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Chapter One
The monthly staff meeting, like every staff meeting, was stuffy, too long, and a waste of my time. The meeting stretched out like a vast desert of upbeat check-ins and catch-ups. By the time I’d started thinking maybe we were rounding third and heading toward the blessed relief of a well-deserved lunch break, my coffee, refilled right before the meeting for maximum volume and heat, had gone lukewarm.
It was inevitable: either you drank it while it was hot and tragically ran out midmeeting, or you tried to ration it for the purposes of morale and ended up sipping something roughly the temperature of a bottle of water left in the car on a warm day. Which was equally awful, but in the opposite direction.
I was staring into my mug in peak desultory fashion when, wrapping up the exhaustive updates, Vix Black—my direct supervisor, whom I actually liked, despite the fact that she worked in brand management—looked right at me as she began speaking.
That couldn’t be good. My twenty-one-month stint at Innovations in Branding had been a matter of not drawing attention to myself and trying to turn, as I’d heard one of my colleagues term it, soap bubbles into hot-air balloons. We handled brand development for a lot of midrange companies ready to launch larger, longer campaigns, with a special emphasis on those that hadn’t fully gathered all their social media into one cohesive package.
I didn’t do anything too complicated, mostly drafting press releases off one-page summaries and handling brand voice—once someone else had told me what that voice was supposed to be. I wasn’t even good at it. My attempts at press releases, which should have been easy, were always too long, and the notes I got back were usually like, “If you could just stick to the bullet points, Cleary, that would be GREAT.” Sometimes the GREAT was underlined for effect.
I hunched low in my seat and did my damnedest to turn invisible. Maybe she hadn’t really been looking at me. Maybe I’d imagined that. I liked Vix. She was that type of hard-assed-with-a-heart-of-gold old-school lesbian who always made me feel warm and fuzzy inside, like she was my fairy gaymother and I was her little queer hatchling. She was also the only other out queer person at the org, which aligned us in this silent, comforting way.
Most of the time.
Except now.
She was talking—I did a little mental rewind to catch up—about a campaign one of our brands wanted to launch in June. Pride Month, she clarified.
I sank lower in my office-posh black chair. Would they notice if I just sort of slid under the table?
The campaign, for a client called Kendall Athleisure—because of course it was called that—would be focused on getting LGBTQI+ kids to play sports, complete with a rainbow version of the logo, a new line of blah blah (my brain fritzed out because to be honest, whether it was TikTok-trend water bottles or the next bestselling wristband to track your mood or your metabolism or your caffeine intake, I broadly didn’t give a flying flip), and most importantly, the campaign would need A Figure to head it.
Vix looked at me again. Maybe because we were the only queers in the room. But she couldn’t . . . be trying to land this thing on my head? Could she? What were the bullet points for this project?
Capitalist corporation that seeks to make more money:
	chooses audience it previously ignored (while probably funding legislation against);

	pretends to do an altruistic thing while actually carbon offsetting a bunch of terrible things;

	plans to monetize activism while mainly benefiting the board of directors.


How could I make that pile of opportunistic crap smell good? Not that I should talk. Not with what I’d done. The damage I’d personally caused.
“Which brings me to the person I think is best suited to take on this project.” Vix looked at me again, her gaze a knife blade to my throat.
Please let me die suddenly, please let me die suddenly, please let me discover a self-destruct button and deploy it right n—
“Des? You got this.”
Then everyone in the room cheered, in the annoying way that I knew was supposed to feel fun and supportive like we were all in it together, but really just felt like pressure. This time when you fail, it’ll be publicly. Again.
[image: ]
Somehow Vix had interpreted my urgent Can-I-please-speak-to-you? as an invitation to eat salads in her office, which might have been okay, except the first thing I saw when I sat down across from her wasn’t the salad, but a headline, on a printout. A detached part of my brain noted that the cyan in the printer cartridge was going out, while the rest of my brain focused on not running away screaming.
“Whatever Happened to Orion Broderick?” Just beneath that, the subhead: “Soccer Legend in the Making Retired Early After His Personal Life Became Public.”
That was one way of putting it. “Soccer Legend in the Making Retired Early After Some Absolute Jerkoff College Journalist Decided to Out Him to the World for the Sake of Bullshit Activist Principles” was how I would have written it.
“Okay, spill. What’s troubling you, my dude?”
I cringed. “Oh my god, Vix, don’t say that.”
She smiled unrepentantly. “You love it when I appropriate the lingo of the youth.”
“A) That’s not ‘the lingo of the youth,’ B) it’s from a few years ago, and C) you know all that and are still just doing it to drive me crazy.” I flushed. “Er, to drive me . . . to make me . . . um. I forget what word we’re using instead of ‘crazy,’ sorry.”
“I am using it to predictably antagonize you in a playful way, yes.” She gestured at the printout, then tapped it with her long gold nails. “I talked with the client, and Orion Broderick fits the bill for this campaign. He’s so perfect I can practically see the marketing already. And the brand has a special interest in sports that haven’t completely captured the national attention yet, which makes soccer an obvious contender. Besides which, it appeals across gender, and there’s tremendous room for audience growth at all demographics.”
I frowned, my initial arguments forestalled by what seemed to be a self-defeating approach. “They want the face of their campaign to belong to a sport that not everyone even knows exists?”
“People know soccer exists.”
“Americans don’t know we have a pro league!” I countered.
Vix raised her unibrow until it became a pronounced V shape, black against her dark skin. You gotta admire anyone who can really work a unibrow. “Plenty of Americans know about soccer. The entire southern continent, for example. And you, as another.”
I shifted uneasily in my chair. Did she know I was the one who’d fucked up Orion Broderick’s life? Surely she would have mentioned it. Vix wasn’t the subtle type. “My dad was British, so yelling at me about my poor form was basically his love language. And I’m from Conquistos, up the coast. We have a team.”
“I know all about the Conquistos Football Club,” she said. “And LA has two teams.”
“So our goal is to take a sport that hasn’t become a fucked-up mess yet and really nudge it in that direction?”
She tossed a folder to me. “The CEO has a gay daughter. No, it’s not a noble campaign to cure a disease, but I’ve talked to her—the CEO, not the daughter—and I think she’s sincere. She wants to do something to help, and she’s the CEO of a massive corporation, so this is what she’s doing. Anyway, I believe the angle is not so much ‘Make soccer a fucked-up mess like other sports’ as it is ‘Cash in on a lower-competition space and make it blow up.’ Soccer is perfect for this. And Orion Broderick, who has appeal beyond the sport, is the exact person we need for it.” She tapped the printout again. “Do you disagree?”
“I . . .” It’s complicated was probably not going to be the right answer, though it was certainly the honest one. Broderick, before I ruined his entire life, had been a joy on the pitch. Top scorer, incredible athleticism, the kind of player whose cleats never seemed to touch the ground for longer than a second as he moved upfield. As famous as you could be in the American League Soccer Association: that was how famous Orion Broderick had been.
Then I published that “investigative report” in the college paper, and suddenly Orion got more famous, though not for soccer. For being very publicly outed, for losing the boyfriend he’d been kissing in the picture, and then for losing the sponsorship deal he’d landed with a big fitness apparel brand, the kind with an iconic, internationally recognizable logo. In other words, he’d lost the thing that would have launched him into true sports celebrity.
Retiring after that was only the inevitable consequence of the rest of it. When people saw Orion Broderick, they no longer saw a beautiful, talented athlete, arms raised and grinning from his most recent goal. No. Now they saw a grainy photograph of him making out with a dude, arms around each other. And I’d done that. It was why I’d quit journalism completely and vowed to never go back to it. I’d killed Orion’s career and sacrificed my own as penance.
That thing about how words couldn’t hurt you was a lie. Words could, and had, hurt people. Words I’d written. And I’d never do that again.
Vix sat back in her seat, not even picking up a fork. “You’ve been hiding your light under a bushel, pal.” A chin jerk in the direction of the printout.
“No. I haven’t. I didn’t. I don’t.” I lowered my eyes, glaring at that stupid headline. “I didn’t write that.”
“No. But you wrote the original article, didn’t you?”
“I thought . . . I was stupid. I thought it would be a good thing. The sport has a shit record for the guys, but times have changed, and women are allowed to be out and play and . . . I just thought . . .”
“The road to hell and all that,” she suggested.
“It sounds stupid now. But yeah. I wanted to change the world.” Shame heated my face. “It was so foolish. And I thought I was being a fucking hero.” The word tore out of me like I’d been waiting three years to confess my sins. This was, upon reflection, probably not the appropriate time for confession. Or the appropriate confessor.
Vix straightened up and started eating her salad. “Moving on,” she said after a few bites, during which I remained frozen, wishing I could click my heels together three times and be transported literally anywhere else. “You’re a bit wasted in the work you’ve been doing, so we’re trying something new.”
The penny had dropped. It should have dropped before, but I hadn’t put the pieces together: a new project, Orion Broderick, me.
“Uh, no. You can’t. I can’t. Vix, I killed his career.” It was a misstep; I could tell by her expression. Before she could swallow her bite of salad, I changed tack. “I just don’t think I’m the right person for this account. Doesn’t it bother you that every time there’s something with even a whiff of queer in it, people run to you like you can rubber-stamp whatever they do and automatically justify it? Or anything with people of color, like you’re the arbiter of what makes all these disparate communities buy stuff?”
“Okay, well, I don’t see my role as rubber-stamping anything—”
I cringed again.
“—and hell no, would you rather they give something like this to one of those well-meaning but ultimately clueless straight people? Never forget the Skittles-does-Pride-all-in-gray stunt.”
“I still don’t think they earned nearly enough scorn for that.”
“Agreed. And it’s not that I don’t take your point.”
“Um, that I’d like to be seen as someone who can do my job well even when it’s not directly related to Something Gay TM?”
She smiled. “I’m so happy there are so many Somethings Gay TM that we even have to have this conversation. But that’s not what I’m proposing.”
“Then what are you proposing? How can you possibly want me on Orion Broderick?” I heard the words as I said them and flushed even more, imagining all the different ways one could be on a hot, ripped soccer star.
After a longer-than-necessary pause, Vix continued, mercifully not mentioning any outside interpretations. “Do you think I picked you for this account because you’re a queer-identified cis man? Seriously, Des?”
“Umm.” I sighed. “Okay. No. I just. I ruined his entire career. Doesn’t that make me the exact worst person to do this?”
“Don’t take on more than what’s yours, buttercup. You did something that changed his career, but you didn’t force him to retire.”
“I lost him a sponsorship deal!”
She pointed a finger at me. “The homophobia of the brand lost him a sponsorship deal, not gonzo journalist Des Cleary. You played a part, yes, but try not to take credit for an entire culture of toxic masculinity, hmm?”
I slumped. Artfully. I had always been an excellent slumper. I could communicate at least half a dozen sentiments via my slumps, and right now I was attempting to get through to Vix that while I acknowledged the validity of her point, I also wasn’t agreeing to the idea that I should therefore be the one to approach a guy I’d seriously wronged and ask him if he wanted a job.
Was this supposed to be some kind of long shot at redemption? I couldn’t be redeemed. It wasn’t as if I could take back what I’d done, or give Orion Broderick back what he’d lost. “It’s just, I still sorta think people should come out? Most of the time, when they’re adults and have stable financial situations. I just don’t think the way I went about, uh, facilitating that was ideal.”
“Mm-hmm.”
“But I’m pretty sure Orion Broderick has a very different opinion on the matter.”
“So?”
“So? I mean . . .”
She squared her shoulders and gave me the most uncomfortably long look someone I respected had ever given me. It made me want to crumple up like an article I never should have written and throw myself away.
“Why me?” I finally asked, pitifully, when she absolutely refused to speak.
“Who would be better?”
“Literally anyone who didn’t do what I did?”
“Is that true? It’s been three years, and Orion Broderick went from being a star athlete to, if the story I hear is correct, living in obscurity. Think about that, Des. This deal could give him the opportunity to get back into sports, even if not quite the way he was involved before. But he’d be part of it again.” She shrugged. “I don’t know if you’ve spent a lot of time in rural areas, but they’re not exactly great for queer people.”
“No, but . . . he might want to live like that. I guess.”
“And he still could. But with more options and more money. If you really want to atone for your sins, this deal could at least make a start on that. It’s not going to be Big Sneakers money, but it’ll be something.” She shook her head. “Look, you’ve been with us here for almost two years. It’s time for you to spread your wings. If you can’t do that, it will be much harder to keep you on.”
I blinked at her, replaying her words, trying not to feel super hurt. “Are you saying if I don’t do this you’ll fire me? Oh my god.”
“No. I’m saying that if you don’t even try to do it, I’ll be disappointed in you.”
I gasped out loud. “That’s worse.”
She leaned in. “Des, I read that article. You have real talent, a gift for connecting to people’s stories. It wasn’t a hit piece; it was very compassionately written, for nonconsensually outing someone.”
I grimaced and hid my face for half a second, until she said her next words.
“What the hell are you doing writing press releases about how”—aggressive hand-wave—“some sock company gave away free socks to everyone helping clear litter off a beach?”
“Can’t hurt anyone doing that,” I mumbled.
“I see. So you have gone out of your way to make yourself irrelevant.” She sounded profoundly unimpressed with my logic. “Well, in any case, I have some information about how to get in touch with Orion Broderick, and you have a job to do.”
“Or you’re going to fire me.”
“Correction: I will not fire you. I will keep you working here under the terrible strain of my disappointment and give the job to some hipster straight guy.”
“Oh my god, that’s so unfair. You’re—emotionally blackmailing me! With your threats of disappointment hitting me right in the parental figure issues and your threats of hipsters hitting me right in the—in my—argh! It’s not fair, Vix.”
“No. But fairness is a myth. So what do you say?”
What could I say? I wanted my job. I wanted to be successful. I wanted to impress Vix. I thought she’d meant it when she said I was talented, and it had been so long since anyone had said that. It was almost painful to hear.
I’d barred myself from journalism and ended up at a brand management firm where I was, at best, mediocre. I didn’t love being mediocre. But at least I was in a role that couldn’t screw anything up too badly. Even if the loss of that dream—of making a difference, of writing something that changed lives in a good way, of getting a Pulitzer even—kept me up nights with a vape pen and a big bag of potato chips while binge-watching Catfish.
“But what if I die of shame?” I asked, sounding every bit as pathetic as I felt.
“You won’t.” She smiled triumphantly and shuffled some papers together before clipping them and pushing them toward me across her desk. “It’s worth trying, Des. The worst thing that can happen is he says no.”
Or I die of shame.
As it turned out, both of us were wrong. There were way worse things.



Chapter Two
Vix had an anonymous source, a contact, who knew where Orion Broderick lived. Sort of. At least, I had an address that Google, with all its satellites and creepy surveillance vans, could not find.
Cold Snap Cabin, Route 4, Bakers Mine, California. A mere six and a half hours from where I lived in . . . let’s call it the greater Los Angeles area. In a 450-square-foot studio that cost more in rent each month than the three-bedroom house I’d grown up in back in the distant suburbs of Conquistos, which was up the coast from LA and, not coincidentally, also where Orion had played soccer until I-slash-cultural-homophobia-and-toxic-masculinity had destroyed his career.
Would I have taken him living in the closet so personally if I hadn’t been connected to the place where he was doing it? I’d never have known. I was way less likely to have had a friend taking random photos on a golf course one night when Orion was making out with his physical therapist in a Porsche parked under a clump of eucalyptus trees, though.
You ever really want to go back in time and kick your past self in the literal-or-figurative nuts? Or is that just me?
Whatever, I had a lead. Cold Snap Cabin. Bakers Mine. Since the last reported population of Bakers Mine was fewer than a thousand people, I didn’t think it could be big enough to hide a famous soccer player. When I asked Vix how she’d gotten the address, she went exceptionally cagey. Enough to make me wonder if Orion had someone on his end who thought he needed a fresh start just as much as Vix did.
She probably didn’t mention the fact that she was sending the Destroyer of Careers in to do the job. I know I wouldn’t have.
In any case, I did some math, estimated time frames, and figured if I left home around eight in the morning, gave myself an hour to figure out where Orion Broderick lived, then thirty minutes for him to tell me I was a horrible person and to get lost, I could be home by midnight. Vix had given me a Starbucks gift card for caffeination purposes, which I used for the first time at 8:15 on a triple-shot mocha and promised myself I would not overdo my coffee intake due to stress.
Half an hour later—when I was roughly seven miles away from my apartment and the mocha was just chocolatey seams in the bottom of the cup—I realized that my original estimate of how long it would take to get there might have been erroneously calculated for 11:00 p.m. (when I’d looked it up), not 8:00 a.m., when I was actually driving it, therefore failing to take morning traffic into account. Crud.
When I finally got to Bakers Mine, three Starbucks stops later, I pulled into the first place I saw that looked like a welcoming port of yellow light in the increasingly gray day. The sign read, in bold black paint strokes, MINER’S WASH AND BREW. A combination laundromat café. Which, once I got over my knee-jerk snobbery, actually seemed like a pretty cool idea. You’re sitting there washing and drying your clothes, and instead of twiddling your thumbs, you could get a cup of coffee and a pastry.
I was debating between a slice of a chocolate croissant and some sort of raspberry tart–type thing when a mostly raven-haired woman with a few streaks of white in her ponytail approached. I felt a pang of disappointment; I’d been hoping the super-hot guy with the pink apron who was chatting with a couple of little girls in tutus would excuse himself to chat with me instead. But such is life.
Since I’d had enough coffee to last forever, I asked for a recommendation and ended up with something called a “cheese braid.” It looked (and, to be fair, tasted like) something that would have made Paul Hollywood’s eyebrows perk up in that condescendingly surprised expression he got when someone’s baking wasn’t as crappy as he’d expected it to be. I thought about that as I stared out the window at this . . . town? village? whatever it was, wondering what life would be like here for someone who’d once entered stadiums full of people shouting his name.
Bakers Mine was wholesome. Did places like this really exist? Except as the setting for gruesome murder in all those true crime podcasts where they always went out of their way to talk about how (intoning voice) One horrible thing had changed the town forever.
I was too messed up to be taking part in this Norman Rockwell painting of a village café. Even if I could hear the rhythmic thump of the laundromat through the big archway in the wall. Maybe because I could hear that. I was some flavor of terrible person. Not the worst type of terrible—I didn’t serial kill anyone or torture baby animals, and no one was going to make a true crime episode about how my sad childhood had made me a murderer—but being a milder brand of terrible still wasn’t great. Didn’t make me deserving of sitting in this picturesque painting of a laundromat café.
I was still the worst thing that had ever happened to Orion Broderick, and I’d (regretful voice) Changed his life forever. Vix could say whatever she wanted about toxic masculinity, and I agreed with the critique, but when it came down to reckoning with the person I saw in the mirror—that dude had fucked up badly enough so I couldn’t trust him in the wild. Which was probably why I’d lost touch with my friends and limited my social outings to hookups.
The cheese braid gurgled in my guts with way too much coffee as I stood to take up my dishes and ideally cadge the location of Cold Snap Cabin from the nice lady at the counter. Time to find Orion Broderick, submit to the humiliation of him hating me, then drive home. Hopefully before the storm hit. It was coming in from the west, so if I could start south before it got to me, I’d probably be able to dodge it altogether.
I set my dishes in a washtub and said, “Is there any way you can help me find someone who I think lives around here?”
The woman, who didn’t have a name tag, probably because in a town this size you didn’t need one, smiled. “Sure thing. If they live around here, I know them. Who you looking for?”
“Orion Broderick. He used to play pro soccer and we know some folks in common, so I thought I might say hello, since I’m passing through.” This line of BS had also sounded better when I came up with it in my apartment.
The smile wilted, and she glanced behind me at the door, then met my eyes again. “Passing through, hmm? You’ve lingered quite a while for someone passing through, bud.”
“Oh, well, I’ve never had a cheese braid before, so.” It was true, which saved me from being a bald-faced liar trying to charm a woman into telling me how to find a dude who probably wanted nothing to do with me. But the whole thing was starting to feel pretty gross. I’d considered explaining about the campaign as a sort of Look, I’m not a stalker, I’m working, see argument—and at least this project was actually a good one, not a bullshit carbon-offsetting attempt, or even a patent popularity grab—but I didn’t think the proprietor of the Wash and Brew was going to fall for my brand of charm, so instead I added, “No biggie if you can’t help. I should probably start home anyway.”
“True enough. Would you like anything to go?”
Damn. I’d been hoping my extreme casualness would make her relax enough to give me a lead. I managed to smile and said, “Maybe a latte for the road.”
She nodded, though she was nowhere near as friendly as she had been. Reality: 1; Cleary: nil. I waved goodbye and left the shop.
It was a hell of a lot colder than I remembered it being when I’d gotten out of my car, though I was definitely a wimp about true cold. Things got cold occasionally in LA, but not like this. Not so extreme and intense. Or maybe the word I wanted was “enduring.” You might get a chilly blast off the ocean that would cut through your hoodie, but this mountain cold felt like it wanted to freeze your toes off.
It was a hungry sort of cold, and I was grateful to climb back in my car and turn up the heater as the first drops of rain began to fall. So much for my bright idea of avoiding the storm. Time to get done with my chore and get back to the real world, where I could languish in my irrelevance in peace.
Hell, maybe three years would have made him realize how much he missed sports, just like Vix said, and he’d be eager to sign a contract to get involved again. That was at least possible. Having seen Bakers Mine, it actually seemed more likely. Wouldn’t anyone in his right mind want to get his life back after living in total obscurity for so long?
Right, steady on, Cleary. I decided to look for the cabin instead of the man. I drove back to the only gas station in town. No card reader at the pump and a sign that read PAY INSIDE. CASH PREFERRED. I fumbled around in my wallet and finally extracted a twenty I had tucked away for emergencies. At least it would get me enough fuel to get out of the mountains. More math in my head. Or, okay, it would at least get me enough fuel to get to the next gas station back in civilization, where I could use a credit card.
Inside I stumbled upon a tableau that felt recognizable enough for me to veer off and carefully select a bag of Peanut M&M’S while an older guy lectured a younger guy about proper cash-handling procedures. I thought it was a new-employee situation until the younger guy said, “Gramps, I know all this! You’ve been training me how to cashier since I was five!”
“It’s different now that you’re getting paid.”
“I have literally been doing this since I was tall enough to see over the counter.”
I risked peeking. The dynamic had seemed aggressively tense to me when I walked in, but now it seemed affectionately tense. The grandpa clapped the younger guy on the shoulder. “This’ll be your first time alone in the store. I just want to make sure the place doesn’t burn to the ground.”
Grandson rolled his eyes. “I’ll try not to give anyone change in a way that makes the shop light on fire, Gramps.”
“Good man,” Gramps replied. He gestured to me. “Didn’t hear you greet your customer.”
“Uh, because you were actively yakking at me when he walked in?” He grinned, dodging the cuff to the back of his head. “Will you leave me alone so I can do my job, please?”
“Sure, sure. I’ll only be gone fifteen minutes now.”
“Take your time!”
Gramps grunted as he went out, nodding at me and casting a last dubious glance at his boy.
I added Funyuns to my road snacks and picked a Fanta out of the case on my way to the counter. Since I doubted the younger guy would actually prefer cash, I pulled out my credit card instead, which he did seem slightly relieved to see. Win for both of us. “Rough first day?” I asked.
He rolled his eyes. “You’d think he’d know I could do the job, right? But no, he’s acting like I’ve never been behind the counter before! You want anything else? Raffle ticket? Some cool prizes this year for the Bakers Mine Social.”
“Is it for a good cause?”
“I guess so. It’s for the music program at the middle school so they can get a teacher in there more than once a week.” He waited, not ringing me up yet, eyes bright and expectant.
“I support the arts,” I said. “Give me five raffle tickets, but you can keep them yourself. I hope you get lucky.”
“Hey, thanks! One of the prizes is an electric guitar—wouldn’t that be cool?”
“Totally. You know how to play?”
“No, but I could learn if I had a guitar!”
“That’s very true. Can I fill up on two?”
“Sure. Come back in for your card.”
Right, small-town-slash-village: you just leave your credit card with the kid at the cash register while you pump your gas, like that was in no way completely bonkers. It did mean I could put off my nosy questions for another couple of minutes while my new friend was contemplating his future as a rock star.
Did teenagers want to be rock stars? It felt like forever since I’d been fifteen or sixteen, and all I’d ever wanted to be was a journalist.
I finished up and went back inside, pretending to casually remember a question I’d actually been rehearsing the whole time. “Oh, hey, do you have any idea where Cold Snap Cabin is? My family stayed in it once when I was a kid, and I thought I’d drive by the place since I was up here.” Abject lie. It was time to lie and get the job done, the hell with my scruples.
He blinked. “Wow, you knew the Tuckers? That’s lit! You know he was some kind of movie star a million years ago, right? My mom used to clean the cabin whenever he and Mrs. Tucker were coming up to stay there!”
Curse past-me for not looking up who owned the place before Orion. I made my face vague. “I was pretty young—I just remember the name of the cabin. No idea where it is.”
“It’s out Route 4,” he said, pointing back down the main drag toward the café. “Maybe five, ten miles? I only know because we pass it when we’re going up the hill to snowboard. The turnoff is on the right, but it’s easy to miss, so look for the sideways triangle made out of little reflectors on a tree. Red ones.” He held up his fingers in a circle bigger than a quarter but not by much.
The door at the other end of the store opened, and the kid called, “Gramps, would you say the old Tucker place is ten miles away? This guy’s looking for it.”
I half turned, but Gramps was clearly not going to be as easy to hoodwink as the kid. His brow was furrowed, and his old-man Spidey sense was pretty obviously going off. “Just thought I’d drive past,” I explained. “I stayed there once when I was like five.”
“That right?” His tone held no inflection; he was not impressed with my lie, but not quite ready to call me out on it.
“Yep.” Danger, danger. I plucked my card out of the kid’s hand and waved cheerfully, making my escape before Gramps could think twice. “Thanks for your help. Hope a raffle ticket hits for your guitar.”
I got out of there as fast as possible, using all my willpower not to look guiltily back over my shoulder. I hoped the kid wasn’t getting in trouble for basically pointing me right at Orion Broderick. He didn’t know that’s what he was doing! I thought at the old man.
Oh well. Done was done. I found Route 4, set my trip odometer to zero, and started scanning trees for triangles.



Chapter Three
Calling the turnoff to Cold Snap Cabin “easy to miss” was like calling Bakers Mine a “small town.” In fact, it seemed like an extreme understatement, once I’d driven up and down twenty miles of Route 4 at least three times in what was quickly becoming sleet. I’d come all the way here; I didn’t want to give up, but what if I never found the place? A purgatory of hunting a soccer star through a snowstorm?
But at least it wasn’t truly snowing yet. I didn’t have chains for my car. Actually, I didn’t even know what “having chains” meant. I was momentarily sidetracked while I imagined thick chain links encased in resin, shaped like tires. I guess being encased in resin would eliminate any possible traction, so obviously it meant something else. I was still trying to figure out how chains helped with snow when my eye happened to catch—was that a reflector? A tiny reflector?
It was. It was! I turned so fast my poor chain-free back tires slid on the now-slushy road, but I managed the turn, and the second I was on the side road, it did seem obvious. Not wide, but the trees folded over the top and the road itself was all wet gravel and puddles. A cheerful, if weathered, sign reading COLD SNAP CABIN was affixed to one of the oaks. Maybe a legacy from the movie star Tucker.
The drive was sufficiently focusing that I forgot to be as racked with nerves as I’d expected to be—right up until I gratefully brought the car to a slow stop in front of a neat little house with a neat little detached garage. Or rather, a neat little cabin. It wasn’t made of Lincoln Logs, but it did otherwise look straight out of one of those creepy Thomas Kinkade paintings, complete with a puff of smoke issuing from the chimney. Or, okay, maybe that was steam or something from a boiler, but whatever, same difference.
Once the engine had died, all my fear and guilt and hope slammed back into me like a semi. This was gonna go well. Yes. I would make it go well. Or at least get it over with quickly. Crap, were those snowflakes? The sleet was now falling a lot more slowly, and I was no meteorologist, but I was pretty sure that made it snow.
I grabbed my phone and zipped up my hoodie. My hand was on the door pull when a man came out on the front porch and briefly waved, smiling with a row of perfect white teeth.
Orion Broderick. In the flesh. The man whose life I’d inadvertently destroyed, but whom I’d never actually seen in person before unless I counted as a tiny speck on a soccer pitch. Please don’t hate me, I wished suddenly. In principle I had only done what many journalists had done before, but in human terms it felt so much different. Maybe because it hadn’t just been a story to me. It had been more than that. My . . . righteousness had been stronger than my desire to get the scoop.
Let that be a lesson to you. Jackass.
But this was my opportunity for if not redemption, at least closure. I’d shake his hand and introduce myself. I would be a perfect professional. I would be respectful and definitely not a self-righteous jackass. I would apologize but not insist on explaining or excusing past-me’s actions. If he wanted to shout, I would accept that, apologize again, and disappear.
I would in no way be distracted by the sight of Orion Broderick in tight acid-washed jeans. His hands were now tucked deeply in his pockets as if he was waiting for me to approach, the glimpse of his face I’d caught while definitely not staring revealing a relaxed, pleasant, open expression. Whereas I felt . . . stupid? Nervous? I couldn’t decide, but I was here now, and it was too late to go back in time, to change the past. It was too late to get lost again and retreat from this quiet little cabin, from Orion’s peaceful seclusion. Did I even have a right to intrude?
He stood on his front porch. Watching. His cream-colored cable-knit sweater looked cozy, but somehow also flattering, some miracle of broad shoulders and tight jeans and clinging—
I cut off my own thoughts and forced myself to get out of the car, flipping my hood up and shuddering at the sudden cold. I swung the strap of my messenger bag over my head and sort of huddled over it as I ran for the cabin.
“Hi there!” Orion called.
“Hell—oh, crap!” My greeting was interrupted by my foot slipping on the icy bottom step. I managed to catch myself, but my phone, gripped in my hand like a baby holds on to a security blanket, went flying, skidding across the next step up and disappearing into the gap at the back of it, making a muffled thunk as it landed under the porch.
I just stared. My phone. Gone into some murky, muddy, cobweb-strewn darkness.
“Sorry about that,” Orion said, as if he’d been the cause of my clumsiness. He came down to stand beside me, also peering into the dark. “Hmm. Here, hang on.” He slipped his own phone out of his back pocket, and it was a measure of how disturbed I was that I barely noticed how very nice the rest of him looked from behind.
He aimed the flashlight of his phone down into the depths, casting the black under-porch into weird, spooky shadows, but it illuminated my phone like a beacon, to my immediate relief.
“There we are.” Orion, with the air of a man who had no problem at all reaching into cobweb-strewn darkness, angled his arm through the gap and plucked it out of the muck below. “Bad luck that it’s been raining so much; if that happened two months from now, it’d be dry as a bone under there.” He swiped my phone over his jeans, clearing away a lot of the mud and smearing the rest. “On second thought, this calls for a paper towel—come on in.”
“I’m so sorry,” I apologized belatedly, relief at having my phone again kicking my brain back into gear. “I didn’t mean to, um, cause such a hassle.”
“No hassle really.” He glanced over his shoulder at me, smiling. “Are you new in town? I saw you at the café earlier.”
I blinked dumbly. “Oh. Yeah. I mean, no. Just passing through.” The café? I mentally added a pink apron to his outfit. “Wait, were you doing ballet in the back corner?”
“Guilty. I have some, er, fans who come see me when I stop by there.”
Fans? My heart rate quickened. “Fans?” This could be my in. He’d say, BTW, I’m a famous soccer star, and I’d say, Yes, about that . . .
“I make snickerdoodle muffins to die for,” Orion said lightly as he led me through a small entryway, then into a room that ran the length of the left side of the house, with a kitchen on the front side, and a living room area at the back. “The local kids can’t get enough of my mad baking skills.”
“So they’re fans . . . of your muffins, is what you’re saying?” I inquired innocently.
He laughed. “And my twirls, to be fair.” With a sudden spin, he demonstrated. “Did you have any of my muffins?”
My cheeks felt hot, trapped in my own innuendo. “Um. No. The lady of the café recommended a cheese braid.”
“Mmm, one of my guilty pleasures, though all that cheese upsets my stomach. I’m getting old.” He set my begrimed phone on the counter and grabbed a paper towel, then ran it under the faucet and wiped at the still-wet mud. “I know this looks bad, but at least it landed at the bottom of the steps. I once lost a screwdriver under there, and I’ve still never found it. I’m pretty sure there’s a squirrel somewhere with a flathead holding up the structure of its den or whatever.”
I pictured this in amusement. “Like a circus tent? A canopy of leaves with a found-tools support structure?”
“Exactly!” He patted my phone dry at last and handed it back to me. “I’m Orion, by the way.”
“Des,” I said, shaking his hand. “Sorry about the phone thing. I’m not usually a klutz.”
“My fault. I probably should have de-iced the steps instead of just relying on my superior knowledge of the best spots to walk to get up and down them. I didn’t actually plan to go into town today, but Louise at the café had someone call out, and I told her I’d come down to help for a few hours.”
“Ohh, so twirling for tiny ballerinas was you working,” I teased, and I could have bitten off my tongue for sounding so flirty. What was I thinking? Professional! Cool and collected!
“Yes, but in my defense, Louise is perfectly happy for my work to be split between baking stuff and entertaining children. Once the midday rush passes, she’s totally able to run the shop by herself, which is good because I took off the second I saw the snow coming in.”
As if on cue, both of us looked out the window over the sink, which, sure enough, showed a light, soft fall of snowflakes. “God, that’s beautiful,” I said. “I’m from the coast. Snow always looks a little magical to me.”
“Same here. Not the coast—I’m from the Central Valley—but even after a few years, it’s still magical to sit here and watch the outside world become a winter wonderland.”
“In April, though?”
He smiled, looking epically handsome and homey in his thick knitted sweater with the snow in the background. “I just had my snow tires taken off last week, so I definitely jinxed the weather. Never fails. But if you leave them on, you tear up the roads! There’s no winning.”
“Snow tires? Is that like chains? I’m legit picturing an army tank rolling-tread situation, but in tire form.”
“Chains are a total nightmare. I guess they’re no big deal if you’re used to them? But I can’t be bothered, so I bought a big purple truck with four-wheel drive and get snow tires on every December just for good measure.”
I nodded along like I was totally following this. “So not a tank, then?”
“Nah. Just tires with little studs in them to better grip the road.”
“Tire studs. Aww. I bet your truck feels super goth next to all the trucks without studs.”
“I like to think so.” He gestured at the outside world. “And then this happens. She’ll be so disappointed in me! She’ll have to show her grille in public without her snow tires.”
I giggled slightly madly, the edge of a conversation having gone out of control making everything seem more funny than it was. “Maybe you can get her a studded license plate holder or something.”
“I already have a license plate holder. It’s pink and says ‘Princess’ on it. That’s her name. My truck. Princess.”
“Okay, but, counter offer, what if you add studs to the pink princess license plate holder? Do they make pink studs? Because they definitely should.”
He grinned, his eyes crinkling attractively. “That would be amazing. I should look into it—she’d love that. Not that I’ve totally and completely anthropomorphized my truck or anything, except I have. She’s a princess, and she deserves the best.”
“That sounds totally fair,” I agreed. Okay, I was officially not being at all professional or detached or anything. Time to do what I’d come here to do, dammit. Before I totally lost my nerve. “Ummm, so,” I began, then panicked and said, way too quickly, “Um-can-I-use-your-bathroom?”
“Sure, go for it. First door on the right. You can’t really miss it.” He gestured me toward the little hallway, where a darkened bedroom (Orion Broderick’s bedroom, where he sleeps) lay quiescently across from a small bathroom.
I had to get myself together. This was not my rom-com meet-cute. This was a twisted world in which I wasn’t worthy of a meet-cute. I fumbled my phone out and sent a quick text to Vix that only read, So far so good! with a smiley face because she liked smiley faces.
Now I just had to . . . make that text more real than it currently was. Got it. I could definitely do this. He liked me. I just had to remain likable once he, you know, realized who I was. Which shouldn’t be that hard, right?
I washed my hands and went back out to the kitchen, where he greeted me with another one of those smiles, with his bright-white, perfectly aligned teeth. My tongue traced my own more jagged teeth, and I fought a tide of self-consciousness I thought I’d left behind in grade school.
“So are you lost or something?” he asked, twinkling in my direction. “I assume you aren’t stalking me for my muffins, though for the record, it would be understandable if you were, because my muffins bring all the boys to the yard.”
Oh, unfair, unfair that Orion Broderick was twinkling at me against a wonderland backdrop, and I had to be a professional and very definitely not flirt or twinkle back. “Um, yeah, actually I am not a stalker? But I was trying to find you. In a nonstalker capacity. I’m actually hoping I can recruit you for a project I’m working on.”
The twinkle blinked out, and wariness stole over his face. “A project about bakers who can twirl like ballerinas?”
“Not, um, exactly.” I shoved my hands into my pockets to keep from wringing them together. “You’re Orion Broderick, right? From the Conquistos FC?”
“Not anymore,” he said flatly. “Now I’m Orion Broderick who picks up shifts at the Wash and Brew. Big difference there.”
I swallowed and regrouped. “I’m not trying to put you on the spot.” Except it’d be great if you’d just sign this handy little letter of commitment I’ve brought with me so I can go home and tell my boss I just scored Orion Broderick for this campaign, thanks. Good for you, good for me, everybody wins. “I’m working with a group that wants to launch a serious nationwide effort to get LGBTQI+ kids into sports, and it would be great if we had a genuine sports star to lead the charge.”
“I’m not a sports star.”
“You were, though,” I persisted, hoping I didn’t sound too persist-y. “You’re recognizable to anyone who follows soccer.” And everyone else who follows media stories that shame celebrities, oh god.
“I’m retired,” he said shortly. “Did you really stalk me to my house for this? Because that’s creepy, man. Seriously creepy.”
Was it me, or was there a subtext of Also, did you flirt with me to soften me up for your pitch? Because that’s CREEPIER, man, seriously CREEPIER. I brushed it aside. “I didn’t stalk you! I didn’t even recognize you. I mean, I saw you, because you’re—um—well, anyway, I didn’t know that was you back at the café.”
“Uh-huh. You just happened to be at a café where I sometimes work in a town no one more than thirty miles away has ever heard of, and now you’re inside my house. Some coincidence.”
“No! That’s not—I didn’t mean to—”
He stared at me, crossing his arms over his quite nicely developed chest, waiting for me to flounder more.
I stopped. Took a breath. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be creepy. I asked at the gas station where I could find you and sorta took advantage of a teenager working there, which was wrong, I admit, but I thought . . . I really wanted to offer you this opportunity, and I didn’t know how to get in touch with you otherwise.”
“That was by design. If I wanted people to be able to access me, I’d be more accessible.”
“Yes. Okay. That is completely fair.” I dug into my bag and pulled out the folder I’d assembled with all the relevant details in it. I’d hoped I would be walking through it with him, but it was sufficiently informative without me. “Here. This is the plan for the campaign. Look it over. My contact info is there too.” I forced myself to add, “And if you don’t want to talk to me, you can talk to anyone at the company. I swear it’s a really good cause.” I held it out.
For a long second I didn’t think he was going to take the folder. Would I have to leave it on the counter and walk away? Would that be wrong? Had I just sabotaged the whole thing because I’d dropped my phone and lost track of my rehearsed speech and flirted with him when I’d meant to be wholly professional?
Then, as if in slow motion, he reached for it.
“Thank you,” I said. “And I’m sorry.”
He ignored me as he flipped open the folder, his more-brown-than-hazel eyes scanning down the page. Hope! There was hope. He was at least intrigued, or he’d have just thrown the whole thing away.
“Anyone there can help you,” I repeated. “They would be thrilled to help you! It’s such a great campaign.”
Suddenly he went rigid. Not just still, but stiff, unblinking, unbreathing, eyes unmoving. “What did you say your name was?” Orion asked, his voice deathly, as in, coming from the grave.
“Des. Des Cleary.”
“Desmond Cleary. You.” The stillness evaporated and was replaced by hot rage, his face going dark, brows drawing down. “You’re him. You’re the one who fucked up my life.”
I winced. “Yes. Sorry. Really sorry about that, I didn’t mean to—”
“Get out of my house. Right now.”
I held up both my hands and began walking backward, slowly, toward the door, which was awfully close in such a small cabin. “I never meant for any of that to happen, I swear to you, it got all out of control, I only wanted—”
“Get. Out.”
Dammit, I needed more time to explain, to make him understand, because I was here, and he was here, and this would be the only chance I’d ever get.
But then my back was to the door and I was blubbering about really really trying to do something good, except Orion was way too near, his arm reaching around me in something like a parody of intimacy as he grabbed the doorknob and pulled. I shuffled as quickly as I could out of the way, but the force was enough to temporarily propel me into him.
He was solid. Strong and solid and also somehow soft. He smelled good.
He smells good? For fuck’s sake, get yourself together, Cleary, you fool.
“Sorry,” I mumbled again, crumpling out of his way and edging around the door. “I’m so, so—”
Slam.
“—sorry.”
Hell. Here we were. His footsteps stomped away from the door, and I stood in a state of pure, full-body cringe for a long moment, my past self overlaying my current self with a translucent shame slime. I was seriously beginning to think I’d never be free of it.
I’d secretly wanted absolution. Forgiveness. Redemption. I’d gotten kicked out instead. Fantastic. Reality: 2; Cleary: nil.
I would have to die of shame later, when I was down out of the mountains, away from the storm, in the safety of my car with a fresh triple mocha in hand. Right now what I had to do was leave.



