of his little brother Tom. Tom was small for his age, a little awkward. Easy pickings, basically, and on the playground Mike saw his brother get shoved into the dirt. Lori had to leave work when she was called to the school, arrived to find both her sons injured, and when she got angry, she was informed that the kids Mike fought were hurt worse, that Mike took on three boys and he was the least injured of any of them.

She likes to tell that story. I like to hear it. 

Mike was a protector. I’m sure he’d have argued, said that was some romantic bullshit to make fighting sound noble, but he protected his brother, and he protected his team. Mike liked to pretend he didn’t care, but his fists would be up the moment someone had the gall to threaten anyone he deemed to be under his protection. 

That didn’t just extend to violence. Mike tried to protect me from the reality of his declining health, often in ways I didn’t appreciate. He kept the true impact of the concussion that ended his career from me, drove me off so that by the time he retired, I had already signed with another team. He knew I would have stayed if I knew, so he didn’t tell me. He knew I would have stayed even if I didn’t know, even if it was only to stay with him, so he pushed me away.

It was infuriating then, and just as infuriating in the years following, this tug of war where Mike tried to get me a safe distance from him, like somehow I could avoid getting hurt that way. Like I hadn’t already made my choice.

I can’t count how many times Mike asked me to leave him. How many times he tried to push me away. Turns out he left me instead. That’s the reason he asked, I know. He didn’t want me to get left behind. 

You’d think, after preparing for years, knowing the way things would end for over a decade, the big picture if not the details, that it would hurt a little less when it happened, that it might even be a relief.

It doesn’t, and it wasn’t. Sometimes it feels like it hurts more every single day.

*

I wanted to write this to shed a light on the repercussions a hockey career can have on enforcers. On the dozens, if not hundreds of guys who are living with the long-term effects of their hockey careers, the ticking time bombs their brains have become. That’s what I wanted to do. I had a cause, and I wanted to write about it, and I was generously allowed to.

But it’s impossible to talk about the cause without talking about the man who made me passionate about it. It’s impossible to talk about the hits and the fights and the symptoms and the result without talking about the man I’ve loved for half my life, the man I love now, for all the good that does us both. Mike wouldn’t like me making it personal, making it about him, but he’s dead, so as he said himself, what the fuck right does he have to tell me what to do?

Mike Brouwer would laugh in your face if you called him a nice man. He’d scoff at good man, though I think he was one. But he was a man, not a cause. He had a temper, and he hated having a serious conversation about anything, and he swore more than anyone I ever met, which is saying a lot as a former hockey player. He was impatient, and stubborn, and brusque, and sometimes cruel. And he made the best breakfast I’ve ever had, listened to my games on the radio because watching them made him dizzy, let our dog sleep on our bed when I was on road trips because he couldn’t say no to her face, and he loved me, even though he never said it. He was smart, and funny, and determined, and loyal. He was a man. 

“That’s just the way it goes,” Mike said once. Probably everyone has said something similar, but he said it after his fourth consultation in a week, having spent the entire morning puking as a side-effect from the newest drug adjustment, weak and dizzy, his eyebrows pinching with an incoming migraine that would completely incapacitate him for the next 48 hours.

“That’s just the way it goes,” he said.

But it shouldn’t be.

 

- Liam Fitzgerald, August 2033
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