Chapter Four
The wind picked up, blowing snowflakes that looked much bigger than they had been directly into my face. I hunched and made my way—carefully—down the porch steps and across the now-white yard to my car, where the windshield was covered over and even the hood, previously too warm, was gathering snow. But thankfully, she started right up, and I got the defrost on and the windshield wipers going.
Probably best to give it a few minutes for the engine to heat, considering I’d need the windows to stay unfogged as I drove. Southwest from here, then hard south all the way home, where whatever else happened, there would be no snow. What a very comforting thought.
It sure was coming down in Bakers freaking Mine, though. Damn. Checking my phone only told me I was officially out of range at the moment, which, after all the trouble the map’s GPS had given me, wasn’t a surprise. At least I knew how to get back to Route 4 and turn left. After that I ought to be fine.
I eyed the—was it getting heavier?—snow. I’d take it slowly, that’s all. It wasn’t enough snow to make things really dangerous yet. I didn’t think. Not that I knew much about inclement weather. Was this inclement weather? Now that I thought about it, I wasn’t actually sure what “inclement” even meant.
Any hope I had of the snow going away disappeared. It was falling thickly enough to affect visibility; the trees along the driveway started out tall and dark but quickly faded into mere shadow figures stretching into the gray sky. Time to go.
Easy now, I told myself, and put the car into reverse. I’d need to get out of the driveway, and I didn’t fancy backing all the way back to Route 4, which meant somehow turning around. I let off the gas, and for a second I thought everything was going to be just fine. Rolling, slowly, backward. I cranked the wheel but still wasn’t quite far enough from the garage for comfort, so I hit it into drive to move forward just to buy some additional space. Then all I had to do was reverse one more time, and it would be a straight shot down the drive.
The tires spun for a second, caught, then spun again. I hit the gas, feeling slightly panicked, then the brake, wary of sliding off the gravel into the snow-covered mud.
The car slid to a suspiciously thumpy stop. Fine. Totally fine. My heart was pounding. One more leg of this and I’d be free. As long as I could get under the trees, where the snow was only a dusting, I thought I’d have the traction to get all the way back to the highway. Everything was fine. Highways were plowed or whatever, right? That was a thing?
I put her in reverse again, eased off the brake, and . . . a sort of brief rock, but no motion. Okay. I touched the gas.
The front tires spun.
Suddenly a figure loomed beside my window. I jumped and yelped, but it was only Orion, not, like, Sasquatch or something.
He waved his hands. “You’re stuck!”
“No, I’m not!” I did not roll down the window to invite more commentary. It was just, like, physics. I’d go a little forward, give myself some room to gain momentum, and then reverse again. Over the hump. If that’s what it was. Once my tires hit the actual driveway, they’d be fine.
Not that I’d ever taken physics, but it seemed like it should work. The car crunched over a foot or so of snowy mush, I braked, Orion called something else discouraging, and I took a deep breath.
Here we go. I put her in reverse and hit the gas. Yes! Or no, almost yes, just about yes; I hit the gas harder and jumped back onto the driveway! Off the gas, onto the brakes, which didn’t catch immediately, but in a second everything would be fine. I had it, I was going to get the hell out of here, take that, hotshot soccer guy, I totally wasn’t stuck—cruuuuuunch.
The sound came simultaneously with the sickening jolt, but my brain registered the sound first, alongside the panic at the brakes not working, and the terrible impact only after that. Ow.
I was shaking slightly until I made myself relax enough to move. That had not been a good sound. Or a good feeling. I risked looking out the window, where the wipers kept running, showing me a very annoyed Orion Broderick.
The garage. I’d run into his garage. At a weird angle, so the back driver’s side of my car was now sorta wedged into the door I’d very definitely broken. I couldn’t see much from inside, but I also didn’t want to get out. Shit, shit, shit.
Back into drive. The transmission, at least, was fine. I tapped the gas.
Front tires spun again.
I tapped it harder.
They spun more.
“Stop it! You’re just digging yourself—”
I lay all the way on the gas, and the engine roared its disapproval, but there wasn’t even a hint of the tires catching on the gravel below, and it wasn’t like I could use the Get some space, take advantage of momentum trick again, since I was literally wedged inside the wooden garage door.
Orion jogged the few steps over and yanked the door open. “Quit it! It’s not working, can’t you see that?”
“But I have to get out of here.” It was, in immediate retrospect, a real dumbass thing to say.
He shook his head in disgust and rounded my door, which was letting snow in, to bend over and peer at the front tires. “Let me see if I can find a few boards to get you out of this rut.”
What followed was a lot of me sitting in my car, hunched over, feeling useless, and Orion doing various things around and in front of my tires—which included a shovel and pieces of wood—and directing me gruffly when I should lightly now give her a little gas. Aside from shooting bits of wood back under the car and stirring up mud, we didn’t get very far.
“I think,” he said, in a low, measured, vaguely scary tone, “that you are stuck. Again.”
“I wasn’t stuck last time, as I demonstrated by getting unstuck.”
He shot me a look. “And how’s that working out for you right now?”
“Well.” I couldn’t think of anything clever to say, so I defaulted to arguing with the universe. “It hasn’t even been snowing that long,” I said plaintively. “How can I be stuck?”
“That’s just how weather works.” You jackass was left unsaid, but I heard it anyway.
“But . . .”
“We can probably still get chains on. At least. Maybe.” His dubious glance at the back half of my car, possibly now permanently living in his garage, didn’t give me a lot of hope, but it was a fruitless idea anyway.
“I, um, don’t have any.”
“You don’t have chains? You’re driving in the mountains during a storm.”
“I didn’t know it was going to storm!” I said hotly. “I’m not from here—how would I know it was going to storm?”
“What, you didn’t check the internet? That’s how we get the weather report here, flatlander.”
“I—I didn’t—it’s April! I didn’t even think to check since it’s almost freaking summer!”
Stalemate. We stared at each other in vicious silent judgment. Of me. Both of us were clearly judging the me of early this morning, who’d cavalierly driven up into the mountains without even thinking about snow.
“I’m, uh, sorry about your garage. Or shed. Whatever. I’ll pay for it, obviously.” I swallowed, thinking about just how much money I had in my “emergency” fund. More than a hundred bucks . . . less than two hundred. I really needed to take that thing more seriously. “Um. So. Is there . . . any way you can give me a ride back into town? I’m assuming your, uh, four-wheel drive can handle this, even without snow studs?”
He sighed. In the muted softness of falling snow his sigh sounded like an angry gust of wind. “It could. Except Princess is in there.” A jab at the building behind me. The one I’d, y’know, impaled with my car.
I blinked. And craned around in my seat. A twinge in my neck shot down my upper back, but I ignored it and focused on . . . too much snow and condensation to see through the windows.
Fine. I left the engine running and gingerly stepped out of the car. My Converse sank into a wet mass of snow and mud, kicked up by the tires spinning. Drat, they were my custom rainbow ones, too, which I’d worn to signify . . . solidarity? Good luck? I’d even agonized over them a little—did I look like a corporate stooge or like a guy who liked Converse enough to give them my money even if they were a cog in the capitalist machine? But I’d gone with them anyway because, corporate or not, I really frigging loved them.
But they were really not meant for this kind of weather. I stood in my open door with one foot in the sludge and the other on the threshold of the door, staring back at . . . yeah. My car. A quarter of which was stuck inside the garage. From this angle I realized I was probably lucky the rear window itself hadn’t broken. “Um. So. What do we do now?”
“Well. We could try pushing. Except the back of the car isn’t really accessible.” He surveyed the situation with a frown. “I guess I’ll try from the passenger side, and you try from here, and we’ll see if we can at least get you free enough to edge the truck out. I think we’ve definitely seen why you shouldn’t be driving in this.”
“Okay,” I said, not totally sure what all that meant and chagrined by the critique, but glad Orion had apparently gone into a problem-solving mode that didn’t require him being more pissed at me.
He trudged around—boots, of course—to the other side of my car and opened the door. I copied his stance: door open, shoulder braced on the inside frame, bent over for leverage.
“One, two, three—”
I pushed as hard as I could, my rainbow Converse slipping and sliding on the snow.
The car didn’t move. Like at all. Didn’t budge. Didn’t even have the decency to rock a little bit.
I looked up to see Orion watching me over the roof of the car as I kept trying to push, my legs not quite running-slash-sliding in place like I was on the world’s messiest treadmill, mud now spattered on my jeans, the chilly sensation of snow catching on my socks, then melting.
“Sorry,” I huffed, giving up. “I’m not very strong.” I keep meaning to go to the gym, but then I get intimidated by the muscle bears and not knowing how to use the equipment, and anyway it’s not like I’m chopping down trees or something. Could Orion chop down a tree? I gulped and lowered my eyes.
“It’s a lost cause, anyway. Maybe if I’d been here all my life I’d know how to get your car out, but I haven’t, and I don’t.” He looked up at the sky. “And there’s a storm warning until tomorrow evening, so I don’t think we can rely on things clearing up either.”
Which left . . . what? I bit down on my lip so as not to whine.
“I’ll go see if I can call into town, get Mario out here to tow you in.” He trudged back around the car and toward the house.
He did not, note, invite me to go with him. To my relief? Mostly my relief. I pulled my ruined shoes back into the car and closed the door, holding my freezing hands up to the heater vents. I’d just filled up my tank, so I could spend a few more minutes with the engine on, long enough to thaw me out.
I couldn’t help myself. I tried one more time to get my car out of its rut. Nothing but the rev of the engine and the impotent spin of the tires. My head fell against the steering wheel, and I fervently wished I could hit Retry Mission on this whole stupid day.



Chapter Five
A shadow fell over me. At least, if not a shadow, a form blocking some of the light coming in from outside. I looked up. Then, because I really couldn’t see through the gathered condensation, rolled my window down.
Orion did not look thrilled. His expression was somewhere in between Get out of my house and We can try pushing: dire and about 93 percent hopeless. “No dice. The phones are down. Happens a lot when it snows.”
I just stared at him. “What the hell do you mean, it ‘happens a lot’? Why doesn’t someone stop it from happening a lot?”
“You’re probably the first person to ever think about that. Maybe you can put a comment in a box somewhere.” He gestured around. “Why do you think? No one from the cities gives a fuck what happens up here until it personally inconveniences them. The rest of the time, we’re just getting by with limited resources and spotty services. Welcome to rural America, Desmond.”
“It’s Des,” I muttered.
“You’re gonna have to come inside, I guess,” he said after a long pause.
I shook my head. “You told me to get out of your house.”
He grimaced. “I detest you, yes, but that’s not the same as wanting you to freeze to death in my front yard. But whatever, suit yourself.”
He trudged away again.
I rolled up the window.
And sat there.
The snow kept falling. April. April! In California! It had been in the midsixties all week and was supposed to hit seventy-two over the weekend! How could I currently be stuck in the freaking snow? I stole a peek at the cabin. Since rolling the window down had knocked the snow off—some of it inside the car—I could see a little better.
If only he hadn’t known who I was. How cozy could this be right now? Would we even have tried getting the car out that hard? Or would we have just surrendered to a little bit of Oh no, looks like you’re not going anywhere tonight, cowboy?
I slumped and imagined taking aim at past-me’s balls again. See how badly you screwed this up for us?
Orion detested me. I couldn’t remember anyone ever telling me that before. You think “hate” is strong, but you could hate the guy who cut you off in traffic, or the politician who said racist stuff at a rally somewhere. You could hate plenty of people. Being “detested” felt more intensely personal for some reason. Rarity leading to lack of linguistic inoculation, maybe?
Or maybe it was just the way he’d said it. Almost casually. Like all the time Orion Broderick thought to himself, I DETEST that asshole Desmond Cleary. It was just a fact of his life, as unassailable as the color of the sky.
Which was now a dull gray, bleeding snowflakes. Or was it weeping?
No. No, that was me. Only a little. I got myself together and took stock. So I wasn’t strong. I could walk, couldn’t I? People walked for way longer in the snow than ten miles. (Or fifteen, or twenty . . . funny how those numbers hadn’t seemed that important when I was driving them in a car.) Say it was twenty miles. Like. That was still less than a marathon, right? Sure, they didn’t run marathons in the snow, but it wasn’t going to kill me. Plus, I’d be able to get medical care on the other side.
I briefly imagined snowmanning the last stretch of Route 4 and stopping in at the gas station to ask where the nearest emergency room was. Had I seen a hospital? Did Bakers Mine even have a hospital? They’d have search and rescue, probably, with first aid training. Firefighters had first aid training, right? They must have a fire station, surely.
Whatever, all that would come later. The point was: people survived walking around in the snow all the time. People had been surviving in snow for hundreds, thousands of years, without a well-lit ER on the other side. And literally losing a couple of toes might be better than facing Orion and asking for his help. After I’d crashed my car into his garage. And blocked in his truck. And, oh yeah, destroyed his entire life.
Not an option. On any level. Dear Reality, please accept my pinky toes as sacrifices. That ought to be enough. Plus, did it even hurt? Like, by the time your toes really like froze, weren’t they numb? I wasn’t sure of the mechanics, but that sounded right. It was probably only fifteen miles back to town. That was way less than a marathon. I could do this. I was fit enough. Maybe not weight lifter strong, but I could rock some cardio.
Like a mountain man. A modern mountain man. Well, okay, an aspiring mountain man. In the snow. In rainbow Converse. Focus on the facts, Cleary: If you stick to the road, you’re not gonna end up a cautionary tale on one of those podcasts that covers natural disasters and disappearances. By this time tomorrow, you’ll be sitting in your apartment watching Schitt’s Creek and getting really fucking stoned.
It was a lovely picture. And the only thing standing between me and it was fifteenish miles of snowstorm, potentially some emergency frostbite treatment, and a few hundred miles of highway. I’d have to rent a car for it. No big deal. I could figure out how to get my own car home later.
I finally killed the engine, shoved the keys in my pockets, and gathered up my bag, which I layered under my hoodie, and the scarf I’d brought because it was cute, not because I thought I’d need it. I rummaged in the back seat a little, and ow, again, my neck was starting to ache. An extra pair of dirty gym socks, a beanie I’d bought when I thought I was going to take up running last fall, which had been used once and then tossed in the back of the car into the graveyard of things I never think about, and oh, hey, a cheese-and-crackers packet.
It was a lot like when you start a survival video game and you grab every random thing you can. I drew the line at a plastic straw (what would I possibly use a plastic straw for?) and a crumpled Taco Bell napkin. Those just turn to mush anyway.
How could there be so much crap in my car, and none of it looked all that useful? Then again, it’s not like I planned to ever be in the snow. I did find half a pair of flip-flops, but that’d be even worse than my Converse.
At the last second I also found—ta-da!—a towel. A thin on sale at the end of summer towel, but something was better than nothing. I wrapped it around my upper body like a blanket and opened the car door.
“Here we go,” I mumbled aloud. The noise the door made as it closed behind me was like a textbook falling out of a second-story window onto cement: thud. I started walking.
[image: ]
At first it wasn’t so bad. It was awful, yes, my toes were cold and I had to keep rewrapping the towel to shield my fingers, but it was also beautiful and majestic and everything sounded different, muffled, but also I could hear clumps of snow falling off branches, and the wind blowing up through the trees, starting noticeably far away, then sweeping toward me like a train gathering speed.
Awful-but-captivating was actually how I usually felt about nature, so maybe it wouldn’t be so bad. A super-long walk in nonideal weather conditions, but in a few hours, it’d be over. In a few weeks I’d be bragging about it to my—what had Orion called me?—“flatlander” friends. Or, okay, I didn’t have any of those, flatlander or otherwise, but I could brag about it to the muscle bears at the gym. So now I lift weights and stuff, you know—it was bad at the time, but in retrospect it really helped me get my life together.
Plus, Vix definitely couldn’t fire me if I’d sacrificed a toe or two for my job.
Being on the driveway beneath the canopy of trees was better in some ways, namely that I didn’t have to walk through the actual snow, but it was also super slippery. A few times I barely caught myself before falling flat on my butt, my towel-wrap kept coming loose while I flailed, and then I misjudged the edge of the road and went down hard. My left arm collapsed under me, and I genuinely cried out.
It didn’t echo. Except inside my head, where the out-loud pain-scream I’d managed to bite off kept going.
And going.
It wasn’t bleeding, and no bones were jutting out at awkward angles. Nothing so dramatic. It just hurt like a beast right along my elbow, making me clutch my arm against my body as if I could soothe it better.
Ouch. Fine. Okay. Minor setback. I stuck my arm inside my hoodie and tucked the front of my hoodie into my jeans. Not comfortable, but it did help stabilize my arm somewhat. Rewrap towel. Forge on.
I must have gone, what, at least two miles by now? Two down, thirteen, maybe fewer than that, to go.
Which was when I made the mistake of looking back.
I could still see the roof of the garage. Orion’s detached garage, which was set out in front and to the side of the cabin. I could also see my trudge-prints along the only lightly dusted drive. But . . . but I’d been walking for ages. My shoes and socks were all the way soaked through. The towel was getting heavy with dampness, even out of the main snowfall.
Speaking of which, against the dark outline of the garage, the snow was getting worse. And it was past 4:00 p.m. now. It would be night soon. Too soon. Way too soon for me to make it all the way to Bakers Mine at this rate.
Just how low did temperatures fall during the night? Maybe the driveway was some sort of optical illusion. Two miles on a straightaway might not look that far, right? Except it wasn’t that straight. One mile, then?
I shivered and forced myself to keep going. If I kept walking, I couldn’t freeze. Physically. It wasn’t possible.
I couldn’t feel my feet anymore.
I kept going.
I couldn’t feel the fingers on my right hand anymore. That was more of a problem. I could live without a few toes, but I needed my fingers. They were not part of my willing sacrifice.
My steps began to slow.
What’s the alternative?
You know what the alternative is.
I can’t go back there.
You’d rather freeze?
Maybe. Very possibly.
The headline would read “Dumbass Refuses to Accept Help, Dies of Hubris.”
Shut up.
I came to a shambling halt and half turned. Definitely darker now. I shivered. Stay or go? I would not lose any limbs (to frostbite, anyway) if I went back to Orion’s cabin. Cold Snap Cabin, how hilarious.
Was I going to cry? No. Not crying.
I closed my eyes really hard and said out loud, “There’s no place like home, there’s no place like home, there’s no place like home.” I tried to click my Converse together three times, but the solid ice blocks at the ends of my legs weren’t capable of that kind of fine motor movement anymore.
Dammit. I was not a mountain man. Or a marathoner. In any weather.
I slumped, turned around, and started back.
The way back took longer. Or maybe it just felt that way, in the parts I could still feel, which were mostly in my conflicted emotions. Was I seriously giving up? Surely I wouldn’t literally die if I kept going? Then again, what did I think all those disaster podcast episodes were about, if not people thinking, Surely I won’t literally DIE?
Ugh, I was so weak. Weak willed even more than physically weak. I used to think, in my ignorant youth, that I was decisive, that I was a person of action. Not anymore. Now I realized that being a “person of action” usually meant you were acting in place of thinking.
Like deciding you were going to walk fifteen miles in a snowstorm. Or publishing an article no one asked for about a queer athlete. Except I’d thought about both of those things and had still elected to do them. Maybe that just made me a damn fool.
The cabin grew closer, and I grew colder. By the time I faced the last trudge through the now significantly deeper snow (I had no idea something so fluffy could build up so fast or be so heavy), I was actively shivering and couldn’t feel my feet, my right hand, or my face.
I tried to knock on the door, but my frozen-meat fist just made a sort of thunk, thunk, thunk sound instead.
The door opened. Orion stood there, skin pink, cable-knit sweater dry and warm. Eyes wary.
We stared at each other.
He looked me up and down.
I waited for something cutting, a dressing-down, insults, anything.
He shook his head in disgust and stepped back, leaving the door open.
Since I didn’t know what else to do, I stepped inside, where the central heat was humming, where I dripped onto wood floors that were probably way older than I was.
“Thank you,” I whispered, my voice rasping.
He turned and walked away.
I’m sorry I made you detest me, I wanted to say. Sorry I ruined your life. Instead, I shoved my numb fingers into wet pockets and chose to be thankful that, detesting me or not, at least he’d let me inside.
An-hour-ago-me moaned incoherently in the back of my head, visions of being a hero frozen brittle and smashed into shards. Don’t make me kick you, I thought irritably.
In the world beyond my bleary-eyed, hopeless surrender, Orion Broderick puttered around in his kitchen, a place I should never have invaded, a safe place he should have been allowed to keep. But here we were.
Cleary: nil, I thought, and pretended the water in my eyes was melting snow.



Chapter Six
You know what would be great? Like, in the world. I know the classic answers are “world peace” and “end world hunger” or whatever, but I have a counterproposal.
It would be freaking awesome if people looked on the outside like their personality on the inside. For instance, if a guy looks gorgeous and strong and is totally willing to pirouette in public with little ballerinas, he should be a nice person as well. He should be sweet. Kind. Forgiving.
I just think people should bring matching energy, inside and out. Is that too much to ask? Is it too much to ask that serial killers look like monsters and guys who look like former soccer players whose lives I may or may not have low-key ruined either be hot or an asshole? Instead of both?
Except . . . even then, Orion wasn’t what I expected.
I’d been around sports and the people who play them all my life. My dad’s only way of connecting with me was by coaching whatever sport I wanted to play. Literally we’d go all week without speaking except at practice and games. And to be honest, I thought that was pretty cool for a long time? Like it took years for me to have the thought that it might have been nice if he knew I existed even when I wasn’t on a soccer pitch or a basketball court.
Anyway, all that blah blah aside, I knew what athletes could be like. So I expected Orion to be either a total prick bastard or like . . . a super-wonderful gentleman. Never had I met a competitive athlete who was so . . . nothing. Neutral. Blasé. Boring. At least, now that he knew who I was and I’d crashed into his garage and trapped his truck inside and also I ruined his life this one time and he was sorta stuck with me because otherwise I’d die of exposure.
Well. All right. Put it like that, then I guess “neutral” was probably a pretty good outcome. But that didn’t mean I knew what to do with it or how to . . . how to be. With him. Not with-him-with-him, but in-the-same-small-cabin-with-him.
He said nothing. I mean, he handed me a towel and said he didn’t want me to die in his front yard. So that was good. But then he just . . . pretended I didn’t exist.
Fuck. This suddenly felt like one of those “Am I the asshole?” posts where you can tell the person writing it has literally zero self-reflection, and even on Reddit the commenters can all agree that yes, Original Poster, you are the asshole.
I was the asshole.
Not for crashing into the shed or garage or whatever; that was the flipping snow’s fault. I didn’t cause the snow. I mean, yeah, I took his point: I guess I could have checked the weather more carefully, but I’m from the coast! It never occurred to me that it could snow in April in California. I still couldn’t decide if that was normal. Like was he sorta having me on with it, like Ha ha ha, stupid dude doesn’t know about snow? Or did it . . . genuinely snow all the time in April, and I was the asshole who didn’t bother looking at the weather?
Whatever.
I was stuck now. In a blizzard. In a one-bedroom cabin. With a grumpy Orion Broderick.
Uhh, only not in a fun porn story way, like he’d be grumpy until suddenly he couldn’t help himself and ripped my clothes off and ravished me deliciously because the grumpiness was just a mask for his uncontrollable lust and emotional intimacy issues.
More like now that I wasn’t going to die in his yard, he’d pulled out his computer and was sitting in the only armchair, typing on it. Like. There was no Wi-Fi. (I’d checked.) And he couldn’t be using his phone as a hot spot unless he had miracle coverage somehow. So . . . what the hell was he doing on his computer?
I, on the other hand, was awkwardly perched on his couch fucking around on my phone and rediscovering apps I’d forgotten I’d installed. (Duolingo, past-me? Really? I mean, good try and all, but . . .)
Many of my lost apps did not work without the internet. There’s the rub, as we say. I don’t really say that, but it feels like it might be from Shakespeare or something, so it was the general “we” of the English-speaking world.
It was getting seriously dark outside. I restlessly went to the living room window, trying to see out. The back side of the house was all woods, and I could only see a yellow window-shaped light on fresh snow and then nothing. Darkness. Cold, icy darkness.
I shivered again.
A sigh from the armchair. “Hang on. You need dry clothes.”
“I’m fine.”
“Yeah, you’ll feel that way, but your core body temp is probably a few degrees lower than it should be, and you can’t be used to that level of physical exertion, so you shouldn’t demand your body heat you up in wet clothes as well.”
I turned to look at him, feeling my face contort in a frown. And I don’t have a cute frown. I have this like old-man-frown-on-a-young-man’s-face thing going. I’ve heard that from no fewer than four separate people. I guess I have extreme frown wrinkles or something? So I tried to smooth it out, but also, I was frowning, so I probably looked like a half-melted wax frowny face.
Thankfully, my frown was lost on Orion, who was halfway out of his seat but still staring down at something evidently urgent on his computer. He finally shut it and looked up.
Which was awkward. Because whatever had sparked between us wasn’t, like, vanished. It still fizzled a little. Sadly. Like a lit match dropped in water. All dead and useless now.
We both looked away. I’d meant to argue with him, but in that brief flash of the sexual tension of two hours earlier, I’d lost my train of thought.
So Orion Broderick wasn’t going to let me die. And he also wasn’t going to let my body temperature go lower than he was personally comfortable with. Right. Got it.
(Hint: I did not get it. What the hell was he even talking about?)
He disappeared into his bedroom and returned with . . . uhh, track pants and a T-shirt. His track pants. His T-shirt. Sure, no problem.
I swallowed hard before saying, “Thanks.”
“Just hang your stuff up in the bathroom so it dries out.”
“Okay.” I hesitated. “Just so I’m clear . . . are we giving up on the idea that I’ll be able to get out of here tonight?”
And he did give good Are you fucking kidding me? eyebrow energy. “You mean, since we can’t call anyone to tow your car, or pick you up and take you anywhere that isn’t here, and you crashed into my truck so I also can’t drive you anywhere but here? Oh, and you clearly can’t walk it?”
“I didn’t crash into your truck,” I said testily. I’ve always liked the word “testily.” It reminds me of testicles. That mix of vital and fragile. Intense and also vulnerable.
He waved a hand. “Please change your clothes. I’ve got the central heat on now, but if the power goes out and we’re left with the stove, I just want to make sure you’re not still wet from your little adventure.”
My face went into old-man-frown mode again. Which wasn’t fair. I smoothed it out, but that took like fifteen entire seconds (I was glad he’d gone back to looking at his computer, since it probably wasn’t very attractive, watching me iron out my forehead through sheer will and the movement of tiny muscles). By then it would have been dumb to keep arguing, so I didn’t.
I went to the bathroom. And took off my, yes, fine, still-damp clothes. Well, took off some bits, peeled off other bits.
At which point I was standing naked and not a little shriveled in Orion Broderick’s bathroom. I huddled over the heater vent, trying to dry myself out before putting on the other set of clothes.
The bathroom was pretty stark for a place where someone actually lived. I snooped around, something I’d neglected to do earlier, when everything had been going . . . better. Alas, he was not a man whose personality was writ across his toiletries. A bottle of shampoo, a bottle of conditioner. Not the cheapest kind, but probably the highest quality you could still find at a Walmart Supercenter. (Did a tiny village even have a Walmart? Where did they shop? Definitely no Target.) There was also a plugged-in electric toothbrush sitting beside a thing of foaming hand soap.
Feeling slightly guilty but also like it was inevitable that I would do it eventually, I tugged open the mirrored medicine cabinet, wincing as it clicked.
Hell. The dude was a monk. One tube of toothpaste. Three bottles of over-the-counter painkillers: ibuprofen, Tylenol, and a bottle of generic migraine pills. A small jar of cotton balls and a thing of rubbing alcohol. A midrange electric razor with a neatly wrapped cord.
And, bizarrely, one relatively expensive daily face wash. But tucked away in the cabinet like he either didn’t use it or didn’t want anyone to know he used it. That is, anyone with proper boundaries who wouldn’t go poking into his private stuff.
I shut the door and considered the face wash. Still. Weird.
I opened the door again and checked out the expiration date, but no, it was still good. And—I tried to judge the level inside—maybe three-quarters gone. So he used it.
Okay. File that away and stop being a creeper.
Or more specifically, stop being a creeper after one last check under the sink, but that was more of the same normal, boring stuff. More toilet paper, a thing of bleach wipes, an ancient-looking nail brush.
The living room felt like a place where someone, you know, lived. This bathroom felt like an Airbnb that he was staying in just long enough to take his toothbrush out of his toiletries bag. What did a guy like this even put in a toiletries bag? A razor and toothpaste and really expensive face wash?
A sudden knock on the door brought back to me the fact that I was standing naked in the bathroom of a dude who hated me, idly going through his things. No need to ask AITA this time.
“You didn’t pass out, did you?” Orion called, a little too loudly.
“No, no!” I hastily yanked on his track pants and pulled the shirt over my head, trying not to overthink the smell of clean laundry and how snuggling with Orion under a blanket would smell just like this, but with a good helping of Orion thrown in. “Sorry, just huddling over the heater. I guess I was kind of cold after all!” Don’t babble to cover up the fact that you were snooping. I cleared my throat. “Coming out now!” I called, like I was going to Hulk through the door or something and he should step back.
“Okay, just making sure.”
I went out, then paused weirdly in the doorway, realizing I hadn’t washed my hands (I hadn’t needed to) but also that if he assumed I’d gone to the bathroom, then he was now thinking, Wow, this schmuck takes a leak and doesn’t even wash his hands.
But it was too late. To wash my hands. If I did it now, I’d look really weird. Which might be better than looking like a guy who didn’t wash his hands after going to the bathroom?
We stood there in an awkward tableau for a long moment.
“Can I . . . get by?” he asked finally.
“Oh. Um. Sure, yeah.” I shifted my Orion-bedecked self out of the way and cringed as he went into the bathroom and closed the door. Which was about when he would be noticing that I’d left my wet clothes in a heap. “Uhh, sorry!” I called, hearing my own voice rise in panic. “I forgot to hang my stuff up! I’ll do it in a second! I’m not usually a slob, I swear, it’s just that it’s, you know, been a long day and—”
“It’s fine. Do you plan to stand there while I pee?”
Oh my fucking god. “No! Sorry!” I stumbled back, almost tripping over the little side table where he’d left his computer, but I managed to catch it before it fell (okay, that’s one for Cleary, at long last) and to be on the couch again by the time I heard the water running while Orion, of course, washed his hands.
I should have kept walking. I knew it at the time. I knew that even perishing on a frozen highway in a blizzard would’ve been better than facing Orion again, and that past-me, that lucky, half-frozen man, was entirely correct. I would have curled up in a ball and tried to disappear, except I didn’t want to look even more ridiculous.
“Are you hungry?” he asked. Like he hadn’t noticed anything strange at any point.
“Um. I don’t . . . know.” It was dumb. It was not a real answer. But it was also true.
“I’ll heat up some food,” he said and then went into the kitchen, on the other side of the wall. If I’d really stayed in this little cabin as a child, I would have run around in circles until I was sick: kitchen, living room, entryway, kitchen, living room, entryway. Or until my dad yelled at me to stop. Whichever came first.
What would Dad have said if he were still around to see this? He’d died my second year of college, suddenly, heart attack, and we hadn’t had the type of relationship that made me miss all his support and warm hugs—what support and warm hugs?—but I didn’t think I’d ever stopped feeling a little hollow when I thought of him. Like there was some space in my head where all the memories we’d never made still lived.
He’d never seen Orion play. Upside: he also hadn’t seen me destroy Orion’s career.
He would have laughed at me trying to walk to town in a blizzard. He would have told me not to bother apologizing. What’s done is done had been a favorite phrase of his, and I’d always assumed he liked it because it essentially meant Don’t expect me to care if your feelings are hurt.
But now? What’s done was done. Of course. There was no taking back the article I’d written or the consequences of it. There was no taking back my failure to check the weather report, or my inadequate snow driving. I was stuck in Orion Broderick’s house, wearing his clothes, about to eat his food, trying not to beg his forgiveness. My dad had taught me that lesson too: he was of the Better to ask forgiveness than permission, but on second thought, don’t bother asking for either persuasion. He’d neither offered nor accepted apologies.
But I wasn’t my dad. I wanted to say I was sorry. And, somewhere in a dark pocket of my head, or maybe my heart, I really wanted Orion to say, Look, I get it, you were young and stupid and you did a thing you thought would work out, but it instead destroyed my future and actually my life, but I still forgive you, because I get what it’s like to be young and stupid.
Except most people don’t ruin a man’s career when they’re young and stupid. Which I had.
No. Big. Deal.
He was never going to forgive me. And, as I thought about it, I kind of didn’t think he should. Fuck. Being older and wiser sucked.



Chapter Seven
Dinner with Orion turned out to be neatly portioned pieces of quiche in glass containers with locking lids. The containers were cool. Glass, you know, very environmentally aware. When I caught a glimpse into the refrigerator, it was actually like two stacks of glass containers, a pint of heavy cream, a jar of relish . . . and probably other stuff I didn’t see because it was only a glimpse. Point being: Orion apparently prepped meals in containers and didn’t keep a ton of food on hand. Though I was pretty sure he had two of those boxes of butter, like, boxes with wrapped bricks of butter inside them.
Who needs that much butter?
The quiche, or whatever, was really good. I started to think he probably hired someone to cook for him. A lot of athletes did that. Not a personal chef or anything that fancy, just a person who liked cooking and had a side hustle making meals for people, perfectly proportioned meals in neat glass containers.
I was really warming to this idea—she, I was sure it would be a she up here in the sticks, was probably someone’s grandmother, maybe that kid at the gas station’s, and she’d have blue-rinsed hair and a super-organized kitchen, probably with one of those Instagram-able pantries that look like restaurant dry storage. I was debating what she’d have on her apron (she definitely wore an apron, but would it be delicate florals or something more edgy, like maybe Wonder Woman?) when Orion blew away my fun grandma-chef idea by saying, “You don’t have food allergies, do you? I was making peanut butter the day I did the quiche, so it’s probably cross-contaminated.”
It took me a second to get over my You were MAKING peanut butter? moment and recover long enough to shake my head. “So you made all this?”
He shrugged. “A guy’s gotta eat.”
I did not think he would appreciate my fantasy that he hired someone to cook for him. If you’re the type of person who makes peanut butter, you’d probably be insulted by that. “It’s really good,” I said, and meant it. Which was annoying.
“It’s just a basic quiche.” He sounded defensive. Like I’d been taking the piss or something, when I very much hadn’t.
“I mean, I’ve never made any level of quiche, and it tastes good, so.”
Annnnnnd, awkward silence descended. Again.
Had I said something actually wrong? But this time I didn’t think I had. I’d literally just complimented his quiche.
Damn, I wanted that to be a euphemism. Hey, hot stuff, I really like your . . . quiche.
What was happening to me? I’d been in the sticks for six hours, and suddenly I was thinking about sex and quiche in the same sentence.
Should I be making conversation? Was that burden on me because I was the uninvited guest? I grasped for something to say that he couldn’t misinterpret.
“You have perfect teeth,” I said inanely.
He blinked at me. “What?”
“Your teeth. They’re. I mean. Did you have braces as a kid or whatever? I didn’t have braces. So I notice other people’s perfect teeth.” I tried not to visibly cringe as I stared down at my quiche.
“Thanks, I guess?” His tone was less Thanks and more What did I do to deserve this?
Dinner ended, at last, and I immediately offered to wash the dishes and was immediately rebuffed. So I escaped to the couch again. The bathroom was like a hotel. The living room was a lot more like a family cabin. It was hard to imagine movie stars living in such a place, even for a vacation. Wood paneling on the walls and built-in bookshelves up the entire exterior wall, only broken by the long window. Lots of murder mysteries and magazines. Stacks of National Geographic and yellowing Reader’s Digests, with dates way further back than Orion’s presence accounted for. Had he inherited fifty years’ worth of back issues from the previous owners?
The bottom shelves were lined with closed boxes, but they looked a lot more recent. I skipped them, since I didn’t think opening a dude’s boxes was really all that cool (at least not when he might catch me doing it), but on the far side of the window, what I’d initially assumed was more stacks of National Geographic was actually Sports Now. A.k.a. the magazine I’d dreamed of writing for since I was a literal child. My dad had loved it.
“Sports Illustrated is for wankers,” he’d told me. “People who care about sport read Sports Now.” So I’d cared about it too. It was the sports world version of Rolling Stone. In-depth features alongside stats and a column I’d loved when I was younger called “Where’s Sporty?” which would just show a photo of people somewhere doing A Sport, and challenge readers to guess where and what the sport was. My dad’s claim to fame was getting his letter published, in which he’d correctly identified rugby being played at the Melbourne Cricket Ground and gotten the year right, earning a “high score” badge from the editors.
Everything that happened to my dad after that failed to live up to such a singular achievement, including having me.
Orion came out of the kitchen sometime later and looked at me, pausing for a long second just standing there, as if he was about to say something. But he didn’t. At least, not the way it seemed like he was going to. His eyes landed on the magazine I was currently reading, a packed issue from the 2022 World Cup in Qatar, which featured the German team on the cover, all of whom were covering their mouths to protest FIFA’s ruling against allowing teams to wear armbands in support of LGBTQI+ rights.
I gulped, wishing I’d been reading literally any other issue. Hey, you know how I fucked up your whole life trying to prove the sport was ready for gay players and then later that year the World Cup was held in a country where being gay is literally illegal? Uhh, yeah, that happened. But he didn’t say anything about the magazine, the awesomeness of the German team taking their World Cup photo with their own hands muzzling their ability to support queer people, or how screwed up it all was. Finally, with a small, attractive frown line (not a whole archaeological stratum of lines like certain other people), he said only, “I’m turning in. There are blankets in the hall closet and a pillow in a vacuum bag, so . . . help yourself.”
That was it. Hospitality Chez Broderick.
“Thanks,” I managed to say before his door shut.
No response.
I mouthed Okey dokey to the empty room and checked the time on my phone.
Not quite ten p.m. Right. Okay. So here we were. I considered the stacks of Sports Now and wondered how far back they went. Maybe I could even find the one with my dad’s letter. Since there was literally nothing else to do.
Just to check, I hit airplane mode on my phone, then turned it off again and watched as the phone searched for a signal. But no. Not even a tiny hint of a bar.
I grabbed a stack of magazines, brought them over to the couch, and pretended I was at a super-comfy library instead of the isolated mountain cabin of a guy who detested me.
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You know how you read about people waking up in a strange place super disoriented? I kind of wish that had happened to me. Instead I woke up feeling the familiar certainty that I had royally screwed up, and now I was paying the price for it.
It was still pretty dark out, even though it was seven in the morning. I’d finally numbed myself with articles about the history of recreational running and the relationship between the ancient Greek sporting events and the modern Olympics by around midnight. I had found a pile of dust-smelling blankets, but no pillow aside from the couch cushions, so I’d huddled under a bunch of quilts and used my still-damp hoodie (which Orion had hung up on a chair in the kitchen) as a pillow.
Also, the cabin was freezing. Like epically, ice-aged cold. By the time I’d gone to bed, it was definitely cooling off (Orion was probably the kind of guy who had his heating set to only go on at certain times of day or something). When I woke up in the morning, it felt like I should’ve been able to see my breath.
I couldn’t. I tried. But that’s how cold it was. It was outside levels of way too fucking cold.
Still, after another few minutes of lying under my blanket imagining ice crystals forming on the tips of my eyelashes, I gave up and got out-of-bed-slash-off-the-couch. And hung up my hoodie. Again. Because me sleeping on it had not helped it dry. And it being damp had probably also not helped me stay warm.
No sounds from Orion’s room, so naturally I went to the bathroom and then decided to have a good snoop in the kitchen.
It wasn’t as bad as it had seemed the night before. He had more eggs on the door of the fridge, a loaf and a half of bread in the freezer (which was weird), and a pantry stocked with three varieties of pasta and one dusty jar of pesto. Plus some other random bits.
No snack food. No chips, crackers, whatever. Two huge bags of white sugar, a huge bag of brown sugar, a huge bag of rolled oats, two big plastic bins of something that looked like it was maybe flour, and enough canned tuna to last through the end of the year.
Eggs, tuna, pasta, no junk food. The diet of a man who is used to paying attention to protein and carbs, but not in the habit of snacking. Five more glass containers with quiche, and two in the freezer with what looked like maybe soup.
It took me that long for the real horror of what I was seeing—or rather not seeing—to sink in.
No. It couldn’t be. It could not be.
So I went through the kitchen again. Protein, check. Carbs, check. Frozen bread for some reason, check.
What wasn’t there, the glaring omission that was beginning to make me sweat, was coffee. Or tea. Or literally any source of caffeine.
But surely . . . he seemed to kind of work at a place with “brew” in the name. I must just be missing it. Except also I didn’t see a coffee maker or espresso machine or even a French press. Even non-coffee drinkers often had a dusty old French press in the back of a cabinet somewhere! Or an ancient drip machine. I didn’t need anything fancy. Hell, if I found some coffee grounds, I could just boil them on the stovetop for cowboy coffee, really cement the parallels between this cabin and actually camping in the open air.
There had to be some form of caffeine in the place. I would wait for Orion to get up. No big deal. I would not panic. Who in this day and age has zero caffeine in their house? That was bananas.
I’d make breakfast. I would make us both breakfast—I mean, I couldn’t cook real meals, but how hard could scrambled eggs be?—and he’d wake up, and he’d be touched and impressed, and then he would magically bring out coffee from wherever it was hiding, and voilà, life could go on.
His bedroom. That was probably it. Maybe he’d set it up like a European B and B, with a little coffee maker and a cute jar of brightly colored pods for it. All different flavors. Yeah. It’d be fine.
Eggs, butter, a frying pan that had frankly seen better days. Salt and pepper, so at least he had those. Three kinds of salt: pink, kosher, and the regular “iodized” stuff. I hadn’t ever wondered what that meant, but now I did. As I sprinkled it into eggs I’d more or less beaten together in a bowl. Salt and pepper. Butter in the pan. Everything was going smoothly.
Were you supposed to heat the pan first or not? I thought so. I heated the pan. But then the butter I’d put in it started to burn. I lowered the heat and added more butter, which went brown immediately. Get it together, stove. I waved the pan around a bit until it was cooler and put it back on the heat. I added the eggs.
Which immediately started to burn in the center of the pan, but didn’t even seem to be cooking along its edges. Fine, I could stir. Except it took me precious seconds to find the wooden spoons in a drawer (I wasn’t about to destroy Orion’s pan with metal, even if it did look older than I was).
Still fine. I started stirring, scraping, scrambling? Scrambling the eggs, which didn’t smell that great by then, and finally took the pan off the heat again to slow down the cooking, but it wasn’t slowing very fast, so I started waving it around just to help the cooling process along. The room was freaking frigid, right? It wouldn’t take that long to—
“What the hell are you doing?”
My careful swooping motion jerked to the side as I spun to see that I’d been caught fucking up eggs in another man’s kitchen, and the eggs themselves, in various states of burned, scrambled, and raw, slid to the floor. I don’t know if it’s right, that thing about objects moving through space at the same time, because it definitely seemed like the burned stuff hit the floor first, then the stuff that looked edible, then the runny junk went splat right on top.
“Umm.” I looked down at the ruins of my Sorry you detest me breakfast. “Trying to make breakfast?”
“Charming. Could you maybe put my pan down before you drop it?”
Chagrined, I set the pan on an unlit burner and turned off the one I’d been using. “Sorry, I couldn’t get it to heat consistently, and then it was too hot, or not hot enough, and—”
He brushed past me and grabbed a handful of paper towels.
“Oh no, let me—”
“I’ve got it.”
And he did. You know. It being eggs in a rather interesting impact pattern across his tile floor. Orion crouched down in the middle of a mess I’d made while I stood there, impotently, wishing I’d never been born.
So nothing new there.
“Sorry,” I said.
“It’s fine.”
“Should I start a new batch?” I offered.
“No.”
“I could make toast?” I could manage that. Maybe.
“I’d really rather you didn’t.” He was still on the floor. How many paper towels did this endeavor require?
“Okay.”
“Great.”
I winced. This was coffee’s fault. Or lack-of-coffee’s fault. If I’d had some caffeine in my brain, everything would have gone so much more smoothly.
Uhh, could I ask him about coffee now? No, right? I mean. I’d be embarrassed, but it might be worth it?
“You’re in my way,” he said without looking up.
I didn’t think the eggs had really splattered that far? But also, what was I going to do, argue with him? “Sorry,” I mumbled again, and I fled to the living room. Then, when that wasn’t far enough, I put on my damp hoodie and called, “I’m just gonna go outside and look around!”
He said something too low for me to hear, then raised his voice and added, “At least wear boots this time. Try the closet.”
I gulped in discomfort and tried the closet, which did have three pairs of boots. I picked the oldest-looking ones and slid my feet into them. A little too big, but not much. I tried to thank him, but as I passed the kitchen he was still on his hands and knees, and the words died in my throat.
Never in my life had I known there would come a day when the idea of going out into a blizzard would be preferable to staying indoors, but here we were. I stomped out into the snow, and . . . well, anyway, at least I wasn’t watching a famous soccer star clean eggs off the floor anymore. That had to be an improvement in circumstances. Yeah. Right.



Chapter Eight
It was bloody fucking cold outside. So cold. I could for sure see my breath. Also, everything—everything—was white. I stood on Orion’s front porch, which was covered, and it took a while for me to even work out where everything was. I could see the eaves of the detached garage, but without the eaves it would have been hard to see the walls, which were white behind white snow. The big lump of white in front of it had to have been my car, but there was hardly any sense of depth in Orion’s front yard, where the trees had been cleared.
I could see where the driveway was because at least there were obvious tree trunks and snow on branches, but in the yard it was just . . . white. White and fluffy and freezing-ass cold.
Part of me genuinely wanted to run down and play in it. It looked that light and airy. Like cotton candy. I didn’t know what time it was now (and I wasn’t about to unsheathe my hands from my pockets to find out), but it was a lot brighter than it had been when I woke up, and in the diffuse light of morning, everything looked kind of magnificent. Like on a movie, where they’re obviously blowing in fake snow. Except this was real. The universe had just . . . done it. All on its own.
And it wasn’t still snowing, which seemed to be a good sign. A great sign even. So I could probably get out of here in the next few hours, once the sun hit the ground. I imagined all the snow melting away, and it almost felt . . . “sad” wasn’t quite the word. Almost a sense of melancholy? Like this magical world would melt away, never to occur again.
Except then I could drive home, back to civilization, where there was cell reception. And coffee.
Leaning up against the wall was an implement I recognized from television: a snow shovel. It looked just how it did on TV. And, even better, hanging on a nail beside it were thick gloves, like, real gloves, not the kind you get at a Ross Dress for Less for three bucks on clearance (“one size fits most”), but beefy with fleece on the inside and some kind of waterproof fabric on the outside.
Orion wouldn’t mind if I borrowed his gloves. Especially if that got me out of his hair faster.
I donned the gloves and picked up the snow shovel and marched down the stairs. Well, more like took one confident step, sunk lower than I thought, held on to the railing for dear life, and sorta rappelled down the rest of the steps to the ground, one glove still wrapped around the rail.
There. Safe. On the ground. Or rather on the snow. The night before, I’d still been mostly in contact with the ground, even when it had snowed hard. But now, given the quantity of snow and the temperature overnight, it was all crunchy and much higher than it had been. When I looked up at the roof from below, I could see the thick pad of snow on top. Was that a foot? It looked like more than a foot. What was that in rain? Were rain inches and snow inches equivalent?
Didn’t matter. What mattered was that I had a snow shovel, and I wasn’t afraid to use it.
I trudged over to my car, feeling empowered and energized, and began to take bites out of the snowbank around it. I unearthed the driver’s side door. So that was more than a foot of snow. It was up almost to the handle. Yikes.
Whatever, I was a man who could handle this. I tried to open the door, but it didn’t budge. Fine. Didn’t need it to. Worry about that later.
I excavated a path around to the front of the car and began really going at it. Yeah, I was panting like a dude who didn’t have a gym membership (I had a gym membership . . . I just didn’t often use my gym membership). And sure, I started by just tossing the snow wherever until I realized that in order to drive my car out, I’d need a path where there wasn’t a ton of snow, so I’d have to move all that stuff again, but it didn’t freaking matter. I was working. I was making progress.
I hit ice.
Thick ice. A lot of ice. Ice from where I’d been spinning my tires the day before. The muddy, gravelly slush had frozen over like concrete, and there was no coaxing with the shovel that could pry it up.
Fine. It was fine. The sun could melt that part. What I needed were tracks. Tire tracks. Like getting off the beach in a car: you just needed two reliable tracks, and you could get back to the street. With the beach, if you could just catch one front tire on rocks, you could usually baby the rest of your car until you had purchase.
I leaned on the shovel, panting, throat killing me from all the heavy breathing of icy air, and looked down the long driveway. If I got the car moving, wouldn’t it be heavy enough to get through the places under the trees where the snow was less thick? Maybe?
I was sweating through Orion’s T-shirt and my wet hoodie. My hands inside the gloves were swampy. My ears and nose were cold, but the rest of my body was a furnace.
I’d just start working on tracks. If I could get them clear enough, the sun would do the rest. That’s what I could rely on: the sun. The sun was consistent. It would burn you, it would cook you, ergo, it would melt snow. Night follows day, et cetera.
And so I went back to shoveling. My car was still heaped with snow (the sun would melt it), my door was frozen shut (the sun would thaw it), and I couldn’t make any progress on the slush-turned-ice in front of my tires, but I had faith those things would work themselves out. I was focused. I was determined. I’d shovel all the way to the damn highway, if that’s what it took.
My shoulders ached, my back was really starting to twinge uncomfortably, but dammit, I was in the prime of my life, and I wasn’t that out of shape. So what if it took all day? I could recover in a hot bath in my own apartment with a cup of coffee. I’d take tomorrow off. It’d be fine.
The cabin door opened and shut, but I ignored it. Maybe Orion would be impressed with my physical fitness level and willpower. More likely he’d make fun of me. I didn’t care. (I really didn’t.) I had my own plans. I had goals. And my main goal was to get the hell out of this irritating little town.
And to get the hell away from Orion Broderick.
He cleared his throat. I ignored him more intensely, even though my arms were really starting to hurt. I had started with all this energy, tossing the snow off to the side with gusto. Now I was more kind of pushing it more or less over onto the pile I’d been making, but without it getting air as it had before.
Just had to keep going. Didn’t matter how.
“What are you trying to do?” His voice was not as mocking as I’d expected. Nor as snide. It was . . . neutral.
“Dig my way out,” I said, as if it wasn’t obvious. Well, more croaked. Wow, my throat hurt. I kept going.
“Dig to where?”
“The highway if I have to.”
“The highway,” he repeated. “And then what?”
I tossed a glare at him, which took more effort than it should have, and then refocused on digging. Shovel into snow, brace, tighten core, lift shovel, toss load to the side, repeat. It was getting a lot harder. “And then,” I grated out, resisting the urge to groan with a bigger shovelful of snow, “I can drive out of here.”
“Couple of things.” He still sounded horribly, painfully blasé. “They won’t be plowing the highway, so even if you made it that far, which you won’t, you’d have to shovel all the way to town.”
“They don’t plow the highway? What is the point of a highway? Isn’t it to get places? How are you supposed to get anywhere in this bullshit snow if they don’t plow?” Fuck him, how did he know? They must plow. They had to plow.
“And the main reason they won’t be plowing the highway today is that it’s snowing again. We’re supposed to get eighteen inches in the next twenty-four hours.”
The shovel suddenly seemed to weigh at least fifty pounds. I couldn’t lift it. I leaned on it instead, staring down at the small area I’d managed to sort of clear. My arm muscles were trembling. “Eighteen . . . inches?”
He coughed. Almost awkwardly. Like the great Orion Broderick felt bad about the weather forecast. “Yeah. Sometimes we get this kind of spring storm in April or May, right after everyone takes off their snow tires.”
“Oh.” My word was almost lost in the loudness of the snow-covered world, which wasn’t exactly loud so much as it was dampened. Sound was different.
Also I was crying a little.
“I’m making oatmeal,” Orion said, then waited for a beat before he turned and crunched back inside.
Now that I’d stopped moving, my sweat was chilling my skin. I didn’t feel cold yet, not exactly, but I didn’t feel good either. I swiped tears away with my wet, snow-flecked sleeve and looked up.
Sure enough, almost too small and slow to see unless you were looking, the brightening sky was dropping gray flakes, each one distinct, its own little planet of fractals and ice.
I dragged the shovel back to the porch, scaled the steps again, leaned the shovel carefully where I’d found it, took off the gloves, and stepped inside. At least now it felt warmer.
Still leaking a little from my eyes, I gathered my own clothes, which were at least drier than the ones I was wearing, and changed back into them. I hung Orion’s carefully. And all through these chores I felt this sort of roaring in my ears, this strange mechanical whir that seemed to be building.
Almost as if I couldn’t remember how to stand, I tumbled back onto the couch, pulled the quilts up over my head, and lay there until the tears stopped falling. Or at least I must have, because I fell asleep.



Chapter Nine
This time waking up was a nightmare. As in there was a period of . . . an hour? A minute? Fifteen seconds? There was a block of time in which I remembered being cold, and hot, and in pain, and in awe, and then I felt like falling, even though I knew I was standing still.
Except in reality I was lying in a couchnest of quilts in Orion Broderick’s mountain cabin. Which I did realize almost immediately, even though my thoughts were still basically made of treacle.
My stomach lurched, and I closed my eyes again to take stock. So. Couchnest: could be worse. Warm was good. Dry was good. Head actively seemed to be self-destructing: not great. Had I somehow acquired a skull-size bulldozer, and was it currently running back and forth over my cranium, or was that still the nightmare?
Also whoa, very nauseous. But there was nothing in my stomach, a fact my body was also not best pleased about. Sorry, sorry, tried for eggs, failed.
I slowed my breathing and kept my eyes closed.
Beneath the grinding agony of the headache (no coffee, right, forgot to ask, couldn’t ask, need to ask), other parts of my body were regaining awareness. Arms had decided to just subtract themselves into numbness, which didn’t seem ideal. Legs . . . as I thought about my legs, my lower back started twitching. At first it was merely odd. Then it grew distracting. Then, like my brain had decided I was ready, I began to feel the ache.
Right, okay. So. On top of a very bad day, lousy couch-addled sleep, a failed attempt at breakfast, and no coffee, I had tried to single-handedly shovel my car down a very long driveway, only to have it start snowing on me again. At which point I’d cried in front of a man who detested me and gone back to bed.
Taking stock of one’s situation was beginning to feel way overrated. So now I had “taken stock” and . . . I was even more depressed than I’d been when I was ignorant of the so-called stock. Where did that phrase even come from? Stocking stores? Stocking farms? Was it related to livestock? Was there such a thing as deadstock?
That was my arms: deadstock.
I shifted experimentally and very softly squealed just a little as the muscles in my back protested, and the muscles of my front joined in.
“Snow shoveling is hard work,” observed the ever-neutral Orion Broderick. Or at least his voice. Coming from the direction of his armchair. Which I could see, except I’d have to move my head and I thought I might throw up. “You should eat some oatmeal. I’ll reheat it.”
Reheated porridge. I mean. Really? “Coffee,” I tried to say, but it came out funky.
“What?”
This time I licked my lips first. “Do you have coffee?”
“Oh. No.”
Fuck. I was going to cry again. It seemed like such a dumb thing, but this headache wasn’t going to quit if I couldn’t caffeinate it into submission. Oh god. I closed my eyes more tightly and tried not to look like I was crying.
“Oh, the caffeine.” He sounded very, very slightly sympathetic. “You should really get off that. Caffeine addiction is still addiction.”
I tried not to moan.
“There might be a few bags of black tea around here.” He wasn’t totally offering, but he wasn’t not-offering.
“Please,” I whimpered pathetically. Black tea. Did he have milk? He had cream. Fuck. Please find me some tea, please find me some tea. It seemed like that should make me feel less like crying, except that tea was so charged with memory and emotion and fuck, what if it was goddamn Lipton or something? I mean, I’d drink it, I’d drink anything right now to get rid of this headache, but nothing could make Lipton drinkable.
Or some hipster tea brand that came in its own biodegradable packaging. It would definitely not be loose leaf, but beggars couldn’t be choosers, and fuck, I’d beg, I’d do anything right now if it meant caffeine. I didn’t feel like I could even exist inside my skin without caffeine.
“I’ve got . . . something.” Orion’s voice from the kitchen.
This time, driven by physical need, I managed to convince my entire body to get upright. And then, with some cajoling, to get up. On my feet. Which didn’t hurt nearly as much as every other part of me, though it was the headache that felt aggressively painful, as if it was attempting to murder me from within.
Was that a weird thought? Would I normally think the line murder me from within, or was the headache actively messing with my mind?
I straightened up as well as I could to preserve what was left of my dignity. Even odds he had only found an old tin of chamomile, which wouldn’t help me at all.
Orion was in the kitchen staring down at a dusty box.
Lipton. The “sheep piss that every bloody American thinks is tea,” according to my father. I’d grown up disdaining the red-and-yellow box more than almost anything, though years later I realized it was, actually, British.
And yet I fell upon it now. “Thank god,” I mumbled.
“It may not taste very good,” Orion said dubiously. “I think it’s from before I lived here. It legitimately might not be that safe to—”
“It’s fine. Sheep’s piss. Doesn’t matter. Do you have a way to boil water?”
“‘Sheep’s piss’?”
I waved a hand. “Pot?”
“I’ll get it.” He didn’t seem to want me cooking in his kitchen again, even if it was only to boil water.
Thankfully, I was too messed up to care.
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It was not the worst thing I’d ever tasted. I’d once dated a smoker who used savory toothpaste. The toothpaste was the worst, worse even than the smoking. Unpopular opinion: I didn’t care if other people smoked. I was an above-average judger of other people, but smoking just wasn’t on my radar for whatever reason.
Kissing a smoker: objectively better than drinking ancient Lipton with heavy cream.
But it was already working. It started working the second I smelled it, which wasn’t until the water hit, because it was really fucking stale. My brain didn’t care how stale it was; caffeine, incoming was the message. Unless—
Oh no.
I locked eyes with Orion, and I could tell I looked half-mad. His solid neutrality rippled for a second. But I could only say, “What if it loses caffeine? What if it’s not enough?”
“It doesn’t. Caffeine doesn’t work like that. The only real way to lower it is overroasting. I mean, in coffee. I’m sure they don’t overroast tea.” He frowned again.
Steep faster. I stared intensely down into my mug, then looked back at the frowning Orion. “You know a lot about coffee for someone who doesn’t consume caffeine.”
“Well, yeah. There’s a reason I take it seriously. We used to drink espresso before a really nuts training session . . .” He trailed off. “Never mind. Just, I didn’t like the way it made me feel anymore.”
“I can’t relate. I fucking love it.” I inhaled the steam, trying to catch some hint of a good flavor lying dormant. But no. Just the newsprint-thin impression that once there might have been, in some distant past, perhaps in the last century, a tea leaf behind this beverage.
And I did love caffeine. The way it hit, the way it made me feel awake and alive and connected, like I was part of the world. But I belatedly realized that he’d said something about training, as in, training with the team, and all my rusty reporter’s instincts had been more focused on chemical necessity than following up a story. I glanced at him again, but the second I looked at him, he smoothed out his expression back to bland, with a little hint of defensiveness. But before he’d masked it, had I detected . . . envy? Or some near cousin of envy? Did Orion Broderick envy my unhealthy relationship with caffeine? Surely not.
I didn’t care. Couldn’t care. The tea tasted terrible and also miraculous. The cream helped give it a little bit of body, a little substance, but it hardly mattered. I drank it as quickly as my brain would allow me to consume something that hot and then made another cup.
Orion watched all this rather grimly. “It’s nice not to be so dependent on caffeine, you know.”
“If this is where you lecture me on the horrors of chemical dependency, don’t. My dad was a drunk, my mom has more prescriptions than your local pharmacy, and if the worst I do is caffeine, I’m on a good path, all right?” I said all this as I stirred the tea bag, urging it to release more of its properties into the boiled water.
“That’s fair enough,” he said after a pause.
“Thank you so much,” I replied in my best David-from-Schitt’s-Creek voice.
“It’s not my business.”
“No. Though you seem to know a lot about it for a guy so pure and uncaffeinated.”
This time he almost smiled. It was so close. He tamped it down before it escaped, but I saw it. The hint of a smile. “Well, yeah. I’ve gone through phases where I partied pretty hard when I wasn’t actively training, but nothing I did then compared to trying to ease off on caffeine.”
“So it’s a sore spot,” I suggested, still stirring, even though stirring tea as it steeped was A) not actually helping and B) just making it colder faster. But the headache was beginning to loosen its grip just the smallest bit, and my brain fog was showing signs of maybe someday lifting.
“I don’t know if it’s a sore spot . . .”
I raised my eyebrows at my tea, carefully not looking up, reflecting on that flash of almost-envy.
“Well, okay, maybe it’s a sore spot. I did consider throwing away that tea the last time I discovered it, but some voice in the back of my mind thought I might someday need it, which doesn’t make me feel great, to be honest.”
This time I did look at him. “Why? I mean. It’s fossilized tea. It’s not, like, a bag of heroin.”
“It doesn’t feel that different to me,” Orion said, and I could tell that he was being serious, so I valiantly did not mock him for this batshit statement. “Because either way, it’s a form of dependency, like you said.”
“I’m not sure heroin and caffeine are the same.”
“No. But if I wake up in the morning and my brain is full of mush until I consume something to make it work, that’s not what I want, so I quit.”
Which . . . “Fair enough,” I echoed, and began sucking down my second cup.
After three entire cups of stale Lipton, I could think clearly enough to realize I had to ration my tea bags. Though not having a timeline made that difficult. I glanced out the window at the world, which had gone white again. It was snowing steadily, the way it had started out yesterday, when I, in my ignorance, didn’t think it would be an issue. I reflexively pulled out my phone to check the weather, but of course, I couldn’t. I did notice that it was four p.m. somehow, which explained why my headache was so horrific. I hadn’t gone without caffeine until the afternoon since college, when my regular wake-up time was noon.
“Uh, so, when is it supposed to stop snowing?”
“I caught the weather report on the radio earlier.” Back to perfect neutrality, so the news could not be good. He wanted to get rid of me almost as much as I wanted to get out of there. “They think we’ll only get twelve inches by tomorrow morning, but the storm warning has moved out another day.”
“What . . . does that mean? In layman’s terms.”
“That the storm was supposed to hit hard and be over quickly. Now it’s hitting slightly less hard and lasting longer.”
“Does that mean no plowing?” I asked after a moment, thinking, Plow, I need a plow, please plow, damn you people in charge of plowing.
“They might plow lower down, where there won’t be as much snow, but it’s less likely up here.”
I threw up my hands. “I don’t get this. What happens if someone needs the hospital? Or a house catches fire? Or any number of other things where people have to, like, get out of here?”
He shook his head. “It’s all trade-offs. People who live up here, for the most part, are willing to accept those limitations because aside from dire emergencies in the middle of an intense spring storm, the advantages make it worthwhile. And during winter, they’ll keep the plows pretty accessible. Most of them will be stored for spring now, so that probably complicates things.”
The way he said it, like it was all totally normal, was impossible for me to wrap my head around. How was this normal? How did people just accept it, like not being able to leave your house was okay? “But what about food? Groceries? Won’t people starve if they can’t get to town?”
He blinked. “What, if they’re stuck at home for four or five days? No. And it was on the weather report, so folks stocked up. No one starves in five days.”
“You didn’t stock up,” I said accusingly.
“I made an entire quiche. I had more than enough food for me. I just didn’t expect some flatlander jackass to back his car into my Princess.”
“I didn’t! Only the door! Princess is fine. A little trapped, but totally healthy.”
This time he actually did smile, miracle of miracles. “Yeah, I looked too. I just meant that if I needed to get out of here under normal circumstances, I could put chains on and go. Not that I’d need to because I have more than enough food to get through a few days of snow. Even with you here.”
I begged to differ, but I could hardly say so now. I took a deep breath and refocused. “Okay, but there are . . . seven tea bags left. How many days do I need them to last me?” Then I cringed in anticipation of his answer.
“I don’t think it’s likely they’ll plow until maybe day after tomorrow. It could be the day after that.”
“Shit.” That was way too many days. And I still had a massive headache. When you’re used to drinking cup after cup of coffee every day just to push through and then all you’ve got are three cups of ancient Lipton, it’s not enough to eradicate the old caffeine headache. Just enough to take the murderous edge off.
Seven bags for three more days. At least.
“I used to keep a pound of whole bean in my freezer,” he admitted after a period of silence in which I again considered walking to town through a blizzard. “I thought, you know, it was frozen, it was whole bean and I didn’t have a grinder; I’d have to be so desperate I was willing to bust up the beans with a hammer to get a cup of coffee.”
“What happened?” I asked when he didn’t continue.
“I had a bad day.”
“But . . .”
He shrugged. “It’s actually kind of a mess, grinding coffee by pounding it with a hammer. The coffee wasn’t even good after that. So I got rid of it.”
The man had been so starved for caffeine he’d hammered his coffee beans for a taste, and what he took from that wasn’t “Maybe I should get a coffee grinder” but “I should throw this away so next time I just have to suffer.” Not that I was surprised a professional athlete had some degree of masochism to his makeup, but just that it was astonishing he still lived by that degree of discipline.
Did I admire it? A little? I couldn’t decide. Either it was admirable or it was totally bananas and he should seek help. It didn’t seem like there was much room for gray area there.
“Wow,” I said belatedly.
“Yeah, well. Anyway.” He looked at his watch-slash-fitness-tracker-thing and said, “Your oatmeal is cold again, but you should probably eat it. Dinner in an hour and a half?”
“Sure.”
He nodded and went to the door, where he pulled on a pair of boots. The newest-looking pair in the closet, so I’d picked right in picking the older ones.
“You’re not going out there?” I asked, feeling an unwelcome wave of concern. You’re not leaving me alone?
“Gotta chop some wood. It’s pretty likely we’ll lose power at some point, and I want to make sure we have enough wood to keep the stove burning when we do.” Like this was a totally normal thing to announce, he tugged his coat on and went outside.
“When we lose power?” I asked the empty cabin. “When?”
The cabin did not answer back.



Chapter Ten
The first thing I did when I woke up the next morning was make tea.
That’s a lie. The first thing I did when I woke up the next morning was attempt to move and realize my entire body was an aching, throbbing mass of agony. I’d never felt anything like it, and I did CrossFit for like two months this one time at a super-gay CrossFit place, except I got intimidated by the cultish vibe and stopped going, but of course didn’t cancel my membership for like three more months because I kept telling myself I’d go back tomorrow.
Point being, doing four days a week of CrossFit, even if you only do it for two months, really puts you in touch with your inner pain receptors or whatever it is that makes you feel like death after an hour and a half of jumping on and off boxes and doing pull-ups. And this? Was worse.
Who knew that you didn’t need a gym membership if you just lived somewhere it snowed all the damn time.
Orion had said, as if casually, that I’d lasted longer shoveling snow than he’d thought I would. Which sounded like a compliment until he’d added, “I gave you five minutes out there, tops.”
I was too afraid to ask how long I’d actually been attempting to dig myself out of the nightmare I’d landed myself in. What if he said it had been twenty minutes? Upon reflection, I’d made very little progress. I hadn’t even fully dug out the car, just sorta pushed snow away from the door (which I hadn’t actually managed to open), then attempted to kind of find two tire tracks. But I’d never even gotten ten feet from the tires themselves.
Had I lost my mind, thinking I could get all the way to the highway? Was there some kind of mental break I’d experienced in the face of all that snow? Or maybe it was just a temporary loss of ability to cope due to cohabitating with a dude who detested me.
It would have been better if he’d said he hated me. I knew how to be hated. Growing up queer gave you a lot of practice being hated, walking around every step of every day knowing that somewhere strangers were imagining you burning in hell with a fiery poker up your urethra. If Orion simply hated me, I could have dealt with it.
Detesting me felt so much more personal. To the best of my knowledge, no one had ever detested me before. I didn’t know how to respond to it. What to think about being detested. Did it hurt? Did it itch? Did my emotional nerve endings know how to process it? Detestation. Deforestation. Desolation.
After taking long, slow breaths just so I could move off the couch (and thinking again about what a lie that bullshit nursery rhyme about words shall never hurt me was), I made tea. I made one strong cup first, begging my head to stop hurting so much. Then I rebrewed the three bags from the day before in one cup and left it to steep for fifteen minutes before squeezing every bit of flavor and caffeine I could get out of it.
Vile as fuck, but every little bit helps when you’re dying of lack of caffeine.
I was drinking out of a coffee mug with a yellow rubber ducky on it and the words You’re the one. Which was a reference to something that tickled the very corners of my memory, but I couldn’t quite place it except that the sight of that rubber ducky charmed me. It had been one of the first mugs in the cabinet and it wasn’t dusty, so it must’ve been in common rotation. He must actually use the rubber ducky mug.
The thing about it—one of the things about it—was that Orion Broderick had been A Figure to me. An object in a way. I wasn’t proud of it now, and hadn’t been for years, but that’s how it had been. I’d grown up in Conquistos, started watching the FC the second they formed (because when your dad who doesn’t know how to bond with you is British and both of you like football, that’s what you do), wore the merch even when I was old enough to feel weird about being a queerboy in sports merch. And I loved soccer as a kid. Loved playing it, loved tracking the US professional teams, and loved watching the World Cup, even though FIFA was problematic as fuck.
And the women were allowed to be gay. These hot, strong, exquisite pro athletes who were also gay, like I was. Like my friends were. They got to be people, with girlfriends, partners, even wives eventually.
But the men didn’t. And I don’t mean that like waaaah, poor cis dudes. I just mean it seemed like it was time. It seemed like the twenty-first century could make space for queer men to come out while they were still playing.
Oh, how fucking wrong I was. I stared out at the snow, now entirely covering everything I’d shoveled the day before as if I’d never done anything (my muscles protested this blasphemy, but the evidence of my eyes was snow all the way down), and contemplated the moment I’d seen the picture of Orion snogging his physio in a Porsche parked in the shadows out behind the eleventh hole of a rather famous Conquistos golf course. It was one of those weird things where I knew someone who knew someone who happened to be at the clubhouse of Famous-Ass Golf Course for an event, but this someone my someone knew also happened to be anxious AF, so she’d gone out for a walk in the early twilight, when no one was supposed to be on the course anymore.
She was trying to stay invisible because she was afraid she’d get kicked out. Orion was trying to stay invisible because he was kissing his boyfriend and he wasn’t allowed to have a boyfriend. Shortly after the article came out, the photographer released a statement apologizing for having taken That Photo and regretting its use in the paper, somewhat conveniently leaving out the fact that she’d given it to us to publish, signed paperwork accordingly, and been paid the going rate of fifty bucks.
Not that I didn’t understand. By then I desperately wished I’d used a pseudonym and could cower behind it like a cornered weasel. But I’d thought all along that I would write this brilliant piece on the history of queer people in modern sports; I would end by . . . I thought of it as “liberating” the fantastic Orion Broderick from his shackles of homophobia, that the right-wing crazies would go nuts, the team would demonstrate their solidarity by sticking by him, and fifteen, twenty years out, he’d say it was the best worst thing that had ever happened to him.
It sounded so, so stupid when I thought about it later. I’d practically designed the rainbow armbands the guys would wear on the field. Imagined other teams picking up the trend. Maybe some other men in the American League Soccer Association would also come out.
In short: I would be the slightly problematic hero whose questionable decisions would be proved right by history. I had even, and I cringed to remember it, fantasized that Orion would thank me someday.
But that hadn’t been Orion because I didn’t know Orion. That had been this . . . Famous Athlete (TM) action figure with Orion Broderick’s face and jersey number. I knew he was from a small town in the middle of California (because that was in his bio), and that he’d dropped out of college at San Luis Obispo to play for the Conquistos FC, just up the coast (also in his bio). I had no idea who he really was, which hadn’t even mattered to me at the time. I hadn’t cared. I thought he was wealthy and famous and invulnerable. I thought he had nothing to lose by being outed.
And then the brand deals fell through and the team lost a couple of sponsors, and then they dropped Orion Broderick from the roster. They fired the physio immediately, of course. He’d moved to Australia and refused to do interviews, though at least he was still working in soccer. Not snowed in up a mountain with a guy he detested. Did it even snow in Australia?
The thing was, I’d known I’d fucked up almost immediately. It didn’t take the lost brand deals or the canceled sponsorships for me to get that. I knew it the second a pretentious poli-sci gay of the “I’m not queer, I’m normal like everybody else” variety congratulated me on doing the right thing. “Why should some soccer hotshot get to pass, right?” That’s what he’d said to me.
The words had echoed in my head, bouncing around like buckshot, making divots and bruising my brain. I hadn’t been trying to punish Orion Broderick for not coming out earlier. I understood why he’d been hesitant! I just thought the world could handle it. I thought we’d seen that with the women’s teams. I thought I was helping. Him, me, every other queer soccer fan.
But this asshole I’d never liked even though we ran in similar circles acted like I’d righteously outed someone who didn’t want to be outed because I thought they shouldn’t have the option to stay in the closet.
There’s really nothing more illuminating than discovering that reprehensible people agree with you.
It had been way too late to take it back by then, way too late to apologize. Before I’d graduated that spring, Orion had disappeared from the public eye, cut ties with pro soccer, and was the subject of the most vague of rumors. Maybe he’d gone to the UK to play there. Maybe he’d gone to Kenya to take part in a volunteer league trying to raise money for local schools. Maybe he was in Mexico, or Latvia, or Nova Scotia. But no one really knew. You could tell from the flavor of the rumors themselves, the way all of them felt like recitations of dream logic, half-formed ideas that didn’t totally make sense . . . but didn’t totally not make sense either.
And I swore to never lift my journalistic pen again and embarked on the series of jobs I disliked that led me to Innovations in Branding.
But now both of us were here. In this cabin. Halfway up a mountain. Trapped by the weather and a tricky shared history. Maybe Orion had thought of me as more of an Evil Villain (TM) than as a person. Maybe there was still some way to clear the air between us so that we could both just be people instead of adversaries, or enemies, or detestable.
If I could just explain to him how dumb I’d been, how I’d learned from it, how sorry I was, and how much I regretted making the decisions that had triggered all those other things happening. Not that he’d forgive me necessarily, but if he at least understood what my intentions had been, even if that wasn’t how it all worked out . . . then at least we could just be two dudes who didn’t mind each other instead of two dudes who couldn’t stand each other.
Which had to be better. An improvement. It had to be, at the very least, worth the shot. Maybe he would continue detesting me after I’d explained my reasons for doing such a fucked-up thing, and okay, that was his right. But he might just find a way to accept that I wasn’t actually a monster, which would be so much better.
Good. Great. I had a goal. A focus. Something to do with my brain that felt a lot more likely than digging my way back to town. Also, I wouldn’t be good for digging anymore. Or lifting my arms above shoulder height.
The caffeine was enough to keep me from wanting to cry, but my body felt stiff and strange, even apart from being sore. Clearly I needed to make another cup of tea and then return to my couchnest to think and strategize.
Project Get Orion Broderick to Stop Detesting Des Cleary: commence operations.



Chapter Eleven
I was up and rebrewing again sometime later when Orion stumbled out of his room, mumbled something I didn’t catch, pulled on his coat, and went outside. His hair was still flattened to one side of his head, and he looked annoyingly (adorably) sleep tousled. It wasn’t fair. I looked like a reanimated corpse in the morning. He just looked . . . attractively rumpled.
He was doing something involving the wood he’d cut the day before, which he’d first unearthed from a pile under a thick tarp, which had in the intervening hours of course been covered over in thick snow, then began moving. I had to dodge to the side of the window so he wouldn’t catch me staring. It soon became clear he was shifting wood to the front porch, where he was piling it atop the wood that was already there.
Dear god, how much wood did he think we’d need? At the moment we still had electricity, and the snow couldn’t go on that much longer. I didn’t think.
I drained the last of my tea and steadied my nerves. Maybe if I helped him with the wood, he’d hear me out on all the other stuff. And in any case, it seemed weird to be overtly not-helping.
Still, it was hard to put the same pair of boots back on and don my thankfully dry hoodie, which did hardly anything to cut the chill in the air. How hadn’t I noticed that yesterday? Was it only yesterday? I eyed the snow shovel with disfavor and tramped down the steps, which Orion had apparently leveled off, at least, so they were safer than they had been.
He eyed me with a similar expression to the one I’d used on the snow shovel, though to greater effect. I immediately felt like a nincompoop. But I powered through.
“Thought I’d help,” I said, sounding not all that gracious.
His eyes narrowed, and I had to work hard not to shudder in the icy air. “You can just take one of the coats from the closet. Like you did the boots.”
Was he being polite? Was he being passive aggressive? Was I overthinking this? He was staring at me as if waiting, so instead of doing the thing I instinctively wanted to do (say No thanks, mate, I’m good), I shrugged and went all the way back to the house. The distance hadn’t seemed far before there were two feet of snow on the ground, but getting from the area behind the detached garage I’d reversed into (which was set out to the front and off to the right) all the way back to the patio was an actual trudge. My heart was beating at a steady clip by the time I’d donned a coat from the back of the rack and returned to the woodpile.
Orion passed me on the way to the cabin, arms massively piled with wood. I didn’t think he’d gone that nuts when I was spying on him from inside, but he was probably just trying to get the hell out of the cold and didn’t think I was going to be contributing much to the effort. Naturally I decided I needed to prove him wrong and loaded myself up with wood to my chin, then tried to grab another two pieces with my right hand, which resulted in overbalancing me about three steps into the trip.
At least he still had his reflexes. “Sorry,” I said as he jumped out of the way of flying firewood.
He waved one hand in a Why are you so worthless? motion and said nothing, just passed me back to the woodpile while I attempted first to gather all the wood I’d sort of Looney Tunes tossed in every direction. Then I just picked up the nearest few, put my head down, and went for the porch.
Again, time went taffy-like. My body still hurt, but moving it was okay at first. No, I couldn’t carry the massive amount that Orion could, but what the hell: I was still helping. The careful stack beside the front door was growing, which had to be a good thing. It started snowing again, but only lightly, majestically, and aside from our boots crunching and my own increasingly ragged breaths, there wasn’t much to hear, and it wasn’t so bad.
But then Orion just kept going. I figured we were good at one pile, but he started a second pile in front of the first. How much freaking wood had he chopped yesterday? (Was it really still only yesterday?) Also, how had I passed out when I could have been . . . creepily watching him chop wood? Okay, that sounded way more weird than I meant it. But for real. He was the kind of dude who probably looked incredibly capable while doing feats of strength and endurance.
As a soccer player, he’d been delightful to watch. He’d played midfield, but he might have shifted to forward if he’d stayed on the team. I pushed away that old image of Orion Broderick cutting across the pitch, ball expertly in his control, executing a beautiful pass up to a teammate who’d put it in the goal. He’d been the type of player my dad never liked, as if Orion didn’t want the glory; he wanted to be the reliable one who didn’t let the ball past his domain, and who could get it back to where other guys could score. My dad hadn’t gotten that, had considered it a lack of courage, but I always thought it was kind of admirable all on its own, the willingness to set aside glory for . . . whatever it was when you assisted in the glory without claiming it for yourself.
On my eleventy-billionth trip, with arms that were less capable of bearing weight with every step, I tripped and sprawled out face first in the snow, crushing my arm and two pieces of firewood under my body and totally knocking the air out of my lungs.
For a long, terrifying moment I just lay there, mouth open, lips barely above the level of the snow, unable to pull in breath, unable to hear anything but the panicking voice inside my head that thought I would die soon if I didn’t manage to breathe.
Then I was hauled up by the jacket, and my body remembered how to do all the basic things as if suddenly the world had rushed in again.
Two quick thuds on my back and Orion was still hanging on to me, holding me upright with one hand around my upper arm, peering into my face with suddenly unveiled concern, and I wasn’t ready for it. I wasn’t ready to see him look so unguarded, the way he had before he’d realized who I was.
“Slow, deep breaths,” he instructed, like he regularly reminded people how to breathe, like this was a normal occurrence in his day.
“Hurts,” I gasped, trying to obey his command through the ache in my chest-slash-arm-slash-everything.
“Yeah, for a minute. Just concentrate on not hyperventilating.”
Which is not a thing one can concentrate on. Concentrating on not hyperventilating was basically the same as concentrating on hyperventilating except your brain kept going, Stop it, don’t, quit it, slower, don’t pass out.
But I didn’t pass out. Or hyperventilate. And at least some of the burning and panic eased off.
“Fuck,” I said, when I could talk. “That was freaky. Haven’t had the wind knocked out of me since I was like nine.”
“It’s unsettling for sure.” He studied me, not removing his hand. “I think it’s quitting time.”
“Ha.” To my mingled relief and embarrassment, he kept holding on to me while I caught my breath and stopped shuddering. When he finally let go, he didn’t back away, probably thinking I would keel over again. Whatever the reason, it had a very different effect on my overstressed brain, which started chanting Kiss him, kiss him, kiss him like we were in some kind of movie climax and he’d just saved me from going over the edge of a cliff.
I forced myself to look down, at my snow-crusted boots and the imprint of my body, a sort of splat shape. If Orion had fallen in the snow, his imprint would probably be of the Roman god variety.
Abruptly, I wanted to cry. Not for any one specific reason (unless that reason was self-pity, which it might have been), but in general.
“Come on,” Orion said, and he touched my back only for a moment, barely perceptible through the coat. “Let’s go inside.”
Maybe it was this unexpected gentleness that did it. I didn’t know. But instead of all my planned speeches, all those well-thought-out things I’d wanted to say to him, I broke a little on his careful tone. Suddenly I was babbling, with no plan and no notion how to stop.
“I didn’t mean to ruin everything, I’m sorry, I thought I was helping, and I know how stupid that is now, I get it, I just didn’t understand that it would destroy your life, I thought it would make things better, I know I was dumb, but I just wanted to live in a world where it was okay to kiss a guy and I really thought that we did live in that world even though now that seems so, so fucking stupid, and I’m so sorry, I’m really, really sorry, I didn’t mean to hurt you, I really didn’t mean for it all to go so wrong, but—”
He stepped back. “Stop. I don’t want to hear any of this.”
I gulped back words, but there were too many; they bubbled up inside me like tears, unstoppable. “But I just want you to understand that I wasn’t trying to hurt you—”
“Do you think it matters what you were trying to do? Seriously? Do you think there’s something you can say that will make me losing my boyfriend, my career, and my entire life no big deal?”
“No, but—”
“No.” He held up a hand. “No. There is literally nothing you can say that I want to hear. And you know what, Des Cleary? I don’t owe you a damn thing. I don’t owe you another second of my time listening to your bullshit.”
“It’s not bullshit,” I protested, but then he was walking—trudging—away, and I was talking to his back. “Please just listen this one time—”
He didn’t turn, he didn’t wave a hand, he didn’t show that he’d even heard, though of course he had, because there were no other sounds but the soft shush of falling snow.
And okay, this time I cried. I tried to wipe my eyes, but my gloves were covered with snow, which just hurt when it scraped across my skin, adding to the impression that I was worthless and deserved to suffer.
None of it mattered. Orion would never forgive me. And he probably thought I’d taken advantage of his moment of weakness in, you know, again trying to prevent me from dying in his front yard. I hadn’t, though. I’d just been all dammed up with things I wanted to say, and then the dam had broken and . . . fuck. Now I was very much not dead but crying in his front yard. Messily. Unable to wipe my nose.
At least I was breathing. Right? I had boots and a better coat; maybe it wasn’t too late to walk to town after all. Except now the snow was so much deeper. And I was so much more exhausted.
When I started shaking violently from cold and emotions, and the snow started to fall faster, I finally gave in and returned to the cabin. No sign of Orion, so he must have been in his bedroom, which was fine by me. I hung up the coat, took off the boots, and went to huddle over a heater vent until I felt slightly less like an ice statue.
He was right. I knew he was right. I knew I wasn’t entitled to anything. But damned if I didn’t still desperately want him to understand. I’d gotten over my desire for forgiveness—mostly—but I still wanted him to know I hadn’t intended any of it to happen the way it had.
I needed to stop crying around Orion Broderick. I resolved to do so immediately. If he was going to act like I was a monster, fine, but I was going to be the best guest ever. I’d just pretend this was an extreme B and B, and he was a mediocre host I was stuck with for a few days.
Having so resolved, I immediately felt better. Not like a lot better, but better enough to wash my face and sort through my stuff and fold the blankets I’d been using for my nest. Best guest. Unobtrusive. He wouldn’t even know I was there.



Chapter Twelve
We ate the last of the quiche for lunch. He was a very ill-prepared B and B host, apparently. If you’re going to invite someone to stay with you for the duration of a storm, you should at least provide the appropriate amount of quiche.
We hadn’t spoken since . . . whatever it was, in the front yard. Not even a fight. We weren’t friendly enough to fight. He reheated the last two pieces of quiche and just sort of left one out for me, which I just sort of acquired and ate lukewarm after he’d vacated the kitchen.
The cabin was beginning to feel a bit like jail. Alcatraz. Only instead of there being choppy frigid water waiting to drown me all around, there was snow. Snow and snow and more freaking snow.
I was restless. You’d think after all the shoveling and all the wood-carrying, my body would be too damn sore to be restless, but it wasn’t. My overall physical experience was some mix of caffeine-withdrawal achy and anxiety jitters. I even attempted to do actual yoga for about three minutes, or what I vaguely remembered from the couple of hot yoga classes I’d taken because I thought the instructor was a very different kind of hot. (He turned out to be straight, which didn’t seem fair. If you’re sexy, lithe, masculine, and a yoga instructor, aren’t you obligated to be queer? I guess it was nice the het dudes had the option, but did het dudes really need more freaking options? Couldn’t they leave the yoga jobs to us?)
Three minutes of poorly remembered yoga did not help my restlessness, so I found myself again donning the still-damp coat and old boots and going out onto the porch. Maybe I could just watch it snow for a while. That might be calming.
It might have been, from inside, with a cup of hot cocoa. But actually standing near snow was cold. So I started . . . can you pace in snow? I started aimlessly wandering around Orion’s yard. First in our footsteps, which were crunchy anew with fresh snow. Then I got more brave and crunched over to my car, now well and truly snowed in up to its windows, which I could only tell were there from swiping across them with my gloves.
Which was when I heard . . . something.
My heart stopped and I froze in place. I would not be a fighter or a flighter. If I suddenly saw a bear, I’d just stand there like a dumbass until it ate me. Whatever it is that makes some people run and other people attack? I don’t have that thing.
So I stood there very still and didn’t hear it again. I’d made it up. Probably. Right?
Except then it came again, and this time, primed for it, I realized it did not sound like a predator at all. This sounded like a whimper. My first bizarre thought was that it sounded like a baby, which was weird because aside from the occasional screaming kid on a plane or in a grocery store, I didn’t really know what babies sounded like. But this tiny, somehow ragged sound made my brain think Someone pick up that baby, it’s sad.
But babies aren’t exactly famous for their rollicking adventures in blizzards, which meant this was probably not a baby. Uhh.
Maybe I was imagining it. I took a step into the deepest part of the snow next to my car, toward the place where it had intersected in an unfortunate way with Orion’s detached garage, and I heard it again.
Definitely a whimper.
What the hell? Another step, the snow was up to my crotch, but I heard it again. Even as my jeans started to really soak through, I moved forward, edging in to where one of the doors had bent in at the point of impact and sort of flipped out at the bottom, where the elderly-looking hinge had just pulled apart from the frame.
Something was crying. And I was now pretty sure it was in the garage.
“Hello?” I said, keeping my voice low.
The whimper stopped. I didn’t say anything. The whimper came again. Was it more urgent now, or was I just imagining that?
“I won’t hurt you,” I assured the crying creature. Not a child. But what? A kitten?
I got in really close to the building, where the eave had protected the ground from the snow, and sort of crouched down, trying to see inside where the door had kind of created a triangular opening. “Anyone in there?”
Movement, but I couldn’t see anything, only blackness.
“If you’re in there, you gotta come closer,” I said, feeling kind of ridiculous, since whatever was in there wasn’t likely to understand human language.
Unless—
Shit.
Could it be a person?
I nearly skittered away back into the snow, but I got myself under control pretty quickly. For one, the hole—the numerous gaps—created by me reversing into the garage were really not that big. A precocious five-year-old could have probably found a way inside, but not a grown-up. And someone that old would be talking. And someone younger than that . . . like, not to be all true crime podcast on you, but someone younger would have frozen to death, right?
The whimpering didn’t really sound human. I didn’t think. Even without knowing much about babies, now that I’d heard it a few times, I didn’t think it was a baby.
I made some kissy noises and was rewarded with another movement in the dark. “I’m not going to hurt you,” I said to the crying critter. What the hell was in the garage? Shit, had I hit it somehow? Like, was it living in there when I backed into the door? Surely not. Orion didn’t have animals living in his garage with his precious Princess.
The image of some bleeding, suffering animal just lying there for two days was almost too fucked to consider, but no, we’d been out doing firewood stuff. If it had been whimpering, we’d have heard it.
I knelt down, and I’d thought my legs were numb, but apparently they weren’t, because now I could feel the wet, cold, hard snow beneath my knees. “Hey there. I don’t know who you are. Squirrel? Cat? Uhh, skunk? Do skunks live around here? I’ve never seen a skunk. If you are a skunk, please don’t spray me. I’m trying to be a really good guest, and smelling like skunk spray would not really be in keeping with my goals. Maybe you’re pregnant? Are you trying to find a place to have your litter of . . . uhh, I don’t know, raccoons? Puppies? Kittens?”
Another movement from within. This time I thought it was coming closer.
“That’s right. Whatever you are. Do you need a blanket or something?”
I reached out one snow-gloved hand, and the whimpering beast lurched away again.
“Sorry, sorry.” Oops. I pulled back. “Didn’t realize how aggro that would look from your perspective. I’ll just sit here a bit, shall I? Just hang out in the ice puddle I’m kind of manufacturing.” What if it was feral? I guessed that even if it was feral, it was still more than capable of freezing to death.
I shifted a bit to take the pressure off my knees. Which was when I became aware that Orion was standing on his front porch. Watching me.
Sure. Just me, your uninvited, most detested guest, chilling out in the snow talking to your garage. “I think there’s something in there,” I called, trying to keep my voice relatively unthreatening.
A whimper from within. Orion was frowning at me, but as I looked, he reached back inside and grabbed his coat.
Great. He was probably some kind of mammal whisperer as well. It’d probably be an injured beast and it would eat out of his hand and he’d set its broken leg and return it to health, and somewhere along the lines I’d get too close and it would bite me and give me rabies or something.
He clomped over, not speaking.
I waited for the thing to whimper again, or at least move. Nothing.
Orion stood towering over me, unimpressed.
Damn. “Hey, I know you’re in there. Can you do me a favor and make a noise or something?”
More nothing.
He stamped his boots, shaking snow off, and the thing in the garage scrambled.
“Did you hear it?” I demanded.
This time he frowned and bent over, looking through the hole into the darkness. “I heard something. Maybe.”
“It was whimpering before. That’s why I walked over here in the first place. I think it’s hurt or something.”
“It’s probably a wild animal just trying to find shelter.”
“Don’t they usually have shelter of their own? Like, is your garage a regular hostel for wild animals?”
He didn’t answer, but I thought he’d taken my point. He crouched. “If you’re in there and you’re domesticated, why don’t you come out so we can see you? We could probably even scare up some food.”
“We have like seventy-five cans of tuna,” I added helpfully.
“I don’t think it knows what canned tuna is,” Orion said.
“Oh, but it’s all up on the human domestication of animals?”
He didn’t say anything.
We stayed like that for a bit.
The creature, whatever it was, whimpered, and I know it’s projection, but it sounded almost experimental. If I make this sound, what will you do?
“Hey there,” I said, trying to cram as much unthreatening into my tone as possible. “You can come closer. We won’t hurt you.”
“What if it tries to hurt us?”
“Does it sound like it’s trying to hurt us?”
“Animals in pain aren’t always predictable.”
I looked over at him, wondering if he had ever thought of himself as an animal in pain. I definitely owned that description sometimes. A few choice moments feeling hopeless in various bedrooms (and bathrooms when I had roommates) came to mind. Even thinking about that didn’t give me any insight into how to reach our new uninvited guest. And I wasn’t brave enough to ask Orion.
As if he could feel my scrutiny and didn’t like it, he rose. “I’ll get a can of tuna. It should smell strongly enough to entice whatever that is out into the open.”
I was pretty sure that had sorta been my idea, but I let him have the creativity points and went back to talking softly to Whimperer. It didn’t come close enough for me to see it, but I did sense it moving nearer when it moved at all.
It skittered away again when Orion came back out with a topless can of tuna, but by then I was beginning to think we’d have to just leave the tuna and check back later. This thing was freaked out.
He settled the can inside the garage, but where we could still see it.
Movement, but nothing came out.
Orion sighed, pulled off a glove, and pinched out some bits, which he tossed into the darkness. “Princess is not going to like it if she smells like moldy tuna after this,” he said to no one in particular.
But it worked. At least, it seemed to work. “That’s it,” I said, barely breathing as something moved closer, then darted away again. “Can you get it at the edge of that darker part so we can see?”
“I’m not a frigging pitcher,” he grumbled, but he tried again. This time he tossed enough bits of tuna to make a rough trail to the can.
It was a dog. A tiny little dog. A very hungry little dog.
“Holy shit,” I whispered.
“It’s only got one eye.”
“What’s wrong with its back leg?”
Orion reached out to toss more tuna, and the dog scrabbled back into the blackness. But it came out again almost immediately when Orion stopped moving.
“My thighs are cramping,” he mumbled aside from his low squat. “I’m out of shape.”
“Could have fooled me,” I mumbled back, not looking over. “I have no feeling in my legs.”
“Because you’re kneeling in snow.”
“Thanks for the update.”
This time the dog came out, tentatively, eyeing us as well as he could while also scarfing up the trail of tuna and starting in on the can.
“You think we should grab him?” I asked.
“Not sure how. He’s just going to run back in there, and neither one of us is small enough to follow him.”
I, however, had watched a lot of YouTube dog-rescue videos. I reached out, scaring the dog away again, and pulled the tuna can toward me. Then I yanked off my glove, tossed a couple of pieces where they’d landed before, and put a bigger chunk on my hand and held it out roughly where the can had been.
“Really don’t think that’s going to work,” Orion observed.
“It works on YouTube.”
He snorted.
And okay, it didn’t work right away. I had to toss a lot more of the tuna to get the dog to come closer again, and at first when it grabbed food from my hand, it ran back into the dark to eat it. Orion went in and brought out a second can of tuna. Then we waited. I pulled the sleeve of the coat down as low as it would go and left the tuna on my outstretched fingers.
All I could hear were Orion’s breaths and the occasional movements of the tiny one-eyed dog. The next time Orion went inside, he came back out with a thick rug and a fluffy towel, which I thought was for me, but he didn’t offer it over. He did make me move so he could put the rug down where I’d been kneeling. (It was one of those really nice bathroom runners with a rubber bottom for grip, which at least would keep out the melting snow. Probably.)
Then we were kneeling there together, trying to coax a tiny dog out from inside a freezing garage while the snow began to pick up again. And this time it brought with it the wind.
Still the dog would not come out far enough for us to grab him.
“It’s getting dark,” Orion said finally. “And we’ve been out here for almost three hours.”
Which explained why my body felt like tenderized meat in a walk-in freezer. “Shit. Really?”
“Yeah.” He looked up at the sky. “If we’re bringing him in, we gotta do it soon.”
“And if we can’t?”
He turned toward the garage. “I don’t know. It’s only going to get colder, and I just cleaned this whole thing out—there aren’t even boxes full of crap in there anymore for him to tunnel into.”
I swallowed and also contemplated the darkness. “You think he’ll freeze?”
Orion didn’t reply.
“Maybe I can crawl in,” I said, unzipping the coat.
“You’ll get stuck, and I’ll have to pull you out.”
“I won’t.” Though I wasn’t at all sure about that.
“Wait. I have another idea.” He leaned around me to look at the damage the car had done. “Do you think there’s another way out?”
“Uhh, maybe on the other side? But if there is, it seems snowed in, since there isn’t any light coming in.”
“Okay.” He stood up. “Get ready to catch him. I’m gonna go around and make some noise.”
“You’ll terrify him to death!”
He shrugged. “At least it’ll be faster than freezing. And I don’t think I will. He knows there’s food this way. I think he’ll run for it, and then you can catch him.” He tossed me the towel.
“Great.” I flexed my legs as well as I could and readied myself to be a human wall.
It took roughly seven years for Orion to make it around the garage. The eaves on the sides barely existed, so the snow had piled up against the wall, and he actually had to kind of swing out wide in order to walk back in our steps and go around it.
And all the while I was kneeling upright with a can of tuna between my legs and an outstretched towel.
Then he started pounding on walls, and even as prepared as I thought I was, I almost missed the dog, who shot out like he was about to be eaten, which for all he knew, he was.
I dove after him, pinned him against the snow, then scooped him up with the towel and shouted, “I got him! I got him!” To the dog, shaking, remaining eye white and terrified, I said, “Hey, it’s okay, you’re okay, everything’s okay. Come on, buddy, you’re okay now.”
Orion came around the garage at a pace that belied his shruggy who-gives-a-fuck-if-the-dog-freezes energy of a few minutes before. “Are you gonna bring him inside?”
In fact, I was struggling with that very question. The answer should have been Yes. Except I realized that I couldn’t get to my feet.
“I, um, need a hand up,” I said, feeling really dumb and also just so tired. Tired of everything being difficult. Tired of the weather trying so hard to kill me (and tiny little one-eyed dogs).
“You . . . need me to take that five-pound dog? Is he too heavy for you?”
“No, asshole, I need you to help me stand up because I’ve been kneeling in the snow for three hours and I can’t get my legs to work.”
He laughed. Literally laughed. “Oh, sorry.” He was not, in fact, sorry.
Still, I clutched the dog to my chest inside the coat since I’d already half unzipped when I was about to army-crawl into the garage, and Orion gripped both of my coat shoulders and lifted me to my feet.
On which I tottered like freaking Bambi for an embarrassingly long time while the pins and needles warred with the thawing skin to cause me the most pain. “Oh fuck,” I managed. “Ow, ow, ow.”
The dog, whose day was, hard as it seemed, even worse than mine, trembled against me.
And Orion Broderick held me up. Again.



Chapter Thirteen
Having mutually rescued a tiny, freezing, starving, one-eyed, limp-legged dog, Orion and I promptly returned to bickering. Or maybe we started bickering, but we did it like old pros who’d been bickering for years.
“What’re we gonna call him?” I asked. “Cyclops?”
“I’m pretty sure that’s ableist.”
I frowned. “Can something be ableist if the system that oppresses anyone at a different level of ability doesn’t apply to the object of the original comment?”
“I don’t want to call him Cyclops.”
And so it continued until we decided we had to table the naming discussion for the stray dog we’d found whimpering in the garage because other things were more important. Like giving him a bath. I didn’t know what he’d rolled in, but it was caked on his legs and belly and did not smell great.
“You don’t think it’s . . . shit, do you?” I asked, the thought having just occurred to me.
“Not completely.”
I contemplated this. “Like what percentage of this stuff that is now all over my only hoodie do you think is literal dog shit?”
He bent closer. “Maybe . . . not quite half of it? I think it’d smell worse if it was a higher ratio of shit.”
The hoodie was one of my favorites. I’d worn it for good luck in the morning, then taken it off before I’d gone to meet Orion because I wanted to look cooler. More suave. Less teenager. I closed my eyes and wished with a desperation born of emotional depletion that I’d worn any other hoodie when I’d been standing in my apartment staring at the selection and picking the one that made me feel most comforted, most reassured.
And now it was covered in dog shit.
“After we give him a bath, we can run the washing machine,” Orion said after a few seconds of me not being able to speak. Or open my eyes.
I focused on the breathing of the dog. Yes, he’d covered me in shit, but also he’d been scared and hungry and very, very cold, and now that he was inside where it was warm, he wasn’t trembling as hard as he had been, and we’d share our stockpile of tuna with him.
“Seriously, I think we can just wash the . . . stuff off. Whatever it is. But we really need to get him clean because he’s gross.” Long pause. “Do you think we just put him in the shower? I don’t have a tub.”
“Oh my god, no, we are not putting him in the shower.” I pictured the tiny little Cyclops shivering under the hard spray and glared at Orion. “Are you kidding me?”
“Well, he can’t go in the kitchen sink! He’d get shit on the food surfaces.”
“Okay, one, we can clean after, and two, you can’t put him in the shower—it’d probably traumatize him, and he’s been through enough.”
“Fine. Bathroom sink. It’s that or the shower.”
There didn’t seem to be much choice. “I guess we’ll give it a shot.”
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Twenty minutes and a mud-and-shit-clogged sink later, he said, “This isn’t working.”
“What tipped you off?”
“Look, I’ll take him in the shower. I’ll hold him the whole time. It’ll be fine.”
“We can just bleach the kitchen after we use the sink. You do have bleach, don’t you?”
“We’re not getting dog crap all over my kitchen. I make food in there.” He pulled off his shirt and started on his belt. “I’ll just take him in the shower.”
My eyes were so wide it seemed like they’d pop out. “Whatareyoudoing?” I squeaked.
“Well, I’m not going in with all my clothes on.” He shucked his black jeans (not only didn’t he need to sit down to do so, but he didn’t even lean on anything, just balanced on each foot in all his nearly naked, incredibly fit glory, and took them off without even teetering). “Give him here.”
“No.” I couldn’t figure out why I, like, hated the idea so much, but I did. I didn’t want to hand over the little one-eyed dog. He was my rescue. I’d heard him, I’d stayed out there with him, I was the one who’d sacrificed my favorite hoodie to cuddle him.
“Oh my god, you can’t have a problem with this. I can keep him totally safe in there.”
“I’ll do it.” The words were out before I’d vetted them, but no, that was it, that was the way. I could shower the little dog, if that was the thing I had to do.
Orion eyed me with unflattering skepticism. “Are you sure?”
“He weighs like five pounds soaking wet and covered in crap. It’ll be fine.”
“Okay, then.” He crossed his arms. “Well?”
“Uhh.” Was this like get-naked-with-the-soccer-star-who-detests-you chicken? Except I immediately realized that I’d probably need some kind of help. I couldn’t, for instance, strip off my clothes while holding a dog. I also couldn’t adjust the water in the shower very effectively with one hand, and if I tried to actually get in, given my current track record, I’d probably slip and fall and break a leg, or worse, the tiny dog himself. “Here,” I grumbled. “Just hold him while I get ready.”
He smirked but didn’t speak as I passed him the towel-wrapped bundle and carefully removed my now soggy, shitty hoodie.
“You could probably drop that in the sink. Let it soak a little.”
I wanted to glare more at him, but A) it was probably a good suggestion, and B) I was getting pretty edge-of-panicked about disrobing in front of him. The thing about bodies is that I am theoretically pro–all body shapes and sizes. For other people. I aesthetically appreciated Orion’s form, but it wasn’t a thing I looked for particularly. I wasn’t hunting for the right shape of man.
But when I looked in the mirror? All I saw were flaws. I was only twenty-five . . . should I have love handles? Was that what the extra fat around my middle was? And how about my thighs? Were they supposed to be kind of . . . thick?
A guy I’d dated for a while used to say I had “some junk in [my] trunk,” and he meant it affectionately. I always pretended it didn’t bother me. But it did.
And now I was taking off my clothes in front of a guy who detested me, who also happened to be a perfect cis male specimen of muscle and curve and perfectly sculpted . . .
My hands faltered.
“Are you embarrassed?” Orion asked. “You want me to turn around or something?”
He was teasing me. And he wasn’t even being totally mean about it. I could tell the difference.
“Shut up,” I said. Maturely. Kind of not looking at him.
He literally turned around.
“Dammit.” The thing was I felt so, so stupid, and also it was way easier to take off my shirt and shuck my crusty pants when his back was turned. “Don’t drop my dog.”
“He’s not your dog.”
“He’s more my dog than your dog,” I sniped back. “Okay, just like, shuffle this way so I can get over there and turn on the shower.”
“You know how many years of my life I’ve spent in locker rooms surrounded by naked guys? You don’t have anything I haven’t—”
“Shut up.”
He sighed dramatically. And shuffled around, and for an awkward-as-hell moment we were in our underwear back to back in the tiny cabin bathroom, and then I scurried over to the shower and turned on the water and blushed and blushed and blushed until I thought my skin would steam open.
“It takes a minute to get warm.”
“It’s fine.” I was going to stop blushing any second now. Or maybe he’d just think I was flushed from all the hot water.
I tried it again. It was tepid at best.
“It probably shouldn’t be too hot for the dog,” Orion said.
“Great, thanks.”
Beat of silence.
“So . . .” he said. “Are you gonna get in?”
Fuck fuck fuckity fuckity fuck. “Yeah, yeah.”
So that was what I did. I got in the shower. In my undies. While Orion Broderick stood there, also in his undies, clutching a towel-wrapped shit-covered dog.
“I’m probably going to have to look in your direction for the handoff,” he said. “But I’m not looking at you.”
“It’s fine, I’m a grown-up. I don’t care.”
“Uh-huh.” He moved closer, and I pulled the shower curtain back (clear, no design, very boring, zero privacy). He was looking away. I was looking at the dog. It was all going to be totally okay—
The dog, which had been trembling in his towel-wrap, suddenly tried to bolt. He started scrambling up Orion’s bare chest and making this desperate, high-pitched whine, as if he thought we were trying to kill him. I made a grab, Orion tried to push him away, and then we were sort of all clutched together in a weird Two Gentlemen and Best Friend at Bathhouse tableau, one of his arms on my shoulder to steady himself, or me, or the dog, and me, dripping, with both of my hands on the dog, who was still trying to scale Mount Orion’s Chest, and for a second it looked like I was going to crash down and the dog was going to escape, but Orion managed to stabilize himself so I could get a better grip and capture our quarry.
The towel fell into the bottom of the shower, and Orion kept one hand on my shoulder until we were both sure I wasn’t going down.
“He’s feisty,” Orion said. “Ow.”
For real. The vivid red scratches up his skin looked uncomfortable. I held the still-displeased dog tighter against me to keep him from getting a grip. “Shit, yeah, do you have disinfectant or something?” I looked up, waiting for a reply.
Which was when I remembered that we were both standing there mostly naked, and I was literally in a shower.
He seemed to have had the same moment, because he stepped away and slid the curtain shut. “I’ll shower after you. I mean, you and the dog.”
Even through the plastic I could see his face do a thing. “What? What did you just think about?” Maybe he was deathly allergic to dogs, and the scratches would give him hives and he’d die because I didn’t know how to give him medical care and I couldn’t call 911. Or maybe he just realized the dog was actually a wolf and it was about to chew my head off. Or maybe—
“Uhh, I only have two towels. So I guess you’ll have to use mine. I mean, after you’re cleaner.”
“Oh. Okay.” That didn’t seem too bad. I stuck my head around the curtain, which wasn’t totally necessary since I could basically see through it, but it felt psychologically necessary. “Wait, you only have two towels, like, in total? What are we gonna use for the dog?” Since the towel we had been using for him was now in a muddy puddle at my feet in the shower.
“I’ll work on it. You get him clean. Give me a shout if you need me.” He went out the door and shut it behind him.
Okay. All right. Just me alone in a shower with my boxer briefs on and a filthy dog in my arms who might try to climb me at any second. No big deal.
It was not that easy to wash the dog. I guess I’d figured I could just sort of scrub him, rinse him, and call it good? But every time I took away one arm, he got wily again. Finally I sort of grabbed the shampoo and half pinned him between my body and the wall to squirt it on him, which he didn’t seem to mind. I had the impression that if he could stay pinned into a corner, he’d actually feel better. But I managed to mostly give him a good sudsing before rinsing him and using the wet towel to wipe down his face a little better, since I didn’t want to actually shower him in the tiny little one-eyed mug. I wasn’t even sure that was safe, though whatever had happened to his eye wasn’t recent.
So that was . . . it? Probably? I gave him a once-over, but now he smelled like clean wet dog, not shitty wet dog, which was a big improvement.
Orion had left one towel on the towel bar. It was this kind of aquamarine blue-green color, and incredibly soft. Since that seemed to be the only other towel in the cabin, I wrapped the dog up in it, and he almost immediately stopped shaking so badly.
It took a few minutes before I felt like he was mostly dry, at which point I wasn’t totally sure what to do, since I was still mostly not-dry. And also I smelled like wet dog and was covered in wet fur.
“Um, Orion?”
“Hang on, I’m coming!” Within seconds he was standing in the doorway, now with a pair of sweatpants on, but his chest still bare and looking even more angry. “Hey, what do you need?”
“I’m not sure. Maybe if you could just take him so I could kind of wash myself off real quick?”
“Oh, sure. Wait, I’ll get a blanket.” He returned quickly, with a red plaid throw that looked like wool.
“That’ll be perfect, thanks. I think he’s partly cold and partly in shock.”
This time the transfer went much more smoothly, with Orion using the blanket to scoop the dog up, leaving me with the now-sopping towel.
“He looks much better,” he said approvingly. “And smells better. He’s actually fluffy.”
“I know, right?” I turned back into the spray of the shower and let it wash the fur off my skin. “I thought he was young, but I don’t know, maybe he’s older. I never had dogs.”
“He’s definitely not a puppy. Are you, boy?”
“That’s another thing.” I dunked my shampoo-covered head under the spray for a second, then came back out. “I think he’s definitely a girl. Judging by the total lack of penis.”
“Oh my god.” Through the plastic I watched as he unfolded enough blanket to do a quick anatomy check. “Am I a jerk for assuming he was a boy? She was a boy.”
“I thought about that,” I said as I soaped up and gloried in the sensation of being clean. I probably could have just asked him if I could shower yesterday, but it had seemed so awkward. And I kept thinking I’d get to go home soon. “But I think this probably just falls into the human brain’s desire to project itself on stuff? Like the dog doesn’t care what pronouns we use, and unless she’s pregnant, it doesn’t really matter.”
We both had the same thought at the same moment. I yanked the curtain back. “You don’t think there are puppies out there? Oh fuck.”
“Oh fuck.”
A few intense minutes later, after I’d used the very-wet towel to semidry myself and Orion had grabbed another pair of sweats and another T-shirt for me, we were back out in the snow with a big-ass flashlight, having left the dog curled up in its woolen blanket on the couch.
“Is it fucking freezing out here?” I asked through chattering teeth.
“It’s always worse if you have wet hair. I should have given you a hat.”
I was so cold I was shuddering. “I really hope there aren’t any puppies. I can’t take more tuna right now.”
He knelt down in front of the hole and shone the light inside. “I guess I’m glad I just cleaned. I don’t know how we’d be able to tell, if it was still full of boxes and crap. She could have made a den anywhere.”
“She didn’t seem to need to take any food back for puppies,” I suggested, not because I thought it made sense as a diagnostic dataset so much as that I desperately wanted there to be no puppies, and any story that got us there would work.
“I don’t see anything.” He lay down over the snowy flattened area I’d knelt in earlier and stuck his head inside the hole, awkwardly navigating the flashlight with one hand at an odd angle. “See some dog shit, and it definitely smells like pee in here. No puppies, though.”
“Oh good.” I stamped my feet, trying to keep my blood moving. “So we can go inside now?”
“And I can finally take a shower, yeah.” He wiggled himself backward and stood up. “You should get warm as fast as possible.”
“No shit, Sherlock.”
A flash of white as he smiled with those perfectly aligned teeth.
My stomach dipped unpleasantly and I turned away, resolute in my desire to get inside as quickly as possible. And also in my desire to unsee that smile.
You will not fall for Orion Broderick, dummy, I lectured myself as I trudged back through the snow. You will not do such a stupid thing. Nope. No way.
No confirmation came from the recesses of my head, where a very soft voice was saying, But he smiled, he doesn’t hate us, he doesn’t hate us that much, he rescued a dog with us, we’re bound together now, and he smiled, he smiled, he smiled, did you see the smile?
It was a relief when he was in the bathroom and I was in the living room and the little dog was fast asleep in my lap.



Chapter Fourteen
Orion made himself busy in the kitchen after he got out of the shower, and I was too close to replaying the maybe-smile in my head ten times a minute to risk going in to help him, or talk to him, or acknowledge him.
Plus, the dog needed me. Right? Everyone knows that if there’s a comfy pet in your lap, you’re not allowed to move. It was so weird that she suddenly existed. There she was, breathing, a living, warm creature of flesh and bone and blood and fur. Such soft fur now that it was clean. I kept reaching down to pet her.
Maybe all that stuff they say about the benefits to the nervous system from having pets was true after all. It was so calming to run my hands over her back, even though she wasn’t awake enough to care.
Odd sounds were coming from the kitchen. Should I go in? Did I want to push it if things seemed basically okay?
Also, damn, I needed to work out washing my clothes. I carefully got off the couch (the dog did not move, just kind of snuffled deeper into her woolen nest) and went back to the bathroom.
Which was . . . clean. The sink was no longer clogged. The surfaces had clearly been wiped down. And there was no evidence of my disgusting clothes.
I stood there considering the options, but no, there was only one: former pro footballer Orion Broderick was doing my laundry. I checked the rest of the shower just to make sure, but there was no pile of wet, poopy clothing.
Was I grateful? Annoyed? Annoyed that he’d done something for which I felt grateful?
All of the above?
I knew I was in love with Orion Broderick when he put my muddy, half-frozen, shit-stained clothes in the washing machine so I wouldn’t have to deal with them, I dictated in my head, imagining the column inches spooling out across a two-page spread in Sports Now, complete with a photo of him and his perfect teeth. I’d known he could pass a ball through a group of defenders with precision accuracy to his teammate on the far side of the goal, but I hadn’t known that he was a gentleman.
But no, it would be supremely foolish to fall in love with anyone, let alone this particular dude, so I would not do it. Love wasn’t a thing I felt like I really had a handle on. I loved my mom in a complicated, mostly estranged way. I’d loved my dad much more viscerally, but also much more complexly. Aside from them, “love” hadn’t been a concept I’d ever managed to feel comfortable with, like maybe I’d loved a couple of boyfriends? I’d had some close friends I kind of loved, to a certain degree, but then we’d all graduated and mostly lost touch.
Or, okay, I lost touch. People kept reaching out for the first year or two, but I just couldn’t handle it. Especially not after what I’d done to Orion, which had not been universally acclaimed among the people who knew me well. They had understood it, to a certain degree, but the general consensus had been Why didn’t you tell us you were going to do this really fucked-up thing so we could have talked you out of it?
At the time I’d been hurt. Now I was beginning to think that it was weird I’d kept it such a big secret, since I’d believed in it so much. Or was I really only trying to make my name as an investigative journalist, and damn the consequences for everyone else?
Didn’t matter. Love and I weren’t on speaking terms, and that was how I preferred it.
Except maybe for this dog. No harm in that. I’d only know her for another day, maybe two, and then I’d move on with my life.
I checked on the little fluff ball (still sleeping) and tentatively went into the kitchen from the living room side. “Uhh, do I need to be doing something with my gross clothes?”
“You can check to see if they’re ready for the dryer.” He waved a hand toward the little pantry-slash-utility room I’d seen in my initial snoop of the kitchen.
“Okay.” The washer was nice, and it informed me in bright numbers that there were three minutes remaining in the wash cycle, so I spent two of those minutes standing in Orion’s pantry-slash-utility room feeling like a jackass. Not long enough to really do anything else. Too long to feel at ease standing there staring at the spin cycle.
I glanced back into the kitchen and realized what I’d missed in my awkwardness. “Are you . . . baking?”
He looked up, flour up to his forearms, a streak across his forehead where it looked like he’d wiped his face. “I thought it would be nice if we had bread, but I usually just make sweet stuff, so I have no idea what I’m doing.”
“Oh. You don’t have a recipe?”
“Usually I have an internet full of recipes. I guess I’ve never tried a new recipe when the connection was down.”
Which made sense. I floundered for something to say and finally settled on, “That makes sense.” I immediately cringed at how daft that sounded, but he didn’t seem bothered.
“It’s also taking a lot longer than I thought it would.” He looked up. “Do you think you could put water on to boil? I don’t have a lot of food, but between the pasta and the tuna, we should be fine.”
“Yeah, sure.” Behind me I could hear the washer cycling down, but I was already committed to a new task. I went in and found a pot, then filled it at the sink and set it on the burner I’d used before.
“The one in back is faster,” he said.
I moved the pot over and lit the burner beneath it. “Lid?”
“Should be where the pot was.”
It took some shifting things around, but I managed to find the correctly fitting lid and put it on the pot.
“I always set the timer so I don’t forget,” Orion said.
I hesitated. “Do you want me to set a timer?”
“I mean, if you want.”
“I’m not really the one cooking, so it’s more if you want.”
This time he hesitated. “I’ll set the timer.”
“Okay.” I fled back into the utility pantry (utilitry?) and put the washer load into the dryer. My clothes, his clothes, the clothes he’d lent me, both towels. Efficient.
That took about a minute. It was a straightforward dryer, so I could just turn it on and hit start. And then I . . . braced myself before going back out to the kitchen.
But there was only a bowl covered with a tea towel. And a lot of residual flour. I was about to speak, but a quick look into the living room stopped me.
Orion was leaning over the little dog, smoothing out the fur along its head and around its ears. “Where did you come from, boo? How did you get here?” His voice was so incredibly gentle I ducked back around the kitchen wall before he saw me.
So. He wouldn’t give it a calm kitchen sink bath, but he wasn’t as coldhearted as he’d initially seemed after all. I started cleaning up the flour (because I was hiding in the kitchen anyway), and after a few minutes, he returned.
“Did you put the pasta in?”
“Noooo,” I said, drawing out the word. “Should I have?”
“The water’s boiling.”
I checked the stove. “The timer hasn’t gone off yet.”
“But the water’s boiling.”
“I’m just pointing out that you wanted a timer set, so as far as I’m concerned, you’re in charge of all timer-related things. Like putting in the pasta.”
“But you’re the one who filled the pot with water and put it on the heat. Shouldn’t that make you in charge of putting in the pasta?”
I looked over at him, ready to be irritated, but he was smirking again. “I have to check on Cyclops.”
“We’re not calling her that, and I just did—she’s fine.” He paused. “My ex had a dog. Not a little one, this like beautiful golden retriever. Used to hang out all the time like she was one of the boys, sitting up on the couch, eating half a burger when we were all having burgers.”
“Isn’t that bad for dogs?”
“We didn’t load it up with bacon and mustard or anything, just gave her half a barbecued patty. She liked it.”
I could picture it, or at least I tried to. “That sounds sweet.”
“Yeah. I kind of . . . lost custody of her after the whole breakup. I think he ended up giving her to someone on the team, but I don’t really know.”
Oh. Shit. That was . . . the ex-ex? Like. Was this my fault? “Uhh. Sorry again.”
“Yeah. Well, she’s probably happy wherever she is and not missing me at all. Anyway.”
Am I the—yep. I cleared my throat. “Okay, what about Scrappy for a name?”
He dumped a box of pasta into the pot, not looking at me, but when he spoke, he’d gone back to the same tone as before. “Like as in Scrappy-Doo? Scooby’s nephew or whatever?”
“Just as in she’s, y’know, scrappy.”
He shook his head. “Rusty?”
“She’s not rusty.”
“She’s not a cyclops, but you were fine with that.”
It was weird, bickering with someone who might still detest me. On one hand, my brain recognized both the vibe and the content as “harmless debate.” On the other hand, it felt brittle, like at any second one of us might say something the other found unforgivable, and he’d never even know what it had been.
“I still like Cyclops the best. Scrappy comes in second. Or no, maybe Scraps. It’s more hip.”
“‘More hip,’” he repeated, and I was relatively sure he was trying not to smile.
“Yeah, you know, like her parents called her Scrappy when she was a puppy, but she’s a teenager now, so she’s going by Scraps. Much more grown up.”
“Is it, though?”
“Yes.”
He considered this while giving the pasta a stir. “What about Gizmo?”
“Gizmo?” I frowned. He couldn’t mean like in Gremlins, could he?
“Yeah, there was this movie I loved as a kid, used to freak out my older brother, so I watched it constantly. Gizmo is this cute little creature who shows up and—”
“I know who Gizmo is,” I interrupted. “I’m just surprised you know who Gizmo is.”
“He helps defeat the gremlins. He was my favorite.”
“Huh.” The fact that we’d both seen the same obscure eighties movie felt a lot more meaningful than it probably should have. I didn’t want to give into that feeling. At all. “I still like Cyclops best.”
“Even though it’s ableist?”
“I’m not convinced it is. She’s not being, like, discriminated against because she’s missing an eye and has a bum leg.”
Orion rolled his eyes. “Yeah, but ableism doesn’t reflect on the subject of the ableist language used; it reflects on the person using that language.”
My jaw dropped. “Oh my god, I’m not ableist!”
“Are you sure?”
“Whatever, that’s what I’m calling her.” I did not exactly stomp out of the kitchen, but I was for sure trying to give my leaving of the kitchen a bit of a flounce. How dare he? And also, did he have a point? Because his argument had that really obnoxious might-have-a-point energy. Surely he was overthinking the whole thing. “Cyclops” was just a fun word, that’s all. It wasn’t like the dog understood the context.
Did that mean I wouldn’t use it if she did? Like, would I call a friend with one eye “Cyclops” and think it was funny? Dammit.
He should not be both smart and hot. That wasn’t fair. None of it was fair.
The little dog opened her eyes warily, as if she could sense my disproportionately heavy focus on her.
“Sorry,” I said. “I was just wondering what your name was.”
A high voice came from the kitchen: “It’s Gizmo.”
The dog and I exchanged a look. “We know that’s you!” I called.
“My name is Gizmo.”
“How’s your bread coming along?”
Orion stuck his head out from around the corner and affected the least convincing innocent face I’d ever seen on man or beast. “What was that? I can’t hear anything over the sound of the dryer.”
I shook my head. “You’re a lying liar made of lies.”
I’d meant it to be silly. Ridiculous even. But the second the words were out of my mouth, I wanted to nut-punch myself again. Had he been accused of lying when I’d, y’know, nonconsensually outed him to the entire freaking universe? Fricking probably.
“Yeah. Sometimes I am.” He held my gaze for a discomfiting second before going back into the kitchen.
I leaned into the dog and pressed my face against her fur. “I’m the worst,” I told her.
She licked my ear supportively.
“You don’t mind me calling you Cyclops, right?”
She sighed and put her head down on her paws.
Fine. I wouldn’t call her Cyclops. Whatever.
I hid in the living room until dinner was ready.



Chapter Fifteen
The dog, whom Orion was steadfastly calling Gizmo and I was just as steadfastly calling Scraps—even though I actually thought Gizmo was a cute name—slept with me that night in a toasty little bundle on the couch. I curled around her on my side, a little worried that she’d get too hot like that, but instead she seemed to love it.
So now I was falling for not just the dude but also the dog. Great call, Cleary, really nailing this whole First, don’t fuck up any more than you already have principle of uninvited guesting.
I’d waited for him to go to bed before pulling the stuff out of the dryer and leaving it neatly folded on the kitchen counter, which I’d cleaned already. Along with the pot and the other stuff he’d used. It seemed like the thing to do, even if we weren’t really talking again. He’d cooked, I’d cleaned. He’d put the laundry in, I folded it. I was as unobtrusive as I could be.
In the morning I reveled in a cup of fresh tea and a change back into my own clothes. Just getting up and putting on jeans felt so much more normal. Scraps was still asleep when I went to make tea, but when I came back into the living room, she was squatting in the corner.
“No!” I shouted, way too loudly.
She scurried under the armchair. I didn’t understand how she fit under the little gap at the back, but apparently she did.
“Sorry.” I got down on my stomach and offered my hand to the darkness. “Sorry, Scraps. Didn’t mean to scare you. Just didn’t want you peeing on the floor. Come on, I’ll take you outside.”
I felt a sniff on my hand. Then a lick. Ugh, I was a monster.
“Really, you don’t need to be scared. Come on.”
It took fifteen minutes to coax her out from under the chair. I bundled her up in my coat and brought her outside. She was totally unwilling to pee on pure snow, so I finally cleared out a spot right next to the porch where the snow was way less dense (though it did put me right under the gutter, which was leaking in steady drips on my back as I umbrellaed over her), and when she could smell the grass or dirt or whatever it was, she squatted again and peed. And then pooped. And then used her back legs to kick muddy snow at the issue until I scooped her up again.
“Oh, no you don’t, missy. I’m not showering with you again, you hear? Usually I make someone buy me dinner first.” Naturally when I looked up to judge our path up the iced-over-then-snowed-on porch steps, Orion was staring at me, eyebrows raised. “What?”
“You’ll shower with anyone who buys you dinner?”
“Not what I said,” I grumbled, and I would have brashly pushed past him except I was too worried I’d accidentally slip and squish Scraps.
Actually, that wasn’t a bad thought. I pushed the dog at him. “Your turn. I took her to the toilet; you can feed her.”
“And so the cycle of life continues,” he intoned, but he pulled her in against his chest and led the way inside.
My tea was very, very cold. “Is this what parenthood is like? Cold tea all the time?”
“I’m not sure you’re supposed to take a baby into the snow to pee.”
“Don’t know why not. I would have loved that as a kid.”
“Fair. Might be good incentive. More fun than peeing in your diaper.”
“Right? I should write a parenting book. ‘Train your kids to pee outside and save yourself the nonbiodegradable waste.’”
“You don’t think there might be more cleanup? They’d probably be peeing all down their legs and on their feet.” He paused. “And on each other. Probably.”
I sighed. “I guess I’m not destined to be a parenting expert. Alas.”
“You could start a podcast. That seems to be where everyone who thinks they’re an expert goes to spout nonsense.”
“Harsh.” I somewhat sadly reclaimed the sweatpants I’d slept in and changed back into them, hanging my jeans, now wet between the top of the boots and my knees, over the heating vent in the bathroom.
When I came out again, Orion was mixing something up in a saucer and saying soothingly, “Just remember that’s your name. Gizmo. Right, Gizmo? You like that name best, don’t you?”
“Scraps,” I countered.
“Gizmo.”
The dog ignored both of us, her eyes on the saucer.
“What’s for breakfast?” I asked, taking my tea out of the microwave. Ick. But needs must.
“Tuna and olive oil. I don’t think tuna will have enough fat for her, so I’m adding some.”
“Yummy.” I patted her head on the way to the table. “It’s not snowing. Do you think they’ll plow today?”
“Hmm.” He looked out the window and stared at the sky, which to the untrained eye just looked like a regular gray sky. “I don’t know. It still looks like it’s going to snow again. But it’s early. Maybe the snow will hit soon and then stop for good.”
I frowned. “See, you say that, but it doesn’t seem like you believe it.”
“Well, no. And even if they did bring out the plows, they’d do downtown first, so there’s a clear way to the fire station and the Cal Fire outpost. We’re not really the highest priority.”
“Why? How? Argh. How can you live like this? I mean, you’ve been to civilization. You know what it’s like to live where the cell phone towers don’t just stop working because weather.”
He set the saucer on the floor beside the quiescent woodstove and said, “Where are you from? This magical place without weather.”
Yikes, I really didn’t want to get into that thorny topic. Oh, you know, just the place where you were about to be super successful before I ruined everything. “We have weather,” I said instead. “Just none that destroys all communications. And the internet! How do you not have the internet right now? Shouldn’t that be underground?”
“Not here. It runs along the phone lines. We don’t have high-speed cable yet, just DSL.”
I blinked. “Seriously? In the 2020s you don’t have cable broadband?”
He shrugged. “I don’t need cable broadband. Though I do miss being able to see movies in decent resolution. Anyway.” He nodded to where Scraps was scarfing down her food. “I’m the king of dog breakfast.”
“It’s a very narrow area of royalty, but I’m sure it’s quite the achievement.”
Annnnnd . . . silence. Not wholly awkward, not wholly comfortable. He drank some water. I drank my tea. He leaned against the cabinet. I sat at the table.
“You have a lot of old Sports Nows,” I said. “I mean, ones that are older than you.”
“I used to collect them. When I was a kid, like ten, eleven, that age. Other kids were collecting comic books, but all I wanted were old sports magazines.” He offered a rueful smile, his gaze still on the dog. “I always dreamed about being on the cover.”
“I always dreamed about writing the big feature article,” I admitted. “With the picture on the cover.” It might’ve been too far. But it was true. And it felt like another odd area of overlap between us, too tempting not to at least attempt a connection, even if it was dead and buried in our separate childhoods. “Plus,” I added, laying on even more risk, “didn’t you get on the cover?”
“The team did, yeah. When we won the North American title, but before we got creamed by Paraguay.” He smiled slightly, like getting creamed by Paraguay was a fond memory. “Those guys were incredible. You couldn’t even see their feet touch the ground—it was like playing against people with freaking wings.”
“It was a fantastic game.” The championship series before my last year of college. Before I screwed up both of our lives. “I obviously wanted Conquistos to win, but you couldn’t really watch the game and wish it had gone differently.”
“Tell that to Bram Hunter. He’s still pissed about the whole thing. Or—he was the last time I talked to him.” A cloud passed over his expression.
“But you got on the cover. Didn’t it feel good?” I was trying to distract him, which seemed right, but I might’ve been distracting him in the entirely wrong direction. Aside from bringing up the dog again, I wasn’t sure what else to do.
“Oh yeah. And we had a lot of fun. More goes into those photo shoots than you realize, until you’re doing them. The lighting and makeup and a ton of people behind the scenes making sure we were on the right patches of the pitch where the grass was thickest and the sun exposure was perfect. But no, I mean, I’d always imagined being the guy. Like when they’d put Rickey Henderson on, or Magic Johnson. Abby Wambach, you know. I wanted the whole cover to myself. Like a selfish prick.”
“Like a kid who wanted to be a famous athlete,” I said. “Nothing wrong with that.”
“Except that it sets you up to fail pretty hard when it doesn’t happen.”
It still could. Do this campaign with me. Reach out to all the little kids like we once were, and tell them they can have the stars. It didn’t feel like the right moment to offer him the futures of a bunch of kids on a platter. Especially since I’d shown zero evidence of being able to do anything but shatter futures into thousands of shards.
“I guess so. Though I don’t think I’m . . . I don’t know.” I considered it carefully before speaking so I wouldn’t instantly put my foot in my mouth. “I was really driven to go after that dream I had for a while. Years. I worked super hard to be a better writer, to do more with fewer words, to . . . hone my craft, I guess. And even though I stopped writing, I think all that work was still good for me at the time. I don’t regret that dream I had, even though I’ll never see it happen.”
Orion was staring at me. Intently. “Why did you stop writing?”
“Um. Because I destroyed your life?” I couldn’t hold his gaze. I tried to, but I turned to the window instead. Gray, yeah, slate gray, steel gray, gunmetal gray. A sky in the palette of watered-down ink in different ratios, but all based on black, all based on darkness.
He picked up the saucer and placed it in the sink. “I think I’ll chop the rest of the wood I have over there today.”
“All right.” I watched him go to the closet, put on his snow boots, his coat. He went out. I listened to his footsteps on the porch, then the scraping of snow in his daily ritual of clearing a path down the stairs.
I rose and watched out the window as he un-tarped the logs he was chopping. He was a very good-looking man. He went at the wood with gusto, and I tried not to think he was imagining splitting open my skull on his stump, though it was hard.
This time I did not go out to help. I curled up on the couch with an issue of Sports Now and made space on my lap when Scraps hopped up to sit with me.
The next time I looked up, it was snowing again.



Chapter Sixteen
“You’re hogging all the Gizmo.”
It took me a few seconds to realize that Orion was talking to me, and then to realize what he meant. I hadn’t quite been falling asleep, but I definitely hadn’t been paying attention to the article I was trying to read. (It was about the integration of Black players into Major League Baseball, except the article was old enough that it was rife with unexamined racism, and maybe it said something about my mood, but my mind was finding it more anthropologically fascinating than awful, like somewhere in the background Sir David Attenborough was observing the entire mess and being like, The American journalist attempts to report only the facts but cannot overcome his innate drive to marginalize others, resulting in a poor example of his art . . .)
I looked down at Scraps. “What can I say? She likes me best.”
“She hasn’t seen my bed yet.”
I gasped. “You wouldn’t.”
He was sitting in his armchair, on his laptop again, and he smiled down at the screen. “I just don’t think you should get to keep all the dog cuddles just because she hasn’t seen her other options.”
I clutched the little bundle of sleeping canine closer. “Excuse me, I’m the one stranded far from home here. If anyone needs extra comfort, it’s me.”
Then, abruptly, Orion was looking me right in the eyes, his brows inquisitive. “Do you? Need extra comfort?”
In any other context, that would be flirting. And not subtle flirting either. But this was Orion Broderick, and maybe he was flirting, but there was something else going on here as well. Something that felt almost . . . real.
Too real. My lips parted so I could say something extraordinarily suave and clever, get this moment back to solid ground, and away from whatever had just happened in my chest when a man who probably still hated me asked if I needed comfort.
Nothing came out.
I closed my mouth, swallowed, and tried again.
“Uhh.”
“Why did you stop writing?” Nothing about his expression changed. He still looked, for all the world, like he was low-key coming onto me.
“Because I felt too terrible. Too responsible. And I never wanted to hurt anyone again.”
“And did you?”
I looked away, my fingers stealing onto Scraps’s furry back. “No. I don’t think so. I tried not to, anyway.” I’d tried to keep myself apart from everyone to make sure I couldn’t do damage. I’d kept myself so far apart from people that aside from coworkers and the occasional hookup, I had no social life at all. “You have to get close to people to hurt them, most of the time.”
“Do you miss it? Writing, I mean.”
The magazine was still open before me. My attention snagged on a sentence that wasn’t well formed. Immediately my mind supplied three better options, and I remembered what it had felt like to be so in tune with my own words that I could write for hours and not even notice time passing. I looked back at Orion. “Every damn day. All the time.”
He nodded once. “Same. Sometimes I dream I’m running down the field, ball right in the zone, and no one can catch me.”
“Because your feet aren’t touching the ground?”
“Something like that.”
For a long moment neither of us moved. Then Orion stood up. “Come on. Bring Gizmo so she can see what she’s missing by crashing out here with you.”
“She likes crashing out here with me.”
“You have a sample size of one night. I don’t think you can claim she’s made a free choice.”
“Rude,” I said, but also I was just a little excited to see the inner sanctum myself.
You know that thing where someone’s like IT DID NOT DISAPPOINT? Well, Orion’s bedroom totally disappointed me. I didn’t know what I’d been expecting, but it didn’t give me hibernating-bear vibes or man-cave vibes or even mammal-licking-his-wounds vibes.
It was blah. Generic dark-blue polyester comforter. No pictures on the walls. Two nightstands, not matching, but only the one on the near side of the bed looked used, as in it had two charging cables on it and a couple of notebooks. I didn’t think I’d actually have poked through his notebooks if he decided to take a hike in the blizzard, but on the other hand, I was glad to be deprived of the opportunity to display my true nature as a snoop.
Two unmatched dressers, but not unmatched in a turn-of-the-last-century antique, passed down through the generations way. Unmatched in a Someone needed dressers, and the first place they turned was Facebook Marketplace way. Or maybe even Alternately, they had a truck and drove around looking for anything on the side of the road with a “Free” sign way.
They were cheap and ugly is what I’m saying.
“Gi—Scraps does not want to sleep here,” I declared. “Absolutely not. Too dark. It doesn’t even smell like you.”
The bastard grinned. “Oh yeah? You go around looking for things that smell like me? I think I’m flattered.”
“Shut up, I meant dogs have a wild sense of smell, and this just smells like nothing. If it smelled like you, she might be tempted. Right, Scraps?”
The blanket-wrapped fur ball in my arms lifted her head and looked at Orion as if waiting for him to defend his bedroom.
“You have to put her down on the bed, obviously. That’ll smell like me, and it’s way more comfortable than the couch.”
“She isn’t interested.”
“You’re just afraid she’ll pick my bed over your couch.”
I was. I definitely was. Boring Kmart comforter aside, it really did look nice. The couch was not doing my spine any favors.
“Go on, Cleary. Take the risk. Don’t you think she should have a choice?”
I shot him a dirty look while deep inside my guts, little delighted bubbles fizzed up. He said my name. To compensate, I turned the look into a glare. “Fine.”
“Good.”
“Shut up.” To Scraps I said, “Just remember who saved you from the cold, okay? It was me.”
“It was definitely a group effort.” He was smirking again.
“I heard her first.”
“Put the dog down and let her explore.”
I sighed heavily and set my bundle in the center of the bed. Also, he made his bed. I liked that in a man.
Shut up, me.
Scraps sniffed experimentally and seemed to contemplate matters before she stretched and took a tentative step outside her blanket. She did a widening circuit around the blanket and eventually, after giving everything a good once-over, hopped up on the pillows, turned around three times, and settled herself right there in the middle.
“Boo,” I said. “Scraps, you wound me.”
That smug git Orion merely smiled like he knew this would be the outcome all along. “See? You just gotta give her options.”
“Why is your bedroom so boring?” I demanded, feeling unreasonably put out by a dog choosing to lie on his pillows instead of my lumpy couchnest.
He glanced around like he was trying to see what I saw. “I don’t know. I guess I really only come in here to sleep, so I haven’t put much time into it.”
“Only to sleep,” I repeated. “That’s all you do. In your bedroom.”
It took about ten seconds for him to pick up on my meaning, and then, oh bless him, I was rewarded with a flush of pink across his cheekbones. Goodness. He was absolutely lovely looking when he was blushing.
“It’s not exactly a prime dating pool here,” he said defensively.
I gestured around. “You don’t say.”
“Not every guy is a judgmental bastard about other people’s bedrooms.”
“I mean, you say that, but I think inherently when you see someone’s bedroom, you look for what it says about that person?”
“Gizmo thinks it says I like comfort.”
“Scraps was sleeping in your garage in her own shit, so I’m not sure that’s the confident vote you’re looking for.”
He narrowed his eyes. “Okay. And what would we see in your bedroom, Queer Eye?”
Which was a fair point. “Uhh. Take the Fifth.”
“Ha.”
“To be clear, I at least have a duvet. Not a comforter from the Kmart ‘off to college so get it cheap’ section.”
“Excuse me, I got this at Target.” He paused. “Or actually I think maybe I got it from Louise at the Wash and Brew when her kid was moving out. I got the pillows at Target when I first moved to Conquistos.”
“Okay, let’s set aside how gross it is that you’re still using those ancient pillows. But you have all those quilts. They’re so much nicer than this.”
“Yeah, but I’m terrified of washing them, so I keep them in a bag in the closet.”
“Instead of using them the way whoever made them intended for them to be used?” I shook my head. “Yeah, no, I think we might just have to Queer Eye this bedroom, dude. It’s real rough.” I bent down to Scraps’s sleeping head. “Isn’t that right, girl? Wouldn’t you rather sleep on a nice bed in a nice room that didn’t look like a frat house?”
“Uncalled for. My room is much cleaner than a frat house.”
“Okay, that’s fair. It is definitely clean. Do you fold your socks too?”
He said nothing. Suspiciously. Eyes darting to one of the dressers.
“Oh my god, you do! Show me your socks, Broderick. Let’s get it over with.”
“You don’t have to see my socks.”
I started walking over. He blocked me. “Come on, big boy, you can show me your neatly folded socks.”
“Hey, I’m a modest lady, all right? I don’t need some weirdo poking around in my unmentionables.”
I tried to dart around him, but obviously he was both quicker and stronger than me. I tried to reach around him as well, but that just resulted in a goofy bear hug.
Uhh. Not that I minded the goofy bear hug. Entirely.
“Fine,” I said, and I backed off before I could do anything else, like kiss him, or hug him tighter, or think about how good he smelled.
“I like having folded socks,” he said, and crossed his arms over his chest . . . almost as if he was also doing something so that he could not-do something else.
“It’s very sweet. But folded, not rolled, right?”
He offered a scandalized look. “Do I seem like someone who wants stretched-out socks? No. I Marie Kondo my clothes, and it makes me happy.”
I could not hold back a smile. “Did you watch her show on Netflix?”
“I loved her show on Netflix. I mean, some of the people were terrible, like any of those shows, but I loved the way she treated them.”
“Right? She’s made of grace, and people take her so personally. She’s not telling you to burn your books and only keep two pairs of pants!”
“I know! Her whole thing is basically ‘Figure out what makes you feel good about your stuff, and do that thing,’ and people act like she’s a monster.”
“Seriously.”
“For real.”
Scraps yawned and stretched across both pillows, eyeing us through half-open lids.
“I just think that unless you have an attachment to this comforter, you should have something nicer to sleep under, that’s all.”
“You mean to impress all the hotties I bring home to fuck?”
I rolled my eyes. “Not at all. Fuck the hotties. I mean that literally. But they don’t get a vote. More like . . .” I thought about it. About my own bedroom, which was a lot more dorm-like than I wanted to admit. “I don’t know. I guess this isn’t how I picture a bedroom in a house? You should definitely have a duvet so you can change the cover with the season. And maybe a couple of throw pillows with accent colors. And at least some framed somethings on your walls.” I shot another look at the dressers. “I’m all for recycling, but you could probably throw a coat of paint on those, and they’d be brighter. I don’t know. Unless you walk into this room at night and think, ‘Happy sigh, I love my space; it makes me feel so good about spending time in it.’”
“Is that what you think in your bedroom?”
I snorted. “Nope.”
“So this is advice on the extreme hypocritical side of the spectrum.”
“Obviously.”
He appeared to consider it. “The thing is, the quilts were my grandmother’s. I think her sister made them for her. So I really don’t want to mess them up.”
Shit. I was sleeping under Grandma’s quilts? Now I was worried about messing them up.
“Yeah, but would she rather you sleep under them knowing that someday they’ll eventually fall apart? Or that you keep them in a closet hoping to, what, preserve them forever?”
Orion shook his head. “You’re really Kondoing me right now. I mean, I know that’s true. She’d rather I use her quilts.”
I nodded. “Yep. Come on.”
Despite my resolve to be the best guest, I hadn’t actually folded my couchnest, which I was blaming on Scraps, even though she had her own blanket and I could have just shifted her out of the way. But I shook them out now and gave them a big sniff. “I think we should wash them before we put them on your bed.”
He looked distinctly unnerved. “In the machine?”
“I mean . . . yeah. Look.” I held up the stitches for him to see. “This is a really nice quilt, but it wasn’t made by hand in the sixteen hundreds; it was made by a person with a sewing machine, see? I mean, I’m not all up on quilts, but this should hold up about as well as anything else. Probably quite a bit better than a lot of stuff you can get for three bucks at Walmart, right?” I ran my fingers over the different pieces, but I didn’t really know much about textiles. “Machine wash, hang dry? Since we don’t know what fabrics are in here.”
“I guess we could. I’m going to be like . . . really upset if it falls apart.”
“Okay, well, I won’t tell your great-aunt that you said that because I’m pretty sure she’d be pissed you thought she was that bad at quilting.”
That at least got a smile out of him. “That’s fair. She was the archetypical mean old lady. Hated kids. Had pretty much no patience for any living thing except her parrot and my grandma.”
“I mean, fair. Honestly.” I gave the other two quilts a good once-over, but they seemed fine as well. “I think we can wash two on gentle, but we’ll need to do a second load for the other one. Do you have anything else you can throw in? Just so we’re not wasting the water.”
And so began a very low-intensity Queer Eyeing. Orion took charge of the laundry, uprooted Scraps to his armchair, and stripped off his sheets to go in as well. At my tentative suggestion, we also slightly rearranged things so that the bed had a view of the window (which did mean it lost one of its nightstands, but there was still enough space to get on all sides to remake it). We shifted the dressers to under the window and stuck the other nightstand in the closet.
“You can keep your porn and sex toys in here,” I told him, smirking.
“Why would I keep my sex toys in the closet?” he shot back, with an expression that, again, fuck, looked more flirty than anything else. “Won’t I want those next to the bed?”
“Depends on your kinks,” I said airily.
He laughed. And then switched the nightstands so the other one was in the closet.
Meaning . . . there really were sex toys in one of them? Fuck. Fuck fuck fuck.
I must have been staring suspiciously at it because he cleared his throat and said, “Remember that I am a modest lady.”
“You probably don’t even have sex toys.”
That time he winked at me. “I guess you’ll never know.”
“Ugh.” I went out of the bedroom as much to get myself together as anything else. Did he still detest me? He seemed to detest me less. But also we hadn’t actually resolved any of the things he detested me for? So did that count?
Scraps didn’t even crack an eye as I flounced down on the couch.
“Are you sulking?” Orion asked in his fake-dog voice.
“She’s completely unconscious.”
He peeked around the corner. “Don’t sulk, Queer Eye. Come help me reclaim my rug.”
“Huh?”
I had forgotten about the rug.
We had to unbury it with the snow shovel, and then, because it was quite literally frozen solid, we had to basically pry it up off more snow and drag it over to the porch. Which sounds straightforward, but it took the better part of an hour, and I was sweating through my clothes by the time we managed to settle it across the railing. Note: it wasn’t draped over the railing, like a wet thing; it was lying atop it like a piece of sheet metal.
“Was this the plan?” I asked Orion, who, gratifyingly, was also panting.
He wasn’t looking at the rug, though. He was looking across the cleared area of driveway, which was only snow and snow and snow-covered lumps of other things, like my car.
I didn’t see anything. “What? Is there a Sasquatch?”
“No. But there is wind. Hmm.”
As soon as I started looking for wind, I could see it. I hadn’t really noticed as we were working, but now I could see the way the trees bent and swayed over the driveway (or what must’ve been the driveway, except it was whited out with snow). I could hear it, too, a sound my brain had subtracted from my awareness, but now that it had been added back in, I couldn’t stop hearing it.
Low, distant, almost rolling like thunder. There was a movement to it, to the wind, that was different from how I normally thought about wind. If you’re standing on a beach and the breeze picks up, you can watch it and hear it blow toward you, but this felt like something else.
Like a gathering force, as if it was gaining momentum as it came closer, as the quantity of trees blowing added to it, intensified it, until it was almost upon us.
And when it was, it was freezing. Dry, snowless, but icy as fuck.
“I don’t like it,” Orion announced. “Wind is unpredictable.”
“But isn’t the storm supposed to be stopping today?”
“The snow is supposed to stop today. Or early tonight. But wind can cause a lot of damage in a short period of time.”
“Like what? We already have no internet or cell service, and we can’t leave the cabin.”
“But we have central heat, and light, and a functional stovetop and oven, which we won’t have if we lose electricity.”
“Wait, the stove won’t work?”
“It’s electric. You didn’t notice the total lack of open flame?”
“Uhh. No? Oh my god.” I gulped. “Are we going to freeze to death? Or starve?”
“Relax. We’ll be fine, just inconvenienced.” He shot another mistrustful look at the swaying trees. “Let’s go inside.”
So we did. But not before I stood there a few seconds longer, listening to a suddenly aggressive wind roll toward the little cabin in the clearing. Oh shit.



Chapter Seventeen
We decided to risk the first quilt in the dryer on low heat, since it was a lot less likely to dry if the power went out and we had three of them at once that needed to hang around the wood-burning stove.
The quilt and Orion’s sheets were fine. The others were drying. We had a midday meal of porridge with dried cranberries (unearthed from a cabinet in the utilitry that I hadn’t snooped into, which sadly only had an ancient supply of expired almonds and apparently every rejected house product from shampoo to furniture oil that “didn’t smell good enough”).
Scraps, evidently having rested enough to overcome her earlier traumas, took to following us around. If we were bickering over the correct way to put a flat sheet on a bed (finished side down, obviously), she wanted to be curled up on her blanket in the same room. If we were having a spirited debate over the merits of nuts in oatmeal (absolutely not, no matter what Orion said about how protein made the meal hold one over longer), Scraps wanted to be sitting on the kitchen table with us. It was endearing.
I, on the other hand, wasn’t handling any of this particularly well. “So how likely is it we’re going to lose power and then die?”
“It’s relatively likely we’ll lose power. We will not die from losing power.”
“We could still, like, you know, die indirectly from losing power. Don’t you have a sat phone or something?”
“A sat phone?”
“Yeah, a satellite phone? Like they have on those shows where they’re in the wilderness?”
“We’re not ‘in the wilderness.’ There’s a pizza place like ten miles away.”
“That’s how you measure civilization? Where the nearest pizza place is?”
“Look, city boy, we’re not in Siberia; we’re in California. It’s snowing. We don’t need a sat phone.”
Which might’ve been true. But I was still concerned. “How will we cook?”
“I have a camp stove and propane, and if we run out of that, we still have the wood-burning stove as backup. And no, we’re not going to die indirectly from losing power—that’s not a thing unless one of us needed some kind of electrical device to keep our bodies running, which we don’t.” Orion sighed. “Seriously, I’ve been here with no power before. We’d light some candles, get the stove burning, and we’d be fine. Sometimes this stove heats up so much that it’s too hot.”
“Doubtful,” I grumbled.
In truth, I wasn’t so much worried about the power or starving or freezing. It was more the uncertainty. If the radio came on and told us exactly what time the electricity would go out and for how long, I’d be fine. Even if it was “in five minutes” and “for five days.” But the uncertainty, the vague waiting and wondering was stressing me the hell out.
I thought that I could be helpful if I went out and chopped wood. Split wood? Did whatever you had to do to turn pieces of tree into a thing you could shove into a stove or fireplace. When I told Orion that, he seemed dubious. To put it kindly.
“What? I can do it. Why can’t I do it?”
“It’s not that you can’t. But it does take . . . practice.”
“How hard can it be? You swing an axe at some wood and kaboom, right?”
It turns out, it’s not quite that simple to chop firewood. Also, I assumed you didn’t have to be a literal lumberjack, but I couldn’t get a single one of my “rounds” (as Orion called them) to break until he basically did it for me except for the last little bit, like when one of the dads at a birthday party interrupts the piñata so he can bust it up almost to breaking point, and then hands the baseball bat back to the birthday kid for the very last hit.
“What the fuck,” I panted. “You did this for an hour this morning.”
He shrugged. Then he laughed. “Okay, I did, but also I was a little bit dying. I just didn’t want to let on that it almost leveled me.” He rubbed his shoulder. “And just doing it now woke up all those sore muscles, so can we go in? We don’t need more firewood.”
“But I really wanted to help.”
He reached out to pat my back, and his hand lingered, ending up in the neighborhood of my neck. “You help plenty, Queer Eye. Come on.”
I helped plenty? Did he just mean rearranging his bedroom and shaming him into using his quilts? That didn’t actually seem all that helpful. Though if he said it was, I didn’t plan to argue about it.
Alas, failing at firewood did not help my general level of anxiety, and I finally sat myself down on the floor surrounded by issues of Sports Now, determined to find my dad’s letter to “Where’s Sporty?”
Orion didn’t ask or comment on my new activity, but Scraps came over to lie in my lap, which was slightly awkward from a paging-through-lots-of-magazines angle, but entirely welcome from a so-anxious-I-can’t-think-straight angle.
“You’re sure we’re not going to freeze?” I called around the time my stacks of checked issues began to overtake my stacks of unchecked issues.
“I’m one hundred percent sure!” Orion called back.
Which had to be good enough.
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When I finally found what I was looking for, it turned out not to be what I was looking for at all. I stared at it, rereading it over and over again. My dad had quoted the lines to me often enough, so I knew it couldn’t be a mistake, but I was having a hard time accepting what I saw was true.
“Dinner tonight is basically tuna sandwiches, but the bread is more like matzah because apparently I don’t know how to . . .” His voice trailed off. “What’s wrong?”
I was about seven seconds behind in processing. “I’m not sure,” I said, still staring down at the magazine.
“Cleary? Hey. Desmond?”
“Des. No one calls me Desmond except my dad. I mean, he used to.”
Orion came over to stand behind me, since I was mostly surrounded by magazines. “Oh, I love that column. All those wild pictures.”
“Yeah. Me too. I . . .” It was a strange thing to explain. “My dad always said he’d gotten a letter in this one time.”
“Really? Wow. That’s so cool.”
“Yeah. I thought so. Except I think it was a lie.” I held up the page and pointed. “This is the letter. Rugby at the Melbourne Cricket Ground. He used to quote it and everything.”
“Uhh. Hmm.” He bent down so he could see it better, his hand brushing my fingers as he pulled it up. “And his name isn’t Naomi Pearce?”
“It surely was not. Is not. Whatever you say when someone’s dead.”
“Oh.” Cue the automatic awkwardness of someone who hears about a person they never met having been dead already. “Sorry for your loss.”
“It’s fine. I mean it sucked but, whatever, heart attack, dead at fifty-three. But like. He lied. For years. And he brought it up over and over again, this one time he got into Sports Now. I can’t tell you how many times I heard him tell that story.” I shook my head, still struggling to really understand what I was seeing. “It was this thing he held on to, like it was the only thing he had ever done that made him matter, and it was a total bald-faced lie.”
Orion crouched down and pulled the magazine from my unprotesting fingers. “They could have misattributed it. Gotten the name wrong.”
“No, if they’d done that, that would have been the story. This one time I got into ‘Where’s Sporty?’ and they didn’t even put my name on it! Made them print a correction, I did! That’s what he’d have done too. But this Naomi person was the one who recognized that picture. Not my dad.”
“I . . . think he might have. Recognized it, I mean. It’s definitely possible he knew what it was and just didn’t get around to sending in a letter, so he kind of felt justified claiming this one.”
It was a nice try, but the generosity of it—of giving my dad, who was such a prick about 86 percent of the time, the benefit of the doubt—just made me feel worse.
I bit the inside of my lip and closed my eyes, breathing slowly, trying very hard not to cry about such a stupid thing. “It’s fine,” I said.
“Des . . .”
My name sounded so odd in his voice. “Sorry.” Do not cry. “Sorry, I just . . .”
“Yeah.” Orion’s hand came down on my neck again, as it had outside. “It’s really lousy when people are not what you need them to be.”
“He was such an asshole, I can’t stress that enough, and this one thing just seemed like such a fun story. I’ve literally told people about how my dad got a letter in Sports Now. Fuck, what an idiot I am.”
Which was when I lost my battle with tears and couldn’t stop myself, pressing my hands to my face and trying not to be more of a dumbass than necessary.
And that was when Orion hugged me. Sort of. Knelt down and pulled me against him and put his arms around me. Me, who’d done so much to hurt him, to whom he owed nothing.
“Sorry,” I kept repeating. “Sorry, sorry.”
“Shut up,” he replied, one of his hands moving up and down my spine.
I didn’t know how to recover from this moment of weakness. Thankfully, he’d made food, so we both had an excuse to do other things than sit in our mutual discomfort, though I didn’t think he was actually all that uncomfortable. I felt like an absolute heel, though.
“My compliments to the chef,” I said sometime later, raising what was left of my tuna-on-very-flat-bread and saluting him.
“You know, it could have been worse. Though I don’t think I’ll be publishing this recipe in my Snowed-In Cookbook.”
“Genuinely, that would sell. Especially if you wrote it. Kick-start your second career as a backcountry cook.”
“I thought my second career was as a campaigner for children’s sports,” he said mildly.
My heart started to beat faster, but I didn’t want to get too excited. “Okay, the cooking thing can be your third career. And it should go with a YouTube channel where you demonstrate all the things one can do with two crates of canned tuna.”
“I did not have two crates of tuna.”
“So just one?” I asked, batting my eyelashes.
“You should be more grateful. Right, Gizmo? Shouldn’t Des be more grateful for my tuna supply?”
Scraps did not look up from her own plate of tuna and oil.
“Ouch, no allies for you, Broderick.” I took smaller bites, hoping he’d say more about my campaign and his potential role in it, but he didn’t.
He finished making his bed while I cleaned up in the kitchen, and I insisted on inspecting once he was done to ensure he’d put the flat sheet on correctly, which he had, even though he claimed it wasn’t the right way.
Scraps, the traitor, hopped right onto his bed and curled up.
“Oh no, you don’t,” I said, and scooped her into my arms.
“Hey, free choice! She can sleep on my bed if she wants.”
“It’s already dark, and she hasn’t been out to pee in hours.”
He backed off. “That’s a good point—very solid, excellent dog parenting.”
“Unless you want to take her out?” I offered sweetly.
“No, no, wouldn’t want to interrupt your bonding time.”
Yeah, right. “Surrrrrre. Come on, Scraps.”
“Good pooping, Gizmo!” Orion called after us just before I shut the door.
It had been windy earlier, but in waves, with rests. Maybe I hadn’t noticed as much inside with the dryer running, and the central heat, and my obsession with magazines, but outside with no other white noise, the wind sounded ferocious, almost angry, as it tore through the trees.
Scraps did not like it. Which was very fair, but I still needed her to do her business. When huddling over her didn’t get anything except a lot of sniffs at her previous pees and a doleful look up, I unzipped my coat and sort of used it and my body as a shield, trying to get low enough so the wind wasn’t blowing at her as intensely.
Which worked, though if you’ve ever been the living wall around an actively pooping dog, you’ll know it’s not exactly pleasant. Then she skipped out of the protection of my coat (like she couldn’t wait to get away from her own poo) and just sort of casually kept going.
Away.
From me.
Into the darkness and the snow.
“Scraps!” I cried and, true to form, immediately toppled onto my back. “Hey!”
She hadn’t gone far before deciding that it was a bad idea, but I still felt almost faint with terror as I scrambled up, dove into the shadows, and descended on her, grabbing her and a good armful of fresh snow all at once. “Why did you do that, oh my god. This is how you ended up in a stranger’s garage! I’m sure your family is worried sick about you, wherever they are, because you freaking ran off into the snow, you horrible beast!” After which I buried my face in her fur and inhaled in relief.
I got her (and all that snow) safely into the cabin and thrust her at Orion. “Take your foster child, she’s a monster—she tried to run away!”
“Run away?” He cuddled her in close. “Giz, why’d you do that?”
“What would we have done? If she’d gone into the dark right now, there’s no way I could have found her! She would have one hundred percent died out there! Oh my god! I can’t even believe—”
And then he kissed me.
Orion Broderick kissed me while I shouted and dripped in his entryway.
And then I kissed him, as I’d wanted to do for hours, days, something.
And then both of us sort of sprang apart almost before I could register the sensation of his lips on my lips, and Scraps licked his neck while I laughed nervously.
“Sorry,” I said, just as he was saying, “I didn’t mean to—” and I said, “Wait, you didn’t?” and he said, “Not that I didn’t mean to, but I wouldn’t have—” and I said, “Why not?”
And then we stopped and looked at each other.
“I said some pretty rough things to you,” he said. “I assumed you wouldn’t really welcome . . .”
“Kissing? Because you kissed me. To be clear. Right? I didn’t misinterpret something else? That wasn’t, like, some kind of pro soccer high five where you kiss your bros on the lips?”
Those same lips, which had just been on mine, smiled lopsidedly. “It was a kiss.”
“I did not reject your kiss. For the record.”
“I noticed that.”
“Okay, then.” I nodded decisively. Please kiss me again, I thought but could not say aloud. Maybe he would, like, intuit my silent begging.
“Right.” Or not.
“So.”
“Yeah.”
Was I supposed to kiss him now? Or did he expect me to change the subject? This was the perfect moment for me to deliver some sexy one-liner that would have him swooning, except I can never think up sexy one-liners in the moment (my sexy one-liners always seem to fall into the I can’t sleep at 4:00 a.m., oh wait, that’s what I should have said category).
“I’m pretty sure Gizmo wants to sleep on my bed,” Orion Broderick said.
“I don’t think you have any grounds to say that.”
“Why don’t I put her down and see what she thinks?”
“You’re biasing her.” But I followed them into his bedroom, newly redesigned, and watched as he tenderly settled the dog in the spot she’d been in before I forced her to go outside and she nearly ran away.
She immediately curled up and went to sleep. Traitor. I saved you. Twice! Though it was hard to hold anything against her, really, because the bed, now covered in two quilts with a third folded at the foot, looked amazing. And so much more like a real person lived there.
When I looked up from Scraps, Orion was looking at me. I gulped. “Hi.”
“Hey.”
“So we sorta kissed, did you catch that?”
“I kissed you and then you kissed me.”
“Is there a difference?”
He shrugged. “I think so. Past a certain point, you no longer feel like there’s a directionality to it.”
Which seemed to beg the question about whether we should, you know, empirically explore that theory.
He stepped closer. “I meant a lot of what I said to you. Not all of it. But a lot of it.”
“I know. I really want to explain, I know you don’t have to listen, I know I’m not entitled to that, but—”
“Des.”
I shut up. “Yeah?”
“Can I kiss you again?”
“Fuck yes. Please. Yes.”
And that is how it happened. Or at least how it began. With a statement and a question.
And then an awful lot of kissing. Among other things.



Chapter Eighteen
For some time we just . . . coexisted. In Orion’s bed. With Scraps curled up against me. We hadn’t had sex (though that prospect now seemed more than likely). We’d kissed a lot, and slowly, like we had all the time we’d ever need, like this was the only communication required.
We’d left the light on. For long stretches of time we just looked at each other, our fingertips tracing facial features, our lips mapping a geography of skin and muscle and bone. I’d never experienced anything quite like this elongated period of . . . it wasn’t foreplay. It was its own thing entirely. The kissing would intensify, our bodies pressed together, still clothed, and then Scraps would make a ridiculous sound in her sleep, or one of us would fall back a little to the looking, or we’d just slow down again.
Time changed, flowed, bent, rose up, then melted back down again into something that carried us along without weighing us down.
Maybe this was making out, which I’d always just assumed referred to the kissing you did when you were about to fuck. Or maybe this was making love, which I’d always just assumed was an outdated euphemism for fucking that was mostly used by the type of people who ascribed way too much bullshit to sex.
This felt like a thing we were inventing that was neither and both and a lot more besides.
“I do have all the necessary supplies,” Orion said as we lay on our sides, sharing one pillow, our fingers touching between us. “In the event we want to do something that requires condoms or lube.” He paused. “Or sex toys.”
“I’m in favor of all of those things.” And I was. “I’m also in favor of doing this some more. I mean, if you don’t mind.”
He exhaled. “Oh. Good. I mean, I am also theoretically in favor of doing other things. But this is nice.”
“Nice” seemed inadequate, and I thought he was reconsidering the word, so I drummed my fingers against his. “I’m not even sure what this is, to be honest.”
Orion’s eyelashes fluttered. “I’ve decided not to overthink it.”
“Oh, is that an option? I had no idea. I’m learning so much right now.”
He smiled. “My old therapist would not be thrilled with this as a thing I am role modeling.”
“I always thought therapy was overrated,” I said.
“If you find the right therapist and you’re in the right frame of mind, it’s life changing. If you don’t meet those conditions, it can be anything from damaging to ambivalent.”
I shook my head. “Sounds terrible.”
“What? Deciding you want to change the way you deal with things and consulting a professional for help doing that?”
“See, that makes it sound very rational.”
“It is rational.”
“Nope. I’ve decided it isn’t. The last thing I want to do is relive all the stupid shit I’ve done in my life.”
This time he drummed my fingers. “Even if talking to someone might help you understand it better?”
“Understand what?”
“Yourself. Who you are. What you want.”
“Maybe I want, I don’t know, a career in finance and perfect teeth.”
For a long moment he didn’t say anything. Then: “You really can’t get over the teeth thing, can you?”
I groaned. “If I start kissing you again, will it distract you enough to stop talking about therapy?”
“Hmm.” He gave this a lot of deep thought. “I’m not sure. You might have to test that strategy and see what happens.”
I huffed. “I require absolute certainty.”
“No risk, no reward.” He drummed my fingers again, and not to be mushy or romantic or any of those things, but even just that, this light pressure of his fingertips on my skin, made little tingling buzzy sensations travel through me.
“Is that the new ‘No pain, no gain’?” I asked, fighting to keep from just kind of dissolving into a puddle of lovey-dovey goo.
“‘No risk, no reward’ is more accurate across contexts. ‘No pain, no gain’ has really broad metaphorical applications, but it gets confusing when people also use it for its limited fitness applications, which are arguably not that helpful.”
“Like you can’t run a marathon without pushing through the first twenty-five miles in agony?” I suggested.
“If you can push your body through twenty-five miles of agony just to run a marathon, you should definitely go to therapy.”
I gasped. “You don’t embrace marathons as milestones of physical fitness?”
“That is not what marathons are.” He stretched out on his back. “I’m not sure I believe there are generalized milestones of physical fitness. Everything I can think of that might qualify really doesn’t actually matter.”
“Like push-ups and pull-ups?”
“Or running a mile in nine minutes, or having a specific resting heart rate, or a particular body fat percentage. I know a lot of people who can meet all those criteria but aren’t really healthy. I could actually make the argument that it’s impossible to reconcile actual mental health with a lot of those fitness metrics, now that I’m outside that world.”
“Huh.” I had to shift closer to roll onto my back because Scraps had snuggled up behind me, so by the time we were both looking up at the ceiling, my arm was lying on top of his.
And our hands were lined up.
And he turned his over so we were palm to palm.
And I sort of slightly curled my fingers through his.
And then we were . . . holding hands.
“I guess it depends on how you measure health,” Orion went on, as if he was still deeply contemplating this dumb thing I’d said about running a marathon. “Can you really divorce physical health from mental health? If you have five percent body fat and perfect cholesterol, but you’re a walking ragemonster, can you really call yourself healthy? Which isn’t even taking into consideration all the medical evidence that seems to show how flawed a lot of our markers for, say, ‘healthy body weight’ are. So I’m not sure. I used to think that if I was in good enough physical condition, I could kind of ignore all the rest of it, but now I think that’s just a really toxic message that we deliver through the medium of professional sports.”
I leaned up on my side and kissed him. “You’re like really fucking hot right now.”
He blinked up at me. “Why? Because I overthink things?”
“Because you think about things at all.”
This time the kissing lasted longer, and might have shifted into a form of kissing that naturally extended to other activities . . .
Except that was when the power went out. Because of course it did.
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I absolutely did not panic. No matter what anyone claims. It was not necessary for Orion to pin me back against the bed, bring his lips to my ear, and whisper, “If you freak out, I can’t ethically have sex with you, so if that’s your objective, take some deep breaths.”
Having said that, and despite the under-no-circumstances panicking, the idea of sex later was supremely focusing.
“I’m fine,” I said, in my definitely-not-panicked voice.
He pressed his cheek against mine. “I’ve been here through a lot of blackouts. I’ve got plenty of candles. And we chopped a ton of firewood.”
“I like that ‘we,’ buddy.”
A huffed laugh, warm against my skin. “Do you want to stay here while I go do things?”
“Oh, hell no, no fucking way am I staying here in the dark. Do you even realize how fucking dark it is in here? I can’t see anything.”
“Your eyes will adjust somewhat, but until then, you can hold my hand.”
“I guess that’s okay,” I grumbled, too legitimately relieved to pretend I wasn’t.
The first thing he did was guide me into the doorjamb.
“Ow! Fuck!” I stumbled into the other one, attempting to escape the first one. “Jesus!”
“You okay?” he asked, his tone suspiciously bubbly.
“Are you laughing at me?”
“Noooooo.”
“You’re a horrible person. You just led me into a wall! If this was a trust exercise, you’d fail it!”
This time he went behind me and wrapped his left arm across my chest. “Is this better?” he rumbled against my back.
“Did we decide to have sex instead? Because the answer is yes; I’m just not sure about the position.”
“Focus, Cleary.”
“Yes, sir.”
Another laugh. “Oh, is that how it is? Am I supposed to be threatening to take you over my knee if you misbehave?”
I nudged my butt back into him. “You’d have to catch me first.”
“Okay, okay. We’re going to move forward, and I’m going to lead.”
“You’re . . . leading from behind? Is that like topping from the bottom?”
He growled and bit my ear. “Candles.”
“Right.”
“And lighting a fire.”
I sighed. “Fine.”
So that’s how we moved through the hallway and into the kitchen. I’d pulled off my socks (because I can’t stand having socks on in bed, I don’t understand it, it’s terrible), and now my bare feet were numb against the floor, but Orion did a reasonably good job at navigating us through to the far drawer, at which point he put my hands on the counter and moved away, to my regret.
We hadn’t even actually fucked yet, and I missed his touch like we’d spent months sleeping in each other’s arms. It was so disorienting. I was glad to be able to stand still while he got out candles and matches and conjured light from the dark.
“Better?” He handed me a candle.
“Uhh, yes. I’m going to put on my socks.”
He looked down. “Yeah, good priority.”
By the time I returned, he had also made fire. Good to have a skilled person around to do these things. I wasn’t at all certain I could just put some wood in a stove and make it produce more than a match-flare.
“Is it psychological or am I already freezing?” I asked, propping my still-cold feet nearer the woodstove.
“The thermostat goes down to fifty-three at night.”
I stared at his shadowy face. “Fifty-three? What are you, a polar bear?”
“There are a lot of studies about the positive effects of cold on sleep.” A flash of teeth. “Just be grateful I’m not making you do an ice water plunge.”
“An ice water plunge? What kind of masochistic crap is that?”
“Evidence-based masochistic crap. Good for the metabolism.”
“I call bullshit.”
He swooped down to kiss me. “And that opinion is based on all your medical knowledge?”
“Uhh, that humans can die of freezing in ice water? Yeah, yep, I think that’s my medical knowledge, and, furthermore, I don’t think you can argue with it.” I grabbed the back of his neck and held him there in kissing distance. “Can you, Dr. Broderick?”
“And the studies about the positive effects of—”
I kissed him. And then again. “Funded by Big Ice, trying to get some good publicity.”
He laughed. And god, it was good to make him laugh. It was good to feel like he thought I was funny, and clever.
I shoved him away. “Now what? What do we, like, do?”
Orion sat down in the chair beside mine. “The normal things people do at”—he checked his fitness watch—“just after one in the morning.”
“Can’t. No internet for porn and/or YouTube videos about hoof abscesses.”
“Sorry, what? The porn I caught, but what was the other thing?”
I sighed with extreme drama. Then, because I hadn’t been quite dramatic enough, I inhaled and did it again, with better results. “There’s this Scottish dude whose channel is all just him going around to different farms and addressing all these hoof issues? It’s great. He’s fantastic. Lots of draining things and scraping things and inflamed tissues and pus.”
In the candlelight, he looked curious but not disgusted. “That’s what you watch on YouTube?”
“I mean, it’s one of the things I watch on YouTube. I get into stuff and then I move on. Like wood turning. I watched all wood turning for like a month last year, and now it’s been so long it doesn’t even come up on my recommendations anymore.”
“I don’t even know what wood turning is.”
“It’s—look—it’s just what it sounds like. You have some wood, you attach it to a thing I forget the name of, which spins it super-duper fast, and then you sorta chisel it at high speed until it becomes a vase or a lamp or whatever else you want it to be.”
“Wild.”
“It’s really cool.” I could tell he wasn’t convinced. “Why? What do you watch on YouTube?”
“Oh, you know. The science of ice water plunges. How the brain learns new skills. Instructional design.”
I just gaped at him. “You use YouTube to like . . . enrich your knowledge about the world, or some shit? Who does that?”
“More than just me, judging by the number of videos.”
“Yeah, but . . .” I couldn’t wrap my head around this. “YouTube is where I go to relax. How can you relax if you’re watching . . . what the hell is ‘instructional design,’ anyway?”
“It’s basically a way of talking about how to teach new materials to people in the most effective way to meet their goals.”
“Ugh. I can’t even with you. Give me some pus-filled abscesses any day of the week.”
He laughed. Then I laughed, because yeah, good line, me.
“On YouTube,” I clarified. “I don’t want to actually see them in real life.”
“That seems fair. So. Do you want to go back to sleep?”
“We never went to sleep in the first place.”
The wind picked up outside, howling more intensely. I shivered, even though I wasn’t cold.
Orion stood up and held out his hand. “So let’s go back to bed and not sleep.”
When a man you’re into propositions you in the middle of a storm by candlelight, you really have few defensible choices.
I opened my mouth to say something sexy and flirtatious, but what came out was, “But what if we have sex and then you remember that I’m a horrible person who destroyed your life and you actually detest me?”
“I don’t detest you.”
“That’s the word you used—I remember it really fucking clearly.”
He pulled me into his arms. “Well, I don’t detest you now. And I’m not worried I’ll detest you because we had sex.”
“No, but—”
“Des, come on. It’s the middle of the night. Let’s just see what happens, okay?” He kissed me.
We went back to bed. In a manner of speaking.



Chapter Nineteen
It shouldn’t have surprised me that Orion Broderick was a delightful, diligent lover, but I found myself a little surprised anyway. I never really thought of sex as a thing where you can study, practice, and improve, but whatever concentration he’d brought to becoming an exceptional soccer player, it seemed he’d also brought to other physical feats.
And it didn’t hurt that he was strong AF, with stamina to match.
Scraps, who ignored us for some time, finally became annoyed enough to jump down off the bed and return to her wool blanket, which Orion had folded and left in the corner as a makeshift dog bed. She eyed us resentfully before huffing a breath and falling back to sleep.
And we—sweating, hearts pounding with exertion, breaths coming in hard—collapsed into giggles, holding each other like we’d never seen anything so funny.
“Poor Gizmo,” Orion panted. “Do you think we’re awful dog foster parents?”
“I think Scraps will be fine. But probably when we’re, y’know, done, we should bring her back to the bed so she doesn’t freeze.”
He leaned over me, fingernail tracing one of my nipples. “You’re preoccupied with freezing.”
“Because we’re literally snowed in.”
“Yeah, inside an insulated house with weatherized doors and windows. And a kick-ass woodstove.”
I lifted my head enough to kiss him. “That’s fair. Which reminds me, uhh, what’s our plan? Like, what do we do after tonight?”
“We let tomorrow handle itself.” He lowered his head to my chest, lips trailing down my body.
“Are you saying that not obsessing about every detail is an option? Because I don’t think that’s in my playboooooo . . .” My words trailed off as he became extra distracting. “Umm . . .” I threaded my fingers through his hair and let thought melt away into sensation. Tomorrow would handle itself. Wise man, Orion Broderick. Wise, wise man . . .
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The morning was cold and bright white outside, but cold and dark inside. I lay for some time with my head tilted so I could see the new view from the bed: out the window toward the back of the property, which was all dark tree trunks and white, white, white. As I watched, the wind would blow through, and clumps of snow would fall, revealing more dark branches beneath.
It was almost skeletal, almost naked seeming, the way the wind was undressing the trees. It made me feel . . . something. Exposed. Aroused in a way that didn’t really have to do with sex, but with creativity, that spark of energy that builds instead of destroys.
I brought Orion’s hand gently to my lips and kissed each of his fingers before tucking it back under the blankets. I didn’t have words for what had passed between us, for the odd sensation I had that something had changed, that part of me had shifted into some alignment I hadn’t known I’d been missing.
Not to be all clichéd, and he wasn’t the key to my lock, or my other half, but I’d always considered kissing a precursor and sex a destination. With him it was . . . different. It was all just layers on layers, each aspect a whole unto itself, as if there was no end to what we could discover about each other. Or ourselves.
Clearly I was becoming a sap. But in Orion Broderick’s bed, with a little dog curled up under the blanket between us, I didn’t care. If this was being a sap, well, bring it on.
I didn’t mean to fall asleep again, but I must have, because the next time I woke up, it was to the pleasant sight of a naked Orion pulling on socks.
“Good morning,” I said, rolling to my side around Scraps, who snuffled into me.
“Morning.” He pulled on the rest of his clothes before leaning over to kiss me thoroughly. “Can I interest you in the house breakfast?”
I batted my eyelashes. “Is it porridge? You know how I swoon for porridge.”
“Indeed. Would you like yours with nuts, sir? I’d do the eyelash thing there to indicate that I was being naughty, but I’m actually not, and also you just did it, so I don’t want to copy your move.”
“So you’re offering to not ejaculate into my breakfast? I’ll take it!”
He wrinkled his nose. “Just for that, you’re getting nuts in your oatmeal, which is good for you anyway.”
“You’re nuts,” I shot back for lack of a better retort.
“Get up already.” He scooped Scraps into his arms, ignored my outraged “Hey!” and disappeared out the door.
“Rude!” I called.
The view outside was even brighter, now that it was full day. I didn’t actually know what time it was because my phone was . . . somewhere. But before it had felt like day, but early, and now it felt like day, but much later.
I stretched out, wiggled my toes, reached in both directions with my arms. This was bliss. Sweet, considerate guy. No distractions. Kissing. Sex. Heavy quilts. Cuddly dog.
Wait.
No.
I sat upright.
Was I freaking mad? This was not bliss. This was some kind of bizarre twilight world of snow and tuna and someone else’s cuddly dog. What the hell was I even thinking?
No distractions because this was not the real world at all, and the second I left, the second the bubble popped, I’d go back to all the things that had made me miserable before.
I, unlike Orion, could not hide out in the mountains forever, licking my wounds. Or, okay, give him his due, living what actually seemed to be a pretty nice life that he apparently enjoyed.
Which he’d only had to start because of what I’d done. To him. And which I still hadn’t actually fixed.
Feeling flattened by, you know, reality, I pulled on my own clothes and went to track down my very temporary cabinmates, mentally deducting all points I’d earned, if any, and reverting to Cleary: nil. Because Reality always won in the end.
Scraps was just finishing up her food when I got there, so I took her out to do her thing. The wind had died down completely, and everything was eerily still. It hadn’t snowed overnight, so everything was also crunchy with ice. The cleared spot where Scraps had been peeing and pooping was frozen, and I had to kind of stomp around before she would deign to squat long enough to pee.
Christ, what was I doing here? Taking a dog who wasn’t mine out to pee in the snow while Orion Broderick—yes, that Orion Broderick—made breakfast. I could still taste him on my lips. This was absolutely bananas, and I might’ve been dreaming all of it. Was probably dreaming all of it.
Except then I went inside, and Orion kissed me.
“No fair you brushing your teeth,” I complained, and I nipped into the bathroom to do the same, or at least to smear his toothpaste around on my teeth and tongue, swish it, and rinse.
What are you doing? I mouthed at my reflection.
I knew what I was doing. I was fucking the guy whose life I’d destroyed. How the hell had I gone from “Fix Orion Broderick’s life” to “Kiss Orion Broderick in bed”? In fairness to me, he hadn’t listened to my pitch for how to give him back soccer, even if it wasn’t the same as before, so I couldn’t really be blamed for it not working out.
Fuck it. While I was here, in this cabin, with him (and Scraps), I could just pretend nothing else outside mattered. If Orion could put off reality, so could I. Then, when inevitably the snow melted and I had to go back to my real life, I’d give him my contact info so he could send me the bill for the garage repair, which I would figure out how to pay for, and I’d hook him up with someone else to talk to about the campaign (if he wanted to), and that would be that. We’d never meet again. It was fine. I could know reality was coming and still enjoy kissing Orion Broderick.
And I really liked kissing him. Being kissed by him. Engaging in kissing with him.
Good game plan.
We ate breakfast and didn’t talk much except to comment on how cute Scraps was, or how the wind had stopped, or the way the woodstove cranked out heat even better than the central heating.
Then, as I was rebrewing my tea bag in the pot I’d boiled for my first cup, which I’d left on the top of the wood-burning stove, he cocked his head to the side and looked out the window.
“More wind?” I asked, also looking out.
“No. I think.” Another pause. “The plows are running. Do you hear?”
I couldn’t at first, but then, far off in the distance, I could detect a mechanical sort of grinding, dragging sound. “That’s what the plow sounds like?”
“Yep. They’re plowing the highway at last.” He blinked at me in the pale light from the window. “Aren’t you happy?”
“Uhh.” I swallowed. “Yeah. I mean yes, of course, sure. The plows are running. Yay.” I did not sound “yay.” “Wait, the plows can run even though the electricity isn’t on?”
“It’ll probably be easier for them to fix if the roads are clear.”
“Oh.”
We stood there, a fresh sense of awkwardness threatening. But he stepped in and I stepped in and we kissed.
“Back to bed?” I asked, feeling weirdly vulnerable.
“Good idea.”
We left Scraps on her blanket next to the woodstove, and this time we closed the door.



Chapter Twenty
The day moved slowly, but not slowly enough. The plow sounds kept up for a while, passed, then came back toward town. I mostly tried to block it out.
I’d been waiting for days, and now that they were here, I wished they would hold off just a little longer. My caffeine headaches were lighter now. The body aches were gone (except the ones I’d earned through physical exertion of various kinds). And there was all that kissing we hadn’t done until last night, which I wished we could do forever in this bubble of not giving a fuck about anything else.
Not that we moped around or anything. We had sex. And read the best bits of “Where’s Sporty?” out to each other. And had more sex until we were both legitimately sore (I’d forgotten—or maybe never known—how much of a cardio workout sex could be when you weren’t just mutually getting off as fast as possible so you could go home or send the other person home). We tried out Orion’s pathetic collection of herbal teas, all of which basically tasted like grass clippings. And he tried to bake chip-less chocolate chip cookies in a little foil-wrapped parcel on top of the wood-burning stove, but they didn’t really come out.
We ate them anyway, with spoons, huddled over the counter.
“Still good,” I said with my mouth full. “Even not totally baked and sans chocolate chips.”
“Agreed.”
We took a cookie-induced nap afterward, and Scraps, huffy from being locked out the last time, followed on our heels and curled up in the dead center of the mattress.
“Sorry, Giz, but no.” Orion pushed her over so we’d have the prime real estate.
I’d never lain with someone like that, their arm touching mine, one of their legs thrown over one of my legs, their breaths beside me until we were breathing in sync. It was strangely comforting until I reminded myself that it was only for this moment, and then it would be gone.
After that it was merely sad.
“Do you think it’s possible to have joy without . . . I don’t know, fear?” Orion was looking up at the ceiling. At least that was the direction his eyes were pointed in, though it didn’t seem like that’s what he was seeing.
Maybe he was feeling a little bit sad too. “What do you mean?” I propped myself up on my elbow. “It must be, don’t you think? Though I’m not sure I’ve felt a lot of joy.”
“Not even when you were writing?”
I considered this. “I guess there was joy. And this sense of . . . focus, maybe? But not in a boring way. In a transcendent way. Like it was me and the keyboard and the words, and nothing else mattered. I guess that was joyous.” I smiled, thinking about the way I’d come up for air after writing two thousand words without pausing. “Man, it was so euphoric sometimes. Not all the time. Not even that often, probably.”
“But often enough you’d keep chasing it, right?” he asked, and now he was watching me.
“Hell yes.” I tapped his sternum. “You know what doesn’t give me that feeling? Press releases about corporations suddenly deciding they’ll spend fifty thousand dollars on wildlife preservation, coincidentally just moments after a study comes out about how their frigging factory devastated the natural habitats of like seventeen different species, two of which are endangered. Not inspiring.”
“No, doesn’t sound inspiring.”
“Nope. But I guess it doesn’t make me afraid either. Aside from feeling mildly complicit. What are you afraid of?” It felt simultaneously like a question I hadn’t earned the right to ask and a question he seemed to want to answer.
“I’m not afraid now, I don’t think. I guess . . .” He swallowed, and I had the pleasure of watching his expression change from contemplative to . . . flushed. “Actually, I guess I was thinking about how nice today was. It’s been an issue before, trying to walk a line between honesty and, you know, worrying about what if this is the one guy on Grindr who figures out who I am.”
“I know who you are,” I said.
“Yeah.” A line creased his forehead. “But what if who I am—at least, who I was—is a person who can only feel joy when he’s constantly afraid his whole life is going to fall apart? Because that thing I used to feel on the field, that euphoria? I don’t feel that anymore, you know? I’m less afraid, but also less . . . less . . .”
“Less real?” I suggested. “That’s how I feel about writing. Like, I can live without it, but everything’s a lot more flat. I’m a lot more flat—still myself, but in two dimensions.” This conversation felt so surreal. In some ways, we barely knew each other. Most ways, even. But I’d never thought I’d talk to anyone who’d understand that feeling, that strange absence I’d felt when I’d stopped writing.
“Less real, yeah. I mean, there are flashes. I love seeing the kids stop by the café after ballet or their martial arts classes or whatever; it’s always fun to ask what they’re learning and try to mimic it. But it feels like even that only works because they have no idea who I am.”
“You think if the kids in Bakers Mine knew you used to be a big shot soccer star, they wouldn’t like you anymore?”
“Or maybe I wouldn’t like me anymore if I felt like that person again. I don’t know.” He smiled ruefully. “It’s complicated. My relationship with my past self.”
I fell backward, leaving my arm against his. “Ain’t that the truth. Half the time I want to throttle my past self; the other half I just want to ask him who exactly he’s trying to impress.”
“Hmm.” Orion wiggled his toes beneath the quilts. A nervous tic? Or just a thinking gesture? “Who was young-me trying to impress? My parents. My coaches. My teammates. The rest of soccer. The world. Who wasn’t I trying to impress? That’s a shorter list.” He turned his head with eyebrows raised.
“Hey, don’t look at me; young-Des was very modest.” I gave it a beat before saying, “All I wanted was a Pulitzer. Is that too much to ask?”
He laughed lightly. “Nah. I mean, all I wanted was a World Cup. When you tally up the number of Pulitzer winners in four years with the number of team members on a World Cup team, I think you actually had a much bigger chance. Especially when you consider that you could win a Pulitzer at eighty. Far more opportunities.”
“You could go into coaching,” I suggested.
“You mean, if anyone would take a disgraced former footballer?”
I leaned up again. “You weren’t disgraced. It’s not like you were busted for something immoral or obscene. And look at the German team, right? They protested not being able to visibly support equality in their team photo. That’s not nothing.”
“I cried. When I saw that.” He blinked at the ceiling again. “It hit me ridiculously hard.” His hand came up, settling over his mouth, like he was muzzled all over again, unable to be himself.
I tugged his hand away and kissed him. “I cried too. I’m sorry.” For outing him? For hurting him? For costing him so much? Maybe all of the above.
He didn’t ask me to clarify. “I don’t want to go back to living like that. Even if it means I can’t . . . feel that euphoria either.”
“But I don’t think those two are linked so exactly. It’s more . . .” I puzzled it out, drumming lightly on his chest, my gaze tracing the weave of the shirt he’d pulled on when we’d ceased our more aerobic efforts. “I think it’s the vulnerability. For me, anyway. If I’m writing and everything else falls away, it’s just me and the page; I can’t help but expose myself, you know? I don’t know if it’s the same with soccer, but that’s where the euphoria comes from. It’s not the fear exactly—it’s the vulnerability, that sense of putting everything I have on the line. That’s the high. And I think you can be vulnerable, even if you’re not living in fear.”
Orion stared up at me, lips slightly parted. “Yes, the vulnerability, you’re exactly right. When I played my best, when I was high with it, aware of every other player on the field, my brain humming with all these tiny calculations I didn’t even need to think about, it was the most open I ever was, the most . . . intense. The most real.”
“Yeah. I don’t think it’s living in fear. I think it’s just this weird, glorious balance of exhilaration and playing and chance and practice, and it could all go to hell in a second but also, what if you lift off? What if you fly?” My turn to flush. “I mean, you know, whatever.”
He leaned up and kissed me. “What if you fly, what if you fall, what if you never come back to earth? Yeah, Des Cleary, that’s what I miss. That moment when you no longer care what happens on the other side because you’re in it.” He pulled me over him. “That’s the thing.”
“You’re the thing,” I mumbled, because I wasn’t sure I could say anything more real without having feelings that were absolutely not suited to our inevitable parting.
Orion laughed and kissed me again.
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Dinner, made in a candlelit kitchen, was tuna on the last of Orion’s failed bread. In the middle of it he cleared his throat and said, “I guess we should talk about what happens next.”
It was as if he’d dumped a bucket of ice water over me. Or no, that was too fleeting. This was as if he’d just pushed me into an entire tub of ice water and wouldn’t let me out, the frigid cold taking over my entire body.
Of course I’d known it couldn’t last. The second I heard the plows, I knew we were on borrowed time. I shouldn’t have . . . cuddled with him. Kissed him. It was too far outside the norm, too close to something I wasn’t allowed to want. Something I didn’t deserve. Orion was a good guy, the kind of guy who should be with someone else who was also good. It was one thing to mess around when you were stuck together in a cabin, but a very different thing to face the world and be . . . more than that. And I got it. I really did. I liked him enough to not want to make this harder on him. (Or on me.)
I made my voice as neutral as I could. “Yeah. I guess we just . . . pretend this never happened? I go back to work being a fuckup with no future. You go back to hanging out with ballerinas at the Wash and Brew.” I glanced at Scraps. “I guess we try to figure out who owns our foster pup. And that’s . . . it.”
Orion, very still, arms still crooked like he was about to take another bite of his sorta-sandwich, stared at me.
“What?” God, was he going to make me spell it out? How we obviously weren’t right for each other? Was he going to make me describe just how little I deserved him? My chest went tight with an ache, as if all the longing I’d ever withheld in my life was just sitting there like that fatberg in the London sewers, collecting waste and rubbish and smells, blocking up the lines.
“So that’s it?” he demanded, his voice sounding a lot more controlled than neutral. “That’s how you see this? You just walk away?”
Wow, he was really trying to make this suck even more than it already did. Well, screw him. I didn’t have to prostrate myself for his approval, or at least, I didn’t plan to. “Uhh, I mean, what’s the other option? Unless you decide you want to do this campaign—which you should, you’d be amazing—in which case, I don’t know, we could still work together, if you wanted.” I faltered when his gobsmacked expression shifted toward anger. “Or not, not is also fine; you can work with anyone. It’s the campaign that’s important.”
“Not to me. Is that really all you’ve got to say? Some bullshit about this thing you tried to guilt me into and I said no to?”
“I wasn’t trying to guilt you! I just think you’d be great.” Which was true. I didn’t even care about my dumb job anymore. They could land their own pro queer.
He set down his sorta-bread. “So in your head, what have we been doing for the last day? All this? The flirting, the kissing, the sex? That was just, what, a fling to you?”
“A fling? Ew, no.” The idea was abhorrent for some reason, even though I didn’t know why.
“Then what?”
“Uhh. I guess . . .” I faltered. Wait, what? What the hell were we talking about now? I’d missed a trick somewhere, and suddenly I wanted to restart the whole conversation. “I don’t know,” I temporized. “What is it to you?”
“Has all this just been to get me to agree to your campaign?”
“You think I fucked you for work? You think my boss sent me, the guy who royally screwed you over, as a honeypot? Seriously?”
“I have no idea what to think about you right now. I thought—it seemed like—” He broke off, shaking his head. “Your plan is really just to go away, and we never speak again? That’s been your plan this whole time?”
Why did he make it sound like that? Like I was a monster? “I thought that’s what you wanted. You detest me, remember?”
“I don’t. I didn’t. I told you that.”
“Yeah, but you hated me for days.”
He just stared at me in this brutal, eviscerating way, like in Orion’s gaze I was stripped of my skin, all my nerve endings raw and exposed. “I can’t believe I fell for this game you were playing. And I really did. Was all that crap about your dad a lie too?”
“Excuse me? I didn’t lie about anything!”
“Oh, okay, I guess I’m the idiot for thinking a guy who kisses me the way you do had more feelings than just ‘I’m bored, so I might as well have sex with the only other human around, even though I think he hates me.’”
Now I was just getting confused. He thought I was using him for sex? How was that a thing that a guy like Orion could even think? “I didn’t—I mean—I never thought—you kissed me first!”
He pushed back from the table. “Because, as we’ve covered, I’m the biggest idiot alive. Fool me once, shame on you; fool me twice, shame on me.”
“I didn’t fool you! I never fooled you into anything.”
“Only into caring about you. But you’re right, I should have known better. Okay, then. I’m glad we’ve had this little chat.” He turned and began to walk out.
“Hey!” I stood. “You were the one who didn’t want to talk about anything real. You were the one who didn’t want to even think about the past, who didn’t want to clear the air. What was I supposed to take from that? Is that your way of starting a relationship?”
He spun back around. “I didn’t want to listen to you cry about how sorry you are for what you did because frankly, I don’t give a shit why you did it. You thought you knew best, you thought you were the arbiter of who gets to be in the closet or not in the closet, and with a couple of keystrokes, you exploded my entire life. Did you think I’d forgive you for that?”
“No, I—”
“And,” he said, stepping up to me, “it wasn’t just me you hurt. I wasn’t the only one in that photo. The team was embarrassed by the drama. I had to go in to the board of directors and apologize for what you did. I had to stand there, like a naughty little boy, and say, ‘I’m so sorry this happened,’ like kissing a consenting adult was something I was ashamed of doing. So fuck you, Des Cleary. And all your good intentions.”
I had no response to that. I wanted to swallow my own tongue. “I’m sorry,” I whispered, hating myself.
“And the worst part is that I thought I could move on from it. I did move on from it. Till you showed up with your brand-new plans for my future, and your ineptness, and saving a goddamn dog, and . . .” His face contorted. “Whatever. I went temporarily insane, but I’m recovered now. Please feel free to sleep on the couch and leave as soon as possible.”
A few seconds later, the door shut to his bedroom.
And, because there was nothing else for me to do, I cried.



Chapter Twenty-One
I woke up disoriented. Not because I wasn’t in Orion’s bed, which I’d only spent a single night in my whole life, so obviously I couldn’t miss it, but because Scraps wasn’t with me.
Oh, shut up, it makes perfect sense.
But something wasn’t quite right, and it took me some time to figure out what it was, what the incongruity in my current circumstances meant.
I’d grown up in a city. I’d spent my postcollege life in a city. I was used to the generalized noise of civilization—people’s voices and vehicles and the usual soundtrack that went along with high population density—so at first my brain didn’t recognize that anything was wrong.
Then I remembered I was at a mountain cabin in the woods with an undercover former pro soccer player who was notable—or was it notorious?—for his total privacy stance.
What the fuck?
I opened my eyes in my couchnest, which now, because I was stuck with the blue Kmart comforter, unfairly smelled like Orion. Who hated me again. But before I could really dial in the self-loathing, I realized something was at the window, along the bottom, and it was moving.
And it was a freaking camera. Clearly being held by someone not tall enough to reach, just waving around, probably shooting a lot of blurry, random photos of my shocked expression, and I imagined them in a sequence: shock, rage, horror, back to rage, my advancing form, bared teeth, and the curtains slamming shut. Except they were curtains, so it would be more of a gentle whisk shut.
At which point I realized that if they could do that in the living room . . .
I slammed (really slammed this time) into Orion’s room and gently whisked the curtains shut. “We have a problem. Fuck, fuck, fuck.”
The kitchen, the only window where someone could stand on the porch and see inside. I crept around the corner—and yeah, the window held humans and camera lenses. “Fuck.” Nothing for it.
At least the kitchen had blinds, which seemed like they could close aggressively, except I screwed up the tension so half of them came down first, then I had to pull them up, then more carefully lower them.
Another sequence of photos: me trying to get a regular set of window blinds closed. A flurry of excited shouts: Orion Broderick! Orion, is that your new boyfriend? How long have you known each other?
“What the hell?” Orion stood in the doorway in a pair of sweatpants and nothing else. I sincerely hoped he’d just arrived and no one had yet caught a photo of sexy former footballer Orion standing half-clothed in his kitchen looking tousled and sleepy and—anyway, we’d know soon enough. Anyone with a photo that clickable would post it all over the internet within the hour.
“I don’t fucking know.” I flicked the light switch. “Power’s still out.”
He frowned, then looked at his fitness tracker thing. “Cell phone reception is back, though.”
Oh shit. Oh god. Oh no. Those messages I’d sent from the bathroom when I was excited, before he realized who I was. When I’d said I thought he was in. Oh fuck me, please don’t let this be all my fault. Again.
I closed my eyes and breathed slowly. “There appear to be a bunch of people with cameras outside.” In fact, I could hear them, their voices, even though they were clearly all trying to stay quiet except for one of them, who shouted Orion’s name.
“Did you tell people you were coming here?” he demanded in a whisper-shout.
“I didn’t even know where ‘here’ was!” I whisper-shouted back. “I had to con that poor kid at the gas station to tell me where I was going!”
“Yeah, but I didn’t have reporters on my front porch before, and now you’re here, and so are they! Who the fuck did you tell, Cleary?”
There were tears in my eyes now, but not so many they’d fall, not so many they indicated sadness, just impotent rage tears, whether at him or myself or the people outside, I didn’t know. “Who would I tell? My legion of friends and lovers? There’s no one, okay? There’s no one to tell, and I wouldn’t have anyway, but even if I’d wanted to, I couldn’t have.” I bent down and scooped up Scraps, who was cowering on the floor and shuddering each time a noise outside was too loud.
I trundled her into the living room, where at least there was more space between us and the voices, but it only made me feel more trapped. “How the fuck did they get here?” I said, to Orion, or Scraps, or the empty room.
“Paid someone to plow my driveway, at a guess.” He disappeared into his room and returned with a shirt on. “You have to get out of here.”
I waved my non-Scraps arm belligerently, which did not express nearly the right amount of freaked-the-fuck-out. “Oh sure, I’ll just get on my magic broomstick and fly away.”
“No. You’ll go out the front door and drive your car.” He went into the kitchen. Seconds later there was the sound of moving blinds and then another bunch of shouted questions, bolder this time. When he came back, he looked grim and entirely determined. “Idiot flatlanders all parked along the side, which was considerate. No one’s blocking you in, and all of them will probably be stuck here since I don’t see any chains.” He shook his head in disgust.
“I can’t go out there!” The idea of it made me hug Scraps tighter to my chest. “Oh my god.”
“Well, you can’t stay here,” he said ruthlessly. “And you don’t want to. I’ll probably have to call the sheriff to get them all to go away, and by then someone will know someone who can run your license plate, and they’ll know who you are anyway.”
“That can’t be legal.”
He scowled at me. “And yet I didn’t invite you, and here you are. Shit happens, Cleary. Get a fucking helmet.”
I gulped and gathered myself. “Fuck. Fine. Okay.”
It took roughly two minutes for me to gather all my things. Which meant changing into my clothes and picking up my laptop bag. I tugged my hood around my face and considered borrowing a coat, but either I’d get my car running and in a few minutes I’d be sitting in a heated car, or I wouldn’t get it running and I’d be back inside.
I was already shivering in anticipation. Or maybe I, like Scraps, was shaking from fear. I didn’t like it. I didn’t like any of this. Could I go out and tell them all to go away?
“Listen, what if I go out there?” I said. “Like, if I go out and, I don’t know, tell them to leave, that we’re calling the police. That they’re trespassing and they have to go.”
“Oh god, you’re so innocent. They’d love that.” He looked exhausted. “They would get it all on camera, they’d find your worst angle, there would be Auto-Tunes of you playing in coffeehouses and deepfakes in which you described the most fucked-up lewd shit imaginable. Ask me how I know. If you’ve ever tried to explain the concept of deepfaking voices to your extremely right-wing parents who just got sent a link to an audio clip in which you said you liked fucking donkeys . . .”
“Holy shit.”
“Yeah.” He rolled his eyes. “They were like, ‘This is why we didn’t want you to be gay!’ Like sex with men leads to donkeys.”
I choked on a laugh. “I must have missed that level of gay initiation.”
The momentary levity evaporated.
“Time to go,” he said briskly, and he scooped up Scraps.
I petted her head and swore I would not cry over leaving the dog. “Take care of yourself, girl. No running into the snow.” Shit, shit, no crying, not going out in front of all those cameras crying.
“Here’s what we’re gonna do,” Orion said, his voice dead controlled. “I’m going to open the door, and you’re going to barrel through anyone in your way to get to your car. Keep your head down, don’t look up, don’t look over, don’t meet anyone’s eyes.” He grimaced. “The bad news is that someone has clearly already gone into your car, but the good news is that means you don’t have to dig it out; they did a lot of that work for you. Hopefully with their bare hands. If someone gets frostbite out of this, maybe we can still laugh about it.”
He did not look like he was going to laugh. I felt like crying all over again. “So I just run for it and leave you here?”
“You think it’ll go better if you’re also here?” He shook his head. “This is going to suck. A lot. You have no idea how much. It’s better if we get you out of here.”
“But I feel like I’m leaving you to the sharks. I don’t want to . . .” I didn’t know how to put it.
“I’ve swam with sharks before. I’ll be fine. And I’m the chum they want, so I’ll try to distract them. It won’t totally work, but it should work well enough to give you time to gun it out of here.” He paused. “Don’t actually gun it. The roads will still be slippery as fuck, and while they did get a plow through here, so I’ll have to make some calls about that later, they also churned it all up into icy mud, so be careful.”
There’s no way I can do this. But I bit the words back, since what he was planning to do sounded so much fucking worse, and I nodded. “Okay. What if I crash again?”
“Do as much damage as possible to their cars without killing yourself.”
Which was a joke. I attempted a smile, but the tears were still threatening. “I’m really sorry. This is probably somehow my fault.”
“Yeah, well, we’ll handle it. Here.” He handed Scraps to me while he put on a coat and zipped it up halfway; then I sort of tucked her in so she could see out but be warm against him.
Kissing distance again, but no kissing this time. I turned before he could see anything on my face. Like longing. Or shame.
“Whatever you do, don’t say anything. Just keep going until you get to your car. Lock the doors. Let it warm up first and ignore anyone trying to get your attention. And if they act like they’re going to stand in front of the car, just start very slowly rolling, and they’ll get out of your way.”
“Right, okay.”
“I’ll try to keep them on the porch.”
“Thanks.”
After that, when there was nothing else to say, we did it.
It wasn’t quite like in the movies, when there’s an entire campground of reporters and massive cameras and helicopters overhead. But compared to the number of reporters who’d been there the last time I’d stood in Orion’s front yard (nil), there were now way too many. I kept my head down, but there were at least four people on the porch, and others down below.
Stairs, don’t slip, well-worn path toward the garage from where we’d gone in and out, no fresh snow. He was right; the driver’s side door and back door seemed to have been opened. Whoever had plowed clearly thought my car would need to get out and had pushed the gigantic volume of snow across to the other side, leaving me a clear exit (and also blocking the rest of the cabin’s front yard, which at least meant they couldn’t pull right up to it).
It only took a second for me to get my car door open, and I immediately hit the locks. The seat had a fair bit of snow on it, probably from whatever jackhole had opened the door, but I sat down anyway and closed myself in.
Two of them had followed me asking questions, but the rushing in my ears dulled every other sound.
Please start, please start, please start, I chanted in my head as I inserted the key.
And fuck yeah, okay, my car was running. Stuttered a bit, but running. Okay. Warm up. Ignore the people outside, who lost interest when I was just sitting there trying to gauge the best way to drive out. There would be enough space between all those parked cars and the wall of snow left by the plow. It was narrow, but I could do it.
I took a deep breath and looked back at the cabin, where Orion stood on the porch, having somehow gotten the intruders off it, one arm supporting Scraps, the other gesturing. I’m so sorry, I thought at him.
Then I turned my eyes forward, released the emergency brake, and very much did not gun my engine as I drove away slowly and carefully.
In my head, my back wheels spun enough to spray all those assholes with mud and muck, but in reality I don’t think any of them even noticed when I left.



Chapter Twenty-Two
I got home many, many hours later. After four stops at Starbucks, one at In-N-Out, one at Taco Bell, and an hour and twenty minutes sitting in traffic.
It wasn’t until midway through the day, when I thought, fleetingly, I could text Orion just to check on Scraps, that I realized we’d never exchanged phone numbers. I had no way to get in touch with him short of driving all the way back up into the mountains, where I almost certainly was not welcome (and didn’t plan to go anyway).
It had been exactly six days since I’d been in my apartment, even though it felt like a month. A year. A decade. Like the landscape of my street should have been different, trees should have matured, a generation of kids should have grown up. Instead, the cream I used in my coffee hadn’t spoiled yet, and my bananas had gone brownish but were still edible.
Everything was so loud. Everything moved so fast. I don’t even like camping, but I was somehow fundamentally disturbed by civilization, like I was one of those white dudes who goes off into the wilderness to find himself and then accidentally eats the wrong berries and dies, but would genuinely rather die of poisonous berries than live around city buses and shopping malls.
I missed the silence, the strange snow-dampened soundtrack of the woods, the clatter of Scraps’s toenails. I tried really fucking hard not to miss Orion, who definitely did not miss me, but I couldn’t quite manage it. Because now I knew him differently. I knew his skin and his scent and his taste. I knew what his eyebrows did when he was recalling information about ice water plunges. I knew he watched YouTube to learn shit, like a fucking weirdo, and I missed finding out more about him.
Like, if he hadn’t thought this whole thing between us was going to end the second I went back to the world, then what had he been thinking? And why hadn’t I asked? And what would that even have looked like? And you know, there was no future because we hadn’t resolved the past, so fuck him, but also there was no future because I hadn’t even been open to the idea, so fuck me.
Speaking of fucking and futures, what was even the point of having sex with strangers now that I’d screwed a guy like Orion Broderick, who delighted in finding every place I was sensitive, who had teased and kissed and tickled and . . .
I was definitely not going to jerk off to the memory, though the other alternative seemed to be crying about it, which was equally bad if not worse.
I’d gotten seven texts and three emails from Vix, in various states of concern for my well-being. The last text said, ominously, If you don’t reply, Des, I’m calling for the cavalry. Unless we’ve realized that’s a deeply problematic phrase and have changed it, which we should. WHERE ARE YOU?
Her emails were a lot more formal, so I picked one and replied with a generic “I’m taking a sick day tomorrow but I’ll fill you in when I come back.”
Then, as was only natural, I started googling.
And there we were. I wasn’t as interesting as Orion, obviously, but there I was, and yep, he was right, there was my name, my age, and my general area of residence. Someone else had the year I’d graduated from Cal Poly. They hadn’t gone trawling for quotes from people I barely knew yet, but it was probably only a matter of time.
Orion was featured everywhere, even in the nonsports outlets. Former Pro Soccer Player Snowed In with Reporter Who Outed Him. Way too many words for a headline, I informed the editor in my head. Conquistos FC Player in Secret Tryst. Much better, if less ethical. Who Is Soccer Star’s New Boyfriend? That one just made me sad.
No one. No one was Orion’s new boyfriend. Least of all me.
I made myself put away my computer and take a shower. Clean clothes that fit were a nice perk of getting home. Ditto coffee. All the coffee. Coffee in the evening if I wanted it, though I was so spun out from the Starbucks I’d had on the drive that I settled for opening the bag and inhaling deeply before putting it away again.
Morning coffee tomorrow. Life is good, I told myself, even though I didn’t believe it.
My late-night Orion Gossip Roundup included a few feel-good fluff stories about Scraps going home to her real family. Apparently, they’d stopped on the highway to put their snow chains on and let her out to pee, but some loud noise had startled her and she’d run away. They had, reasonably, assumed she’d frozen. For them, getting her back was a literal miracle.
I could not stop watching the clip of it (uploaded to TikTok by, I gathered, a preteen kid in her human family, who’d now gone viral). Orion comes out with Scraps in his arms. A younger kid squeals and runs toward him, tearing away from a more reserved (but also legitimately thrilled) parental type. Scraps loses her mind, launching out of Orion’s grasp and bowling over the kid into the snow, then covering its face with dog kisses. Orion steps forward, smiling broadly, to shake hands with the parents and wave to the camera-kid.
It’s not a long clip, and it ends with the camera-kid kneeling down and calling, “Here, Dolly!” At which point Scraps abandons the littler kid and flies through the air, tumbling over the camera-kid and cutting off the video.
So that was her real name. Dolly. As in Parton. I decided it fit her. She was super fucking regal and sweet while also not putting up with bullshit.
I told myself I was happy for this family, who had gotten their beloved dog back, but secretly I had imagined some reunion in which I would use Scraps/Gizmo/Dolly as an excuse to see Orion. Which now could never happen.
Who was I fucking kidding? I didn’t even have his phone number. It wouldn’t have happened anyway. A family had gotten their dog back, and all I’d lost was a stupid fantasy. Whatever.
It took a really long time for me to fall asleep, even though I was warm and had electricity and the promise of coffee in the morning.
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The ringing of my phone woke me up what felt like twenty minutes after I’d finally managed to lose consciousness, but the sun was out, cars were honking, and clearly the day had progressed beyond what one might strictly consider “morning.”
I hadn’t heard my phone ring the entire time I’d been away. And I really had not missed it.
“Hello?” I croaked, sounding every bit like someone who was still in bed squinting at daylight.
“Is this Desmond?”
Christ, had they already found my phone number? “Yes,” I said shortly.
The man on the other end cleared his throat. “This is Gary Shelton. You are scheduled to be in the office today, Desmond.”
Gary Shelton? I sat upright and rubbed my eyes. He was Vix’s boss, head of the department. “Oh, hi, Mr. Shelton. I emailed Vix that I wouldn’t be in today.”
“For what reason?”
“I’m sick.” I did not bother trying to make myself sound sick. He could demand a doctor’s note if he wanted, but I figured after being snowbound for almost a week, I could probably get one.
“I see. Well, we generally like to have this sort of meeting in person, but if you are sick, I suppose this will have to do.” His voice was emotionless, like he was a poorly programmed AI. “I’m afraid after this latest situation, we can no longer continue to employ you, Desmond. I will have your things boxed and sent to you. Please do not attempt to reenter the office, or security will escort you out. It seems you have signed up for direct deposit, in which case your final pay will be deposited within forty-eight hours.”
My chest was tight and my mouth was open, like I couldn’t get any air in but my body was trying anyway.
“Are you still there?” the robot on the other end of the line asked.
What would he say if I didn’t answer? He’d probably just call again until he got what he wanted.
“You’re firing me?” I finally managed. “Seriously?”
“You put an entire client account in jeopardy by disclosing the private residence of a potential campaign participant to the press, Desmond. We have no choice but to let you go.”
“Okay, one, you can call me ‘Mr. Cleary,’ Mr. Shelton, because we don’t know each other. Two, I was only there because you guys sent me there. And three, no, I fucking well did not disclose anything to the press or anyone else.”
“Do not curse at me, Desm—”
“Die in a fire, asshole.”
I hung up.
Right, so, in basically every way, that could have gone better. Why hadn’t Vix been the one to call me? Had she really wussed out on firing me after it was her fault I’d been involved in the first place? Because that would be fucking cold. Also, wow, I’d just really blown through all the best practices for being fired. Don’t burn bridges, stay cool, maintain relationships; you never know when you’ll need to rely on your references. Yeah, well, fuck it. Fuck them. Fuck everyone.
Also, Jesus, had I just been fired? Fired, to be clear, for something I didn’t do. They could have fired me for not giving a flying fuck about the job, or writing bad press releases, or not paying attention in staff meetings. But instead they’d nailed me for a thing I hadn’t even done.
I looked around at my bedroom, in my apartment I could barely afford even with a full-time job, and then only because I was subletting from a guy who just wanted to hang on to his rent control even when he was currently living in Austin for work.
Fired? Fired, as in no job, as in Don’t come back, or security will escort you out. Fired, as in Fuck off forever, Des Cleary. Fired, as in I had one more paycheck and then nothing.
Fired. As in I had no reason to stay in LA. As in yeah, I was fucked, completely, and also . . . I officially had nothing to lose.
I sent an email to my sublet landlord saying I would be out in two weeks, sorry about the short notice, something’s come up. I didn’t feel that bad about it because the dude was working on some reality show that was highly classified and also I was pretty sure was a Queer Eye spin-off. More power to him. He could cover the rent until he found someone else, which he would, immediately, because it was cheap and just outside Los Angeles.
Then I started packing.
That’s a lie.
Then I made a pot of coffee and looked up all the Orion Broderick headlines that were new since last night. His publicist (he had a publicist?) had put out a statement that he appreciated his privacy and would further appreciate it if people would stop harassing his neighbors, who had been nothing but kind and respectful to him ever since he moved to Bakers Mine. He also invited anyone interested to donate to the local rec league soccer agency so they could take on more scholarship players.
It was a great statement. Just enough shaming, with a chaser of Want to offset your guilt? Send cash! I appreciated the nuances. Not much else was happening in the world of Orion Gossip, but I kept hunting.
Three hours later I made another pot of coffee.
And then I started packing.



Chapter Twenty-Three
One of the unforeseen side effects of cutting off all contact with pretty much everyone I’d known back home was that when I pulled into Conquistos with my car full of crap a week later, I wasn’t totally sure where I was going. I’d assumed there would be enough people around that I’d be able to crash on couches for a few days until I found a room to rent, but most people I could still claim to know from high school had gone away to college and were still away, or were living at home with their parents and didn’t have couch-loaning authority.
Cool. Fine. No big deal. I would just . . . see if I could sleep at my mom’s for a couple of days. It couldn’t take too long to at least find a room to rent, right? Conquistos wasn’t an inexpensive city to live in, but compared to LA, it was definitely reasonable. You weren’t supposed to take out cash on your credit card, but my limit was high, and as long as I could get a job more or less immediately . . . it’d be fine. Right? How much could first and last on a room cost?
That was one of many questions I’d planned to work out the answers to once I was in a sleeping bag in someone’s living room. With all my belongings—all that would fit—in my car. Now that I had to suck it up and ask my mom for help, I really wished I hadn’t been quite so freaking hasty in leaving my apartment.
My bed and dresser were still there, and a couple of boxes of kitchen stuff. I’d need to rent a truck or something for those, but I had a week before I’d told my landlord I’d be out.
A week. In which to find a job, a room, and a day in which I could rent a truck, drive to LA, load up my bed (. . . by myself?), and drive back up the coast to unload it (. . . also by myself?) into the place I would have already rented by that point.
I’d seen my mom twice since I’d graduated from college. Once when I’d been in town for work and called her to see if she wanted to get lunch with me. She said no but asked if I could stop by for a few minutes, which I did, except she really meant a few minutes, and she’d come out to talk to me. As in, didn’t invite me inside. We stood on the front steps of her apartment building and awkwardly chatted as if it hadn’t been a couple of years since we’d seen each other, as if we weren’t literally parent and child.
The second time was for her wedding to the guy she was currently married to, who’d had no time for me. Not that I was shocked; my mom had terrible taste in partners. See: my dad, for a start. She’d called me a couple of times since, to tell me about her new house, and that she was working part time at the library, which was good. At least this guy let her work. (Seriously, she ended up with some absolute douche canoes. Dudes whose pictures could be on the Wikipedia page for “Domestic violence.” My dad was a jerk, yes, but he hadn’t acted like he owned her. Maybe that’s why they weren’t together that long.)
I hadn’t been to the house before, but when I called, she seemed happy to hear from me. I didn’t even have to invite myself over this time.
Conquistos is one of those old gold rush cities that has an ancient wooden heart and an expanding city center of taller and taller buildings surrounding it. The suburbs my mom was now living in were on the outskirts, the high-end neighborhoods on the far side of the freeway. Farther from the beach, but better prices and bigger lots. (Better prices than actually living on the beach, not better prices as in “affordable for normal people.” This husband must’ve made bank, since odd jobs at the library did not get you into the half-acre lots in this neighborhood.)
It was nice at first. If I’m being honest. I’d never had much of a relationship with my mom, who had spent a lot of my childhood shifting from one commune to another, sometimes following gurus, other times just traveling wherever the wind took her. She and my dad had never officially been divorced, but I didn’t remember a time when they lived together permanently, only periodically, as Mom transitioned from one community to the next one.
Dad was an asshole, but he was constant. I’d once heard someone describe my mom as “not of this world,” and maybe that was as close as I’d ever come to understanding her. In truth, I sometimes didn’t think about her for weeks at a time.
And here I was, knocking on her door because I needed something from her. Typical Des Cleary behavior.
“Des, honey, come in.” Her hair was longer than it used to be, and grayer than it used to be. We didn’t hug, but she did peck my cheek and giggle. “It’s so good to see you!”
I mumbled my hellos and took in the house, which was all ultramodern clean lines and chrome. Not at all my mom’s sort of style. It looked like a showroom for a store three price brackets up from IKEA.
“Do you love it? Isn’t it the nicest place you’ve ever seen?”
If you want to live in an IKEA. “Yeah, it’s nice.”
She beamed. “Rod paid for everything. Isn’t it amazing what having money can get you?”
“Uhh, yeah. Totally.” Money? Since when did my hippie mom give a fuck about money?
“How long are you here for?” she asked, leading me into a perfectly manicured backyard, where we sat in a little covered living room area on outdoor furniture that was nicer than anything my dad ever owned, under a ceiling fan that was on, despite the fact it wasn’t that hot.
“Oh, um, yeah, it’s kind of funny. I might be moving back to town.” I paused, gauging her response.
Which was blandly positive. “How nice! For work again?”
“Not exactly. Listen, Ma, is there any way I could maybe crash here for a couple of nights? I have a lead on an apartment”—Liar, liar, pants on fire—“but it’s not available yet.”
Which was when I saw my old mom under this new, shiny veneer. Her face froze, and I could see the shadows in her eyes. The ones that said she still lived in fear of this new guy like she had all the others.
“You know, never mind, don’t worry about it,” I rushed on. “Really no big deal at all.”
“Oh—it’s only—I’m sure it’s possible, if I ask Rod, or maybe he could find you a place—”
I shook my head. “Nope, not necessary, I’m totally good. Really fine, don’t worry about it.”
“Are you sure?” she asked, and I knew she needed me to say yes, so I did.
I told her I was sure, everything was good, absolutely no worries. And then I stayed for dinner with her new husband, who wasn’t that new anymore, and who disliked me. Mom laughed nervously a lot. I nodded a lot while her husband told stories about his job that neither explained what it was nor invited any questions, and, just as a bonus, some of his stories were that subtle brand of insidiously racist that if you tried to point out the issues, you’d be told you were being oversensitive.
Rod seemed like the kind of dude who was an expert at informing other people that they were being oversensitive. Our role was to be amused and unchallenging, and Mom had always been so good at that. If I’d been better at it, I might have had a more polite relationship with her and her various gurus and boyfriends, but I’d been raised by Dad, who didn’t give a shit about what people wanted from him.
Or maybe he had, and I just hadn’t seen it because he was a gruff older British guy, and neither the generational nor cultural gaps between us had enabled me to see that he was just as insecure as your average human, just as likely to make up a lie about getting a letter in a magazine when he was convinced he’d never be caught because it made him feel important.
I sat at the sleek black glass dining table and watched my mom’s eyes dart from Rod to me to Rod to the food to Rod to her plate and back to Rod. She’d never felt important, I didn’t think. And as long as she was always some asshole’s emotional punching bag, I guessed she never would.
Maybe it should have made me feel like defending her, or protecting her, but I didn’t think we’d spent enough time together to have built those sorts of bonds. Instead, I cared about her like I would anyone I was distantly related to; it made me sad that she seemed destined to be unhappy, but I knew I couldn’t fix it, and nothing I could do to try to help was likely to achieve anything but instead would only make things worse.
So I didn’t point out her husband’s racism, thanked them for dinner, and got out of there as fast as I could.
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I ended up at the beach. It was, in so many ways, the dead opposite of Orion’s cabin in the mountains. The city lights meant it was never truly dark, though if you faced out to the ocean you could pretend. It wasn’t isolated, obviously, but something about standing on the sand at night made it feel surreal, like you could close your eyes and imagine what it would be like if there weren’t people there at all.
And then there was the sound of waves, which I’d grown up with, and maybe I was low-key delusional, but it wasn’t actually that different from the sound of wind and snow.
Nature filled my ears, as long as I forced my brain to subtract riotous teenage laughter and distant traffic sounds, far below the immense white noise of the ocean.
Ten p.m. Would Orion be asleep? Probably not, as long as the electricity was back. I didn’t know what he’d be doing. Watching thinky videos on YouTube, maybe. Or consulting with his attorney about how best to sue me for destroying his no-longer-secret refuge.
I sat down, low enough so the wind blew a constant sand barrage against my face, and closed my eyes.
I’d gone from being a guy with a job I didn’t like but that paid the bills to being a guy with no job at all. I’d had an apartment that, to be honest, I probably hadn’t really appreciated. Now I had my stuff in my car and no place to sleep. I also hadn’t really understood how much I’d managed to alienate everyone I’d ever really been friends with, or how much I’d pulled away.
It’s a sad thing when you go back to your hometown, and the best you can do is a super-uncomfortable dinner with your mom and some shithead she married while you were off doing other things. More important things. Or at least stuff that seemed more important at the time.
No job, no place to live. No future.
I tried to remember the last time I’d really felt grounded, like I was on a path, like I was going somewhere. That last year of school, maybe, when I was writing for the newspaper and scoping out journalism degrees and fighting with my classmates over whether print was dead (it was) and if that spelled the End of Journalism as We Know It (it didn’t). I’d belonged in those classrooms, those fights. I’d belonged in the small office of the school paper, where I went to pick up whatever money I’d made writing for this or that issue.
We’d stood there looking at a relatively grainy photo of Orion Broderick kissing a man, and we’d been such asses about it. We’d chortled as if these weren’t people but fictional characters, as if their lives were fodder for our entertainment. Was I trying to do a good thing for humanity? Yeah. Partially. But I was also trying to make a name for myself. I was also getting one over on a guy more famous, more wealthy, and so much more more than I thought I could ever be.
I hadn’t really thought about it as bringing him down to my paltry level, but maybe it was that, in a way. In the way it always is when you laugh at someone else’s misfortune. When your favorite late-night comedians crack jokes about whichever celebrity has just aired their personal shit in public, or whichever one was just found out to be a drunk, or an addict, or a small-time criminal whose crimes hurt no one but still serve as grist for the mill.
I’d been part of that. I’d laughed. I’d felt lucky to be the one who got to write this story about Orion Broderick. And yeah, it wasn’t a bad piece. I hadn’t attacked him overtly or implied there was anything wrong with him. It was a more general feature about the damage that not being able to be open about who you are can cause, and the way that trauma travels through generations of queer folks, just as it does through any other marginalized group.
If I had written the same article without that picture, without Orion Broderick in it, I would still be able to say it was some of my best work. And three or four people would have read it. Maybe as many as ten. I wouldn’t have gotten death threats and rape threats. I wouldn’t have gotten letters of thanks from people who self-righteously justified their sick pleasure in Orion’s downfall because they were good liberals, good queers, and they didn’t hate him because he was gay. No. They wanted to see him brought down because he was successful in a way they were not.
As if that was better. And maybe it was. Or maybe it wasn’t the kind of thing you could put on a scale of “better” and “worse.” I’d harmed someone who had never harmed me. Who had not harmed anyone that I knew, or done anything I felt was wrong except keep a secret that, retroactively, it was clear he probably needed to keep.
The image of him apologizing to old white men for what I’d done still made me shudder.
I’d once been on a path to being a journalist, someone who told the unvarnished truth, who believed in facts and the necessity of publicizing them. Now I wasn’t sure what I was, except someone who didn’t think he had the right to decide what was and was not true for anyone who wasn’t me. The fact was that Orion was gay; the truth was that Orion had worked in a world he understood far better than I did, and he’d made decisions accordingly.
I wiped sandy tears off my cheeks and looked out into the blackness of the Pacific.
The worst of it was how much I’d liked him. As a person. How decent he was. He pirouetted with little ballerinas and inspired loyalty in the people whose town he’d come to because he couldn’t find a home anywhere else. Strangers he kept at arm’s length, but who cared about him.
It would have been so much easier for me if he’d just said, “Hey, bygones, right? Come in, sit down; have an ancient bag of chamomile tea.” But I respected him for not pretending he could just get over all the things that had happened. I even respected how decisively he’d shut down my desire to explain myself. No wasted breath there.
My dad had liked to spar, and maybe that had rubbed off on me. I wanted to bicker with Orion over the best Christmas movies and the worst pop songs. There were so many more conversations I wanted to have with him that now I never would.
This wasn’t like the way I’d wanted to be with people in the past. It was different. New. Which made sense, since I’d never been snowed in with anyone before, never really had to try to compromise just to get through the day, never been forced into a situation where I was exposed and also aware that someone else needed my grace as much as I needed theirs because we were both trapped in this crappy situation. I’d never felt so awkward, so powerless, so needy . . . or so invested, so turned on, so joyous at the sight of that eerily perfect smile.
And I wanted it back, but, true to form, I’d fucked everything up. Indirectly this time, so maybe that was growth? But it sure didn’t feel like growth.
The adult thing to do would be to find the cheapest motel I could find and get a room. But I’d been turned away by my own mom, and all I could think about was how I’d ruined everything that might have had a chance to be good in my life.
I got back in the car, drove up the coast past the city limits, pulled off on a sandy side road, locked all the doors, and tried to get some sleep.



Chapter Twenty-Four
I dreamed about Orion chopping wood, only instead of wood, it was soccer balls. Except in the dream I didn’t realize it immediately, and it didn’t seem like he did either. We were both just there while he chopped wood, and then suddenly it was soccer balls; we were surrounded by diced-up and deflated soccer balls. The bits were gathering around our ankles and he kept going, and when he looked up at me he was terrified.
I can’t stop, Orion said in my dream, eyes locked on mine even as his body continued moving through the motions of chopping wood.
When I woke up, heart pounding, neck aching, sweating into my sleeping bag, it took me a few seconds to fully inhabit myself again. I was comforted by the constant blowing of sand against my car, the slight rocking in the wind. I didn’t want to reach out of my sleeping bag for my phone, but I could tell it was early because even here at sea level, the sun wasn’t really up.
It would probably still be full dark in the mountains. I imagined Orion asleep beneath his quilts. Would the snow be melted yet? Had he fixed his garage? Should I send a message to him through his publicist with my contact info so he could tell me what I owed him, or would that seem too transparently a ploy for him to call me?
Was it a ploy for him to call me? It wasn’t as if he needed my financial help to fix his garage. But I was the one who’d broken it.
I couldn’t work out what percentage of me was just trying to get my phone number to Orion Broderick, so I abandoned the idea for later contemplation.
I had obscurely hoped that I’d wake up and everything would suddenly make sense. The bright new day would clarify my priorities and next actions, the sea would bring me a refreshing feeling of peace, and the future would roll out before me like the plush red carpet at the kind of gala that just might change your life.
A few hours of lousy, spine-twisting sleep had not filled me with anything but sore muscles and what might be a permanent twinge in my neck each time I tried to look to the left.
I was never particularly invested in my own death, but I was beginning to think it would kind of just . . . be nice to stop thinking so hard? Not to make light of actual suicide, but I’d always imagined it as some big, significant, weighty thing, this massive decision that alters not just your own life but a lot of other people’s too. Yet in this moment the idea of walking out into the ocean and not coming back just sounded calming. Not like a big decision at all, but a very, very small one.
There wasn’t much else going for me. Would anyone even know? Or care? Who would pay for my cremation? It certainly wasn’t coming out of my estate, which was basically the contents of my car, a bed back in LA, and that final paycheck I’d just received, which was the only reason I could look forward to a cup of coffee.
I did look forward to a cup of coffee. The thought of it made me less inclined to walk into the sea. Though I thought some more about it, with that dream of Orion staring at me with frightened eyes saying I can’t stop over and over again.
Which was when, you know, I realized that I was seriously thinking about drowning as an alternative to trying to figure out what the hell I should do with my life, and thinking about it so casually. Like. Was this how it was for some people? Because the idea that it might be that easy made me feel ill.
I was not a soccer player trapped in a dream where I massacred soccer balls. I very much could stop this. So I decided to wake the fuck up and take a walk.
The beach in the morning in April was fucking cold. That wind. It wasn’t made of literal ice, like in the mountains, but she was damn chilly all the same, and my poor, battered hoodie, which I’d only taken off to wash since I’d gotten home, could not hold up to that cutting cold at all. I kept trudging, though, feeling virtuous in my suffering.
Maybe this was, whatever it was called, penance for my crimes. Maybe it was masochism. Maybe it was just an attempt by my body to shake the shadows out of my brain.
I should forward my info to Orion’s publicist with a note saying, No worries, but I promised to pay for the damage, so if Orion is interested, let me know. That would be fine. He could take it however he liked after that, but at least I’d know I’d done the thing I’d said I’d do.
I would hit the room-for-rent ads hard and take anything that seemed safe, as long as I could afford to get into it. If I wasn’t going to walk into the ocean—and now that I was freezing-ass cold, the idea seemed absurd because the ocean would be even colder—then I’d have to manufacture some faith that I would get another job. I might be able to borrow a little money here and there. Or I’d just run up my credit cards, whatever. I’d make it work.
Or did I need to focus on a job first? Except it would be easier to get a job if I had a place to put my clothes and shower, and I didn’t love the idea of becoming a beach bum for the foreseeable. Some of those beach showers didn’t even have hot water. There were limits to my desire not to run up my credit card bills.
Maybe someday in the distant future I would look back at this and . . . maybe not laugh.
Fuck. Fuck. No job, no money, no place to live. Fuck. Limited money, I lectured myself; limited money and credit cards is different than no money.
Sure, it felt like no money, but . . .
I stopped walking and bent over, trying not to cry or have a panic attack, or freak out.
I might be in love for the first time in my life with a dude who detests me. We will never meet again. Whatever happened to journalistic objectivity, Cleary?
When it comes to Orion Broderick, I never had any in the first place.
The line hooked into my brain.
Journalists are supposed to prize objectivity above all other qualities, but when it comes to Orion Broderick, I never had any to begin with.
Didn’t like ending on “with,” but the sentence had a better flow. I scrabbled in my pockets, but all I had were my keys.
I fell in love with the former pro soccer star in a snowstorm during which he invited me to stay with him at his isolated mountain cabin. And no, it wasn’t an eyebrow-waggle “Please come inside, stranger” moment; it was more of a “If I don’t let you in, you’ll freeze, so I guess I have no choice” moment.
Shit. Shit, shit, shit, I had to write this down. Words were bubbling up in my head, and I needed to get them out.
I started jogging back toward the car, and even as my throat stung and my thighs burned, the old, creaky, disrepaired machine in my mind that still remembered how to write kept whirring.
Orion Broderick has disturbingly perfect white teeth, which he claims not to bleach. It might have something to do with his draconian stance on caffeine . . .
An attempt at bread-making without the use of Mother Nature’s favorite cookbook (Google) does not go well, but there is something far too charming about a man who tries anyway . . .
If you’ve never felt the strong legs of an athlete wrap around your hips . . .
No, nope, not writing that, sorry, brain, not even going to ever write anything—
By the time I was back at my car and pulling out my computer, there were far too many words to get down and my battery was only at thirty percent. But no matter. If it died, I’d find a notebook and keep going.
Fucking hell. I forgot what it was like, this moment of suspended time when everything else fell away and it was just me and a keyboard.
Other thoughts tried to intrude—nowhere to go, no job, no future, no friends, no family—but I forced myself to transcribe all the sentences in my head until none were left, until I was emptied out like a wrung rag.
All of those things were still true, of course. And while I felt like I’d gutted myself and written in blood, it wasn’t an essay or an article or anything but a collection of thoughts and images and . . . feelings put to language. I couldn’t show anyone this and communicate what I really meant, not yet. Maybe not ever.
But it was the most real thing I’d done in months. Maybe years.
I was in love with Orion Broderick. And okay, so he’d never know it. Fine. But I did, and that wasn’t nothing.
Also, I wasn’t completely alone in the world. Now that I was thinking more clearly with all those words out of my head, it occurred to me that at least one other person would be sitting around thinking about the implications of my getting snowed in with Orion, though she was lucky enough to not have to wrangle with the oops-I’m-in-love part.
I might not have a job, but I didn’t think I’d lost quite everything, so I called the only person I could think of: my fairy gaymother.



Chapter Twenty-Five
Vix answered her phone immediately. “Where the hell have you been? Jesus, Des! I was picturing you dead on the side of the road for a week!”
“Uhh—”
“And then that son of a bitch Shelton told me to fire you, which I under no circumstances was going to do, plus they’d gone through my emails, and I don’t know for sure who did it, but it’s down to him and that other son of a bitch Morse that this whole thing turned into a complete clusterfuck, so to fire you on top of that, I told him he could shove it up his ass and find a new program manager.” She inhaled harshly like she was in the middle of smoking a cigar and had done way too much talking.
“You quit?” I asked, grasping the only thing I was pretty sure I’d understood.
“Hell yes, I quit. Screw them and their bullshit. And fuck making the gays their fucking scapegoats for this absolute fiasco, which by the way, I’ve mentioned to every single client who elected to follow me to my new business.”
“Wait, you told clients about this?”
“Des, not every corporation is run by monsters. Well, okay, most are, but not every corporation has a PR team run by monsters, and when I can get them onside, you better believe I do it.”
I cleared my throat. It was getting a little warm in my car now that the sun was committed to being up and the fog was burning off, but if I went outside, I wouldn’t be able to hear her with the wind blowing directly into my brain. “Hey, so, um, I’m fired.”
“I know. I’m sorry I didn’t think to call you, but at the time, I’d sent you so many messages I figured you’d text me the second it happened. If you weren’t dead on the road—”
“—sorry—”
“—and I also was hoping that having one queer sacrifice would be enough for those fucking pricks, but clearly it wasn’t.”
“Uhh, no. I told him to die in a fire. In my defense, he told me if I came back to the office, he’d have me escorted out by security.”
“Which is true, I can attest.”
“They had security escort you out?” I demanded, shocked and horrified.
“Oh, sweet boy, of course they did. They wanted to humiliate me.” She laughed.
“I take it that didn’t work.”
“Hell no. Please. There is fucking nothing two boring old white men can possibly come up with that would be interesting enough to humiliate me, honey.”
I’d never heard Vix go all Drag Race, and it was soothing to my frayed nerves. “I’m fired and I gave up my apartment and I have nowhere to go,” I said in a rush before I could stop myself.
“That doesn’t sound great, kiddo. You can stay with me, of course. I have a couch and a cat who loves houseguests but may show his affection by pissing on your sheets.”
“Um, thank you for that . . . kind offer.” She laughed and I forged on. “But I’m actually in Conquistos.” I cleared my throat again.
“Conquistos? Why the hell are you in Conquistos?”
“I’m not sure now. It made sense at the time. I grew up here.”
A beat of silence while she processed that. “Hmm. Well, you can feel free to get your butt back to LA and stay with me, sonny boy. Or wait. Hang on. Conquistos?” This time it didn’t sound as much like a question as it was a thing she was considering.
“Yeah,” I said, when she didn’t continue talking.
“Are you planning to stay in Conquistos?”
“I . . .” The ocean stretched out in front of my windshield forever, and it filled me not with the desire to walk in and not come out now, but with . . . something I very much didn’t want to think of as hope. “Yeah, I think I want to stay here.”
“Interesting.” She paused. “You know, Des, I might have just the thing. Give me a couple of hours.”
“Uhh—”
“How was he, by the way? Orion Broderick? I take it you got to know him fairly well in a very short period of time.”
I cringed. “Did you see the picture of me looking insane, trying to close the kitchen blinds?”
“I downloaded the GIF so I could watch it again and again.”
“Vix, come on.”
“What? You have no idea how happy I was to see that, young man. At least I knew you weren’t dead.”
“I guess so.” Though really maybe that would have been a mercy.
“Well? How was he?”
“He is . . . I think a genuinely good human being. And I’ve dropped him in it all over again.” I slumped against my seat. “Am I literally a monster? You’d tell me, wouldn’t you?”
“You didn’t do this, son. This is other people’s fuckups that just landed on your head, and you can tell because they immediately turned around and threw you directly under the bus for it. That’s your proof they not only knew it was wrong, but they knew it was their fault. But anyway, back to you and Orion Broderick.”
“There is no me and Orion.” Except in my silly little dreams.
“Oh dear. That sounds like you wish there was a you and Orion.”
How many times could I clear my throat in one conversation? But I didn’t know what to say.
“All right. If you say he’s a good guy, I believe you. And I’m glad to know it, because I’m in touch with his publicist, who tells me he’s considering doing the campaign.”
I sat up so fast I banged my face into the sun visor. “Wait, what? He is? Since when? Are you sure?”
She laughed. “We’ll see, kiddo, we’ll see. But I wasn’t about to leave that program with those assholes Shelton and Morse, was I? Without us there it’s all straight people, and they’d probably screw it to hell. It’d be gray Skittles all over again.”
“He’s really thinking about it?” Shit. Not that I should really care anymore, except I still did.
“That’s what I hear. Now, I’m going to make some phone calls. And you, chickadee, are going to eat a good breakfast because you’re a growing boy—”
“—I’m really not—”
“—and then you’re going to do some writing for me. Anything you like. I want a fresh writing sample from you by—we’ll say five p.m. Got it?”
“Are you paying me, boss?”
She laughed again, and the sound of it made me smile. “Maybe I am, in a roundabout sort of way. Why? You got something better to do?”
I thought about the words I’d felt burning through my bloodstream earlier and wondered if it was possible to pull the personal stuff and write something good about Orion. Or no, he’d hate that. Maybe it was the opposite move: pull the stuff about Orion and make it something personal. Deeply personal. An essay that took subjectivity as its main character, and me as its object.
There was no way I could pull that off. Plus, I had other priorities. “I should probably find somewhere to stay. Sleeping in the car is painful.”
If I’d expected her to exclaim in horror, I’d have been disappointed. “Okay, then, go find a motel room. But check-in time isn’t until three, so you can get me my sample before then.”
“Oh, sure, yeah, I’ll just write something spectacular in the next five hours, Vix, no biggie.”
Another laugh. “Suck it up, buttercup. Talk soon.” She hung up.
I didn’t know what mischief she was about, and I realized I didn’t really care.
Orion might do the campaign. He was at least thinking about it.
I hadn’t fucked up everything after all. Almost everything, but it was a distinction with a difference, and I’d take it. I dug my car lighter plug adapter thing out from under the passenger seat, rolled down the windows, pulled out my computer, and went back to work.
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It took me longer than five hours. First, I apparently had to tease out every single memory, every resonance, every flashback that somehow explained why I’d ended up in that newspaper room looking at proofs of the article and still thinking it was a good idea.
Only after I’d vomited up all those thoughts and feelings and reasons and guilty confessions could I then find a writing sample for Vix. I shifted myself to a café where I could plug into a wall outlet instead of burning through my gas and read the entire thing from start to finish. I’d thought it might take another entire day of cobbling bits together and carving out other bits, but actually, with a few edits, it was all right there: a brutally honest excavation of twenty-two-year-old me, with good intentions, and complex motivations, and an incredibly naive notion of the world.
I sent Vix a thousand words, which wasn’t even a quarter of the complete document. It didn’t mention Orion by name, but anyone who googled my name would put the pieces together. Which I decided I was okay with. This was just Vix, and if she showed it to anyone, it would be someone she trusted not to hate me for having been dumb and idealistic and careless.
The I just sent a vulnerable piece of writing to someone I respect nausea hit the second Gmail’s helpful “Undo” message disappeared.
This could not be undone.
It was about seven thirty p.m., and I’d only taken a break to eat a burger earlier and refill my coffee a few times. Thankfully, I’d landed at a little bistro-type place in Canaltown, which was Conquistos’s blink-and-you’ll-miss-it gay neighborhood, where they let me occupy an outside table all day and use the closest outlet for my laptop.
“You finally done working, sugar?” asked the miniskirted, pigtailed woman on skates who had been bringing me my coffees. Her crop top, stretched across her chest, read T-GIRLS DO IT WITH D***S.
I smiled up at her. “Just sent it in to my boss.”
She patted my shoulder. “Good boy. Now, I switched you over to decaf about two hours ago—you’re welcome—but now I recommend you eat some food, hmm?” She handed me their menu and winked. “I’ll be back in five.”
So naturally I ordered a second burger (in my head Orion was approving of this protein-and-fats plan) and started looking up motels. The cheapest run-down joints near the beach were right around a hundred and twenty bucks a night, but to get even cheaper I had to drive to the outskirts on the north side of the city, which wasn’t necessarily somewhere I looked forward to staying. And the rooms weren’t that much cheaper.
I mentioned the price of motels to my server, who pointed me in the direction of the bulletin board. If someone was advertising their room to let in the gay neighborhood, they were probably pretty okay (or, alternately, a massive creep), so I copied down some phone numbers and email addresses for later and opted for one of the scrappy little places by the beach. I’d always wanted to stay in the brightly colored little single-story strip mall–style motels in the lowlands by the shore. I was charging it anyway, right?
Cue more nausea, but I found a place and checked in (for two nights, finances-related vomit), then parked my loaded-down car as close to the room as possible and brought my computer and a bag of clothes inside, along with the sandwich I’d also ordered at the café to eat later.
My inbox held an email from Vix.
Expect a phone call from a woman called Marlo Ramos. No promises, but if she offers you a job, say yes, no matter what it is. TRUST ME.
PS: I could tan your skinny ass for handing me bullshit the last two years when you could have been writing like this, but I’m sure I’ll forgive you. Eventually.
Kisses,
Vix
I inhaled slowly and read it again. Then again. What job? But it didn’t matter. Wouldn’t have even if Vix hadn’t said to take it. I had no job; ergo (or was it therefore?) I would take any job.
Maybe, just maybe, I would get through this. I could clean toilets, or serve drinks, or I could even answer phones, if I absolutely had to, though I’d much rather clean toilets.
Please be real, I thought to Vix’s imaginary friend with her imaginary (no promises) job offer.
Then I thought about telling Orion that I was cleaning toilets and laughed. A lot of guys who’d seen the kind of income he’d seen would probably look down on cleaning toilets, but I bet he wouldn’t. He’d congratulate me and ask if I needed a hand.
The realization that I wouldn’t get to have that conversation with him deflated my hope-balloon a little but didn’t flatten it entirely. I had a sandwich to eat, and a bed to sleep in, and maybe, just maybe, a job doing some unnamed thing for someone I’d never met.
And electricity, and the internet, and I could take a walk on the beach before bed. Didn’t Orion say being cold was good for sleep or something? Add this to the list of things I’d never tell him: I took a freezing walk on the beach because you told me that freezing my balls off would help with . . .



Chapter Twenty-Six
The call finally came at 11:00 a.m. on the second day. A.k.a. I had an entire day to stress about it, vow to apply at McDonald’s, contact everyone who’d advertised a room to rent at the café, return to the café periodically for coffee, which my new friend Sammy, still on roller skates, gave to me at the refill price after the first cup.
If there was a world record for number of times someone can check a phone in one twenty-four-hour period, I would hold that record. Hands down. At one point I went to pee in the café’s adorable all-genders bathroom and accidentally left my phone on the table. In the brief period between realizing this, finishing my business, zipping up, and washing my hands, I’d spun out this entire anxiety-riddled nightmare of my phone being stolen, and me having to email Vix that I no longer had that number, and someone else answering when Marlo Ramos called, but she’d think it was me, and they’d be unprofessional, and she’d take back her (maybe) job offer before she’d even talked to (the real) me.
When I returned to the table, my phone wasn’t there. Clearly I was about to lose a job I didn’t even have because like a dumbass, I’d left my phone on the table and—
“Hon, don’t be leaving things out, hmm?” Sammy said, and she dropped my phone beside my coffee cup as she skated past.
I clutched it to me. “Oh my god, you saved my life. Thanks, Sammy!”
She cackled as she glided into the back room.
In the name of distraction, I spent the day messing with my not-essay about falling in love with a dude whose life I ruined this one time. Obviously no one else could ever read it, not even Vix, because while the writing was genuinely fucking excellent, the topic was way too intimate. In the past I’d written only when I had that carrot dangling in front of me: Other people will read this and tell you it’s good. (Sure, a lot of people had gone out of their way to tell me I sucked, too, but if you only thought of that inevitable outcome when you were writing, you wouldn’t last long.)
But now, since literally no one else was going to read it, I was just tweaking it, like, for me. For my own enjoyment. To challenge myself to get it right, not to repeat words, vary up the rhythm of sentences so they harmonized.
When I got back to the motel room (checking for missed calls in the car, at red lights, after parking, and after getting inside), I indulged myself by reading all five thousand words of the now-finished piece aloud, which had always been the best way to fine-tune the language.
And it was good. Not that I could judge it objectively, but also, I knew when I’d phoned it in versus when I’d fucking nailed it, and this time? I’d nailed it.
I put one earbud in (so I’d hear my phone ring), turned the notifications and call volume all the way up, and went down to the pier, where I knew I could get a couple of street tacos and pretend I didn’t have a care in the world. And despite everything else, all the things that made my life way too stressful and complicated, it felt good to write again. To have fun with it. To just mess around with a sentence until I got it right without any deadline or external pressure.
Don’t get me wrong: I still desperately wanted outside validation. Like, I could send it to Vix. I didn’t think she’d judge me too harshly for having intense feelings for someone who probably was glad he’d finally gotten rid of me. But what was the point? Okay, sure, if I was pitching it, if I wanted her feedback on who was publishing this sort of work at my level (so, who was like Sports Now, but amateur league). But this wasn’t for publication; it was for me. So sending it to Vix would just be like asking for a pat on the head.
The only other person who would be allowed to know all the shit that had happened to me in those days at the cabin was Orion. Whose phone number I didn’t have. Ditto his email address.
Not that I would have sent it to him anyway. It was basically my heart and soul on the page, no defensive line to protect me, completely exposed to all insults, mockery, and derision. Maybe writers, like athletes, contained, inherent in their makeup, some indelible strain of pure masochism. Because I wouldn’t have sent it to Orion; of everyone on earth, he couldn’t know that I had foolishly fallen in love with him while he was busy either kissing or detesting me.
But part of me still sort of wanted to.
Tacos, walk on the beach in the wind, back to the room, where I read it one last time before falling asleep.
I still liked it. I was still proud of it.
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Eleven in the morning. I was packing morosely. I’d heard back from a couple of the places I’d contacted and was set up to see two of them later in the afternoon. Only one of them had pictures, and they weren’t encouraging. But the price would be doable. Theoretically. If I got, you know, a full-time job. Or a couple of part-time jobs. Or a part-time gig with health insurance and started working for Uber or DoorDash on the side.
“Fuck, fuck, fuck,” I muttered as I shoved my clothes into my duffel. “Fuck, fuck, fuckity, fuck—”
My phone rang. Even though I’d been waiting for it to do so for thirty-six hours, it scared the hell out of me. And, despite it being technologically impossible, my first half thought was Please say ORION BRODERICK CALLING. Which it couldn’t. Because no such contact existed in my phone. And yet.
It wasn’t Orion. It was a local number. I forced myself to remember my name before answering. “Hello? Des Cleary here.”
“Des Cleary, the one and only,” said a musical voice. “You used to work for Vix Black?”
“I did, the last two years.”
“And she liked you! Wonders never cease.”
“Uhh.” I gulped. “Is that unusual?”
She, the one with the musical voice, laughed, and her laughter was almost startlingly guttural. “Aw, Vixie’s a pussycat as long as you don’t marry her. Then she’s a vicious tomcat with claws and fangs.”
“Uhh,” I repeated, totally not sure how to engage with this conversation without feeling super disloyal to someone I really liked.
“Oh, don’t be so serious, Des Cleary: Vix is one of my oldest friends, and I only made the mistake of marrying her once. Now.” Shuffling paper sounds. “You wrote the thing about Orion Broderick, right?”
I slumped. “Yes. I was a jackass.” Good job, peak selling yourself there, sonny boy, I could hear Vix admonishing me in my head.
“We’ve all done stupid shit, pal—you’re not the first. But then you’ve written this other thing for Vix, in which you demonstrate astonishing self-reflection.”
I could not possibly say “uhh” again. “I try.”
“Here’s what I’ve got for you, and it’s not going to sound great, probably, but anyone Vix thinks highly enough of to call me about is worth me trying to hook. I’ve got part-time jobs in every area of the stadium from concessions to janitorial to parking. You can take your pick of the entry-level positions. It’s a foot in the door. Then I’ve got, oh, say about ten hours a week in the offseason, going up to overtime when we’re playing; that’s all social media promotions bullshit. Is that something you can do with those magical fingers, Cleary?”
No woman had ever accused me of having magical fingers before. Uhh. Gulp. Blush. “I can do social media.”
She snorted. “You’re really inspiring a lot of confidence here, bubba. We’re moving into the season now, but it won’t really pick up until—hell, are we in May already?” She cursed, musically and thoroughly. “Crap, I thought I had another month, but here we fucking are. No matter. This is the job I’ve got in marketing right now, though there’s a lot of room for advancement, once you’re in. When can you start?”
“Immediately.”
“Good lad.”
The phrase, which no one had said to me since my dad died, got me right through the heart. Lucky for me, Marlo kept talking. Also lucky for me, she couldn’t see the way I had to blink away tears.
“Let’s get you started tomorrow—no—Monday. I’m gonna have you come in and do an orientation with one of the crew, and she’ll help you decide which of our illustrious service departments you want to work in. And there is some flexibility, but we don’t love new hires who want to switch jobs every few days. Cross-training, that’s different, and you can talk to MBS about that. You know where Cutting Edge Pharmaceuticals Stadium is?”
“Sure.” Was this going really fast, or was I just having a hard time tracking it?
“Well, forget what you know—you’re coming in the back way.” She proceeded to give me somewhat complicated directions through side streets—which I cleverly started writing down—with additional information on how to actually get into the stadium itself (“Go to Guard Gate Three or Guard Gate Nine, okay? If you go to any of the others, they’ll boot you out . . .”), and where to go once I got inside. (“Mary-Bruce Santorini runs everything, only talk to her, and if anyone else gives you a hard time, drop my name and look confused, and they’ll send you along to MBS in a flash.”)
The entire conversation lasted under ten minutes. My phone said so. But in that ten minutes, I felt like I’d gone on a whirlwind journey from compliments to condescension to weird reminders of my dad.
And gotten, somehow, a job. Two jobs. Ish. I really could clean toilets if I wanted to.
I called the front desk and asked if I could keep the room for another night. I could, up to three more nights, but then I’d have to go because they were booked up due to some weird vampire conference in town. (I thought I’d heard wrong, but apparently it was a fan convention for a video game franchise I’d never heard of that had a Netflix show coming this summer. I decided I’d keep thinking of it as a “vampire conference” because it amused me.)
I took the three nights and rewrote all my notes so I’d be able to understand them later. Then, because I couldn’t help myself, I texted Vix. Did you just call your ex on my behalf? I’m honored. [image: ]
She sent back: You better make me proud, kiddo. And a black heart emoji.
It took about five more minutes to unpack and plug my computer in again. Marlo Ramos hadn’t said anything about money, so I checked the stadium job listings for the basics, and yep, fifteen cents an hour over minimum wage, but insurance kicked in even for part-timers after thirty days, which was generous. I probably wouldn’t get nailed by the Obamacare police if I was uninsured for thirty days. Still needed a place to live. And what was I supposed to wear to this new job of which I knew nothing at all? Or barely anything.
Time to get some better clothes out of whatever bag I’d packed them into. A job. A job with someone who thought I could write. A job with, possibly, some opportunities to do more than just one thing. Room for advancement. That sounded . . . something. Promising? Hopeful?
I didn’t want to invest any of my energy in hope, but I also couldn’t remain hopeless. After seeing two shared-housing listings (1. creepy straight people with four college students already renting rooms; 2. creepy straight people I suspected of secretly looking for a third to “spice up” their marriage), I hit up Café Canaltown. I’d made one more appointment, but I was feeling pretty down about it, though at least this one was in Canaltown, which cut down on the likelihood of straight people. Sammy, after gifting me a free coffee in celebration of the new job, asked where the room was. When I told her, she literally clapped her hands and assured me I’d really like the potential landlord.
And what do you know? I did. This sweet older guy and his little dog Higgins, with maybe the smallest in-law unit on earth—just enough space for a small bathroom, a twin bed in a corner, and a built-in storage unit where he told me a hot plate and a toaster oven would meet all my kitchen needs.
I took it.



Chapter Twenty-Seven
Due to scheduling issues—and also that I couldn’t bring myself to tell the lovely old queer gent that I literally had no other place to go—I did end up spending one more night in my car on the beach. But this time it felt . . . different.
My first day of work had gone well. I was tired. I didn’t have enough space to hang up my overalls.
I’d opted for janitorial. Mary-Bruce Santorini, whom everyone called MBS like she was the FBI, told me it was the most flexible department. “And I don’t let anyone pull crap on my watch, so you don’t have to worry about being treated like trash just because you’re picking up trash.” MBS was short and wide, and I believed every word she said. Though mostly I’d gone for janitorial because it meant I’d constantly be moving around instead of pinned behind a counter. Apparently selling stuff in the stands themselves was a sought-after promotion in the hospitality department, and I wasn’t qualified. “And Marlo wants you for other things—just keep me out of your TweetToks or whatever it is.”
I could not decide if every woman working at the stadium was gay, or if they all just had resting lesbian energy, but whatever it was, I liked it.
Mostly I’d spent the day following people around and trying to map out the entire place in my head until my direct supervisor, a dark-skinned guy called Guy whom my Spidey senses identified as local, gave me some advice I seriously wished I’d had earlier. “Come in at the same guard station, park in the same place, enter through the same gate, clock in at the same computer. Learn where everything is relative to what you already know, and it becomes much easier.” He’d gestured around and added, “Then suddenly one day you realize you know the whole joint inside out, and what you’d intended to be your ‘I just graduated and don’t know what to do with my life’ job has become your career.”
I’d almost said something bland, but curiosity got the better of me. “Do you wish you’d done something else?”
And Guy had grinned. “Hell no. My kids get to go to school and tell their classmates that they’ve been to a barbecue at Bram Hunter’s house, you know? That makes me the cool dad. Can’t buy that kind of cred.”
In short: everyone I met was nice, I had three sets of overalls that would be laundered at the stadium after every shift so I’d never run out, and I still hadn’t actually met Marlo Ramos, but MBS assured me that she’d be in touch.
As far as first days went, I was tired, my feet hurt, and I did not feel any sensation of impending nightmare job doom. It had been a win all around.
One more night on the beach and then I’d go to work in the morning and move into my new in-law unit in the evening. I’d promised Sammy I’d stop by for coffee on my way to the stadium. (She was deeply invested in the Conquistos FC. “Before I transitioned I was so determined to get on the team, and like, I’m too tall and gangly and even before boobs I was never gonna make it, but that was the dream. There’s a women’s rec league that I’ve always thought about going for, but I don’t know.” So we talked for a while about the potential issues of joining the rec team, and she almost convinced me to sign up at her gym so we could work out together. I promised I’d look into it after I had a couple of paychecks in the bank.)
I figured I’d pass out immediately, in my little wind-rocked car bubble, curled up inside my all-weather sleeping bag, but I didn’t.
It was the damn piece I’d written. Five thousand words of introspection and history and a broader cultural context I was pretty sure I’d nailed. After almost an hour of trying to resist the urge, I pulled out my phone and read it again, on the tiny screen.
Yep. Still good. Still totally unreadable by anyone else.
Except . . .
I mean, I couldn’t very well send it to Orion’s publicist. No freaking way. For one, it did allude to the fact we’d kissed, which he might not want his publicist to know. I didn’t go further than that, but the kissing was integral to how I’d reconceptualized myself as a person who could be kissed, even though I was flawed, even though I had, intentionally or not, caused harm.
And for two, just, like, no. Ick. Private. It was private. It was a very private, very personal . . . five-thousand-word essay I’d written about a famous former pro soccer star. Right, sure. Normal. Probably happened ten times a day.
I could pretend it was fan fiction and post it on Archive of Our Own.
Obviously not.
It just.
I put away my phone and looked out into the vast dark sea. I was just a little grain of sand. Not a soccer star. Not even a guy with a soccer star’s email address.
The idea of sending it to Orion, with all its confessions and admissions and vulnerability, made me want to curl around my vital organs for protection. And even so, I couldn’t totally convince myself I wouldn’t have done it if I had the chance. If somewhere along the line, he’d told me his email address. Or even if I was certain I could mail him a thumb drive and absolutely guarantee it wouldn’t fall into the wrong hands, but I still only had the name of the cabin, not an actual street address.
It was fine. The essay would die with me, and I’d live to write another day. Though not, I didn’t think, about falling in love with Orion Broderick. Once was probably enough on that subject.
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The next couple of weeks went quickly. I moved into my new, tiny, very tiny, really cannot stress enough just how tiny it was, in-law unit. I rescued my mattress from my old apartment by merit of bashfully asking Vix if she’d pick it up for me in her truck, which turned into an all-day extravaganza of me taking a Greyhound bus to LA, getting lost in Union Station, finally managing to find Vix (and her truck), only realizing once I’d unlocked the apartment door that I hadn’t totally finished packing, which was never a good look when someone was there specifically to help you move. She’d gone out for coffees while I’d torn around shoving everything in the kitchen into reusable grocery bags and a couple of leftover boxes.
And then, despite my claim that we could just take it all to the dumps and I’d buy a new mattress (with money I really did not have), Vix drove me all the way to Conquistos. With my mattress. A four-hour drive. Each way. Making me really happy I’d opted for the bus, which I’d only really done because I wasn’t sure my car could take another long trip before I got an oil change and ideally some kind of tune-up.
I introduced her to my landlord, Mr. Bisset, who enjoyed referring to himself as “the gaylord,” and we all managed to get my mattress into my room, and I tried to buy Vix dinner, because that was traditional for moving, but she refused and bought me dinner instead.
And that was just the first weekend.
I didn’t manage to get any good goss out of Vix about Marlo, but Marlo loved talking about Vix, whom she called “the ex–ball and chain.” But she said it in this—it was hard to describe, but it felt very lesbian, it was a particularly lesbian way to have affection for an ex, if that was a real thing, and maybe it wasn’t? But that’s how it felt. It never seemed offensive or anything like that.
Marlo was a trip. I hadn’t realized, when we first talked, that she was the operations director for the entire stadium. Which, if you’re unfamiliar, is a wildly high-up position from which to dictate the hiring of a janitor. I had no idea what she’d said to MBS (or anyone else) about me, but it was a bit humbling the first time I saw her office and understood just how high in the org chart she was.
On the first day of my social media job, which came late in the second week of my part-time-quickly-becoming-overtime janitorial job, Marlo apologized for the fact that her current social media person was doing finals at the community college and wouldn’t be around to train me until the end of the semester.
“I believe in higher education as much as the next guy, but come on, can’t they schedule finals for a different time of year? They get us coming and going!” She might have gone on to clarify if she hadn’t caught sight of a wrapped box on her cluttered desk and cursed. “Fucking Christ Almighty this was supposed to go out days ago. Listen, bubba, I need you to do a spot of courier duty, okay? I gotta get this to a man today, and you gotta deliver it.”
“All right. Sure.” I could probably do that, right? I knew the city well. The package was addressed to James Bond, but the street numbers seemed real enough.
“Good. Then go on home after, hey?”
“Okay, thanks.”
James Bond turned out to be Jesse Diaz, a player from the FC’s biggest rival team, Sacramento United, who, judging by the array of fit dudes behind him when he opened the door, was having some kind of party.
I’d always liked Diaz. He had this wild long hair he’d shake out at the end of the game like he didn’t give a fuck if he was doing the surprise!lady character taking off her hat/helmet/mask and revealing her gender with her golden locks move. He thanked me enthusiastically and told me to have an awesome day before closing the door, and I had a fraction of a second to (maybe) recognize Bram Hunter in the background, i.e., Conquistos’s star defender. Did they hang out? Because that would be cool, but mind boggling, considering they seemed like polar opposites.
In some alternate universe, would Orion have been there? In a universe where I never printed that article? Or where the photographer of That Photo hadn’t gone to work that day? Or where we lived in a world where kissing a man wasn’t a thing you had to do in hiding if you were a professional athlete?
It wasn’t until I was halfway home that I suddenly understood the implications of what I’d done. A courier. Was that even a thing? And if it was, did they have it in Bakers Mine?
It turned out they did, or at least there was a courier about thirty miles away who could deliver there for an eye-watering price that almost made me ditch the idea for driving instead, until I imagined the awkwardness of seeing Orion again. I entered my credit card number without another thought.
What would I even say? I know this is weird, but I just really want someone to tell me how good this is? Or maybe Thought I’d give you a chance to mock me to my face about how dumb it is to have feelings for someone who hates you.
Or I just really wanted you to know it was real for me, even though I pretended I could just walk away and not look back. A plaintive voice in the back of my head desperately wanted to ask if kissing had meant as much to him as it had to me, or if he kissed everyone like they were all that mattered in the world.
The idea of something that stark was nauseating. I’d pay twice the price to avoid having to say any of those things.
Then I was buying a thumb drive and saving the file to it and sending it off (certified mail) to the courier. Confidentiality is assured, the website had proclaimed.
And that’s when my single-minded pursuit of a workable idea turned to dust, and I fully grasped what I’d just done.
He was going to see it. Orion was going to know how I felt. I should have written Burn after reading on it.
The impact only really began to hit me once I was eating a dinner of ramen and a pear and I had to stop eating because I genuinely thought I might vomit. What the shit had I just done? Why hadn’t I stopped to think about it first? Mind you, I had stopped to reread the piece and confirm it was as well written as I remembered. Which would have been an ideal time to stop everything and actually imagine Orion reading it.
At the time I’d only had a random Oh, he’ll like that line thought here, with a I wonder if he remembers this thought there. Somehow I had skipped over the extremely relevant bit where he’d read everything else, all the moments of insecurity, and doubt, and attraction, and . . . desire.
It was the desire that terrified me most. Those moments I’d wanted him, wanted him to want me, had to stop myself from fantasizing about some mythical future in which we could be together, in which we’d have a dog and a little house and a shared life. It wasn’t even the low-key embarrassment of that fantasy starring me and someone who didn’t even like me, though that wasn’t a great feeling. It was the existence of that image at all, the existence of that desire, when I’d spent my whole life considering it sort of . . . absurd. Why even bother with relationships? Shouldn’t I be happier alone? Wasn’t that what I deserved?
And maybe I did. Or maybe it wasn’t a thing one did or did not deserve so much as it was a thing one did or did not earn through taking actions like actually dating people. Or in my case, accidentally getting snowed in with people. One person. The only person I could even imagine being with.
Fuck, anyway, I couldn’t believe I’d already put the thumb drive in the mail; I couldn’t get it back, and my payment had already gone through to the courier, so it would have been absurd to, what, call them up and ask them to throw away what I’d sent and forget the whole job? That would just raise more questions. “Please, whatever you do, destroy the thing I asked you to hand deliver. No, don’t deliver it, that would be the worst outcome; just, like, ritually burn it in a fire hot enough to melt metal, no big deal.”
Since I couldn’t take it back without making things worse (imagine finding a tell-all about an affair with a former pro athlete just sitting in your mailbox . . . there was no way it wouldn’t end up all over the internet), I resolved to ignore the whole thing.
Which had always gone so well for me in the past. Des Cleary, Chief of Ignoring Shit, that’s me. Only really not so much.



Chapter Twenty-Eight
Right, so obviously I massively failed at ignoring the whole thing. But there was also nothing I could actively do, save for check my phone and email a million times a day (I’d put both on the document), which I had been doing for five days by the time I finally got a delivery confirmation from the courier in the form of an official email stating that delivery of the package had been attempted three times before it was successful.
That high price was looking like a bad deal for the courier all around. Four trips up to Bakers Mine? In gas alone, it was probably way too much money. But whatever.
So I’d spent the better part of a week checking for some contact from Orion, and he hadn’t even gotten “the package” yet. And wow did that seem like spy code.
Or innuendo.
But no. Not letting my brain go in that direction.
Plus, I had work. A lot of work. When I finally started receiving paychecks, the money was better than I expected, since I was working a lot of hours. Guy explained that it was his favorite part of the year because the FC weren’t playing many games, so mostly our crew was just painting and deep cleaning and power washing and generally making everything look really good.
“By October, it’ll all be trashed to hell,” he said, not without relish. “Football fans, you know.”
“What I’m getting from this is you sorta like how they trash everything, and then you get to make it look new again.”
He patted me on the shoulder. “That’s why I like you, Des. You get me.” Then he sent me to hose down the Block 3 restrooms before the game later.
The other thing I hadn’t realized was that I could just . . . watch the games. As much as I wanted. Maybe this was the upside to a sport that hadn’t fully caught on yet, but staff was always welcome to watch games when we weren’t on shift, and you could tell the dividing line between the folks working there because it was a job, and the folks working there because they fucking loved soccer. There were some rules, like we couldn’t just show up to finals (if CFC made it to finals, which they hadn’t ever in the twenty-nine-year history of the club), and if a game was sold out we were basically on standby until halftime, at which point we could grab any open seat.
I could even bring a guest once a month, and Sammy was thrilled when I asked her if she wanted to come to a game. “My boyfriend despises soccer,” she’d told me, in that way that people do when they’re making sure you’re not trying to date them, but they don’t want to imply that’s what they assumed.
“I’ve literally never been to a game with anyone but my dad,” I’d replied, feeling like it was a pretty solid way to communicate I wasn’t planning to hit on you, but not because I wouldn’t, just because I wasn’t.
She’d put her arm through mine, awkwardly because as usual she was on skates, and escorted me to the counter. “Just for this, Des, I’m giving you a gift.”
It was a Café Canaltown travel mug, and as I watched, she painted my name on it in neat script: DES CLEARY.
“When did I tell you my last name?” I asked, suddenly paranoid.
She beamed. “You didn’t, love, but I know how to google, and I saw that GIF of you fighting with miniblinds. Now here.” She presented me with the mug. “Hand-wash only, or the paint will come off, though if it does I can just touch it up. But as long as you come in with this, it’s all refills forever.”
At which point I did not tear up at this casual but meaningful gift and Sammy did not offer me a napkin. Ahem.
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One of the good things about living in such a tiny place was that I didn’t let it get dirty, because the second I failed to immediately wash a dish (or a personalized coffee mug), the place felt cluttered. One of the good things about working so many hours was that I couldn’t spend 100 percent of my time Google-stalking Orion.
I did manage to leave dirty dishes around in the moments when I found myself lost in a rabbit hole of Orion Broderick “news” headlines.
He was doing the campaign. It hadn’t formally launched yet, and Vix had been checking in but conspicuously telling me nothing about Orion, but the early press releases were starting to go out, and he had given one Zoom interview, though I didn’t recognize the background, so I didn’t think it was from the cabin.
It was short and he smiled a lot.
“You know, when I was still playing, I thought a lot about the fans as a whole. You kind of have to, because you go out on the field and all you see is fans, not people. But getting some distance from the game has reminded me about all the individuals of all demographics that make up the fans of any sport, really of anything at all, whether it’s football or Hamilton or a video game, movie, TV show, whatever.” He paused, in that way he had, that way I’d seen him do in person. To think about what he wanted to say.
Fuck, he was so thoughtful. When he wasn’t busy detesting me.
“I have some friends who do ballet, and it’s the same thing. They go out on stage, and the audience is just out there somewhere, but not important. But the thing is, everyone who plays, who dances, who performs, came from a place of being a fan. And a lot of us started being a fan when we were kids. Which is one of the reasons I decided to partner with Kendall Athleisure to do this campaign. Our master plan is really just to increase access to activities for kids who might not otherwise be encouraged to get involved.”
And he looked right into the eye of the camera and added, “You can get involved, too, even if you’re an adult. We’ll have some resources for how you can help the kids in your area, even the older ones who are too cool for you, and we’ll have some other resources about what us old folks can do to engage in the stuff that used to light us up as kids. Hit our website and sign up to find out more—it’s totally free, and we won’t be selling your info. We really just want to make a better world where cooperation and fun are valued more than power and money.”
I signed up. Wouldn’t you? Vix had been right, back at the very beginning, when I still had my head in my ass: Orion was perfect for this. He radiated authenticity. You could tell he meant every damn word he said.
Not that there weren’t the typical knee-jerk homophobe responses, and some ugly crap about “recruitment,” but for the most part, Orion and the campaign were getting positive early press. Which was great. And I was happy for him, happy for all the lives that would improve because of his work.
And also Jesus, he’d had the thumb drive for days now; why hadn’t he read it? Was he never going to read it? Did he read it and then, horrified, hack it up with his axe and bury the pieces? Did he read it and hate it? Did he think I was pathetic?
Or fuck, did he think it was badly written? Did he cringe at how needy it sounded? Was it needy? Did I misjudge the neediness level?
He’d Zoomed from not-the-cabin . . . maybe he was on the road somewhere? I’d put my new address as the return address, but only my initials (because I was still paranoid). Maybe he hadn’t known it was me? Maybe he thought it was a very small bomb. Maybe, maybe, maybe . . .
I kept going to the café each morning for coffee, even on the days I didn’t work. My land-/gaylord invited me over for dinner sometimes and asked about work. But not like he was trying to decide if we should have sex. Mr. Bisset had been a high school teacher, but his husband had died a few years ago, so it was just him and his little dog now. I had the impression he liked making sure “young people”—a phrase he flatteringly used about me no fewer than three times whenever we saw each other for longer than a minute—landed on their feet.
Mr. Bisset’s grief over his husband was super present and real, like I might not have noticed it if I hadn’t been in such a weird space myself with the idea of companionship and intimacy and all that junk, but I was, so I noticed the photos on the walls and the way that while he had visitors, even some low-key hot younger guys I figured he hooked up with, no one ever seemed to spend the night.
When I was that young, impulsive college activist, I would have found the whole thing kind of pitiable. Like, Oh, you bought into this idea that you needed to be part of a couple and then you wasted all these years trying to live up to that, and he still died, you’re still on your own. And I would have believed my interpretation was valid because I’d never known anything else, never really seen a relationship someone would want to last for decades except through some form of predator pressure: You must not challenge the heteronormative ideals lest you be cut off from the herd.
But I didn’t get the impression that Mr. Bisset regretted his marriage, even though he no longer had his partner. He told me a little about how they’d met, the trips they’d taken. He even assured me that I didn’t have to keep listening to his “silly old stories,” but when I told him I enjoyed hearing them, it was the truth.
This was nothing like my mom losing her true self to every asshole she dated and then feeling like she was nothing when each of those relationships ended. I’d never imagined a marriage being . . . good for people. Like, I guess I hadn’t really seen that much except on TV, which wasn’t real, and even the fake version seemed kind of icky. But Mr. Bisset didn’t make his husband out to be perfect, even talked about fights they’d had in this sort of sweet, nostalgic way, like he missed them every bit as much as he missed the vacations and parties and shared pots of tea. Maybe when you started out as a complete person, and the person you were dating was also a complete person, then you didn’t risk everything you were to be with them. Instead of zero sum, it was positive sum. That was a thing. I was pretty sure. It was . . . economics? Or no, game theory? Whatever, it just meant a situation where it wasn’t all win or all lose, where multiple parties could benefit simultaneously.
I bet Orion could tell me all about what “positive sum” meant. Maybe I should just . . . slightly Google-stalk him a little and hope that someday I could invent a noninvasive, noncreepy reason to see him again. To ask about the difference between zero sum and positive sum. Natch.
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The league season began to ramp up, and both of my jobs demanded more from me. The social media side, which I had now fully taken over, didn’t really have an exact format to it. I’d asked who I should run my posts past before publishing them, and MBS had frowned thoughtfully.
“I guess that would have been a good idea, now that you say it. But no one really has the time, so you just go ahead and try not to get the club sued, okay?”
“So no pressure?”
She slapped me on the back. “Got it, sport. No pressure at all.”
The club had a YouTube account with no videos and a Facebook page that it took me some time to realize was the “official” page, despite being completely unmoderated by anyone. No Instagram, no TikTok, no Mastodon, no Bluesky, no Discord server or official subreddit.
Okay. I could work with this. And by “work with this” I meant “start from scratch.”
I considered the demographics and decided to focus on Instagram and Facebook (for the old folks who made up a huge portion of our ticket sales, particularly for the higher-priced seats and boxes), but I also wanted to get some stuff going on TikTok, because the only real way to market to the youth on my budget was getting the accounts they followed to start posting about stuff. Accordingly, I followed every Conquistos local and every soccer fan I could find on the Conquistos FC account. Then, thinking about what Guy had said about his kids getting to tell their friends about actually meeting some of the players, I started brainstorming how to, you know, best exploit that idea to sell more tickets.
As one does.
I didn’t know why it felt less truly exploitative than a lot of the work I’d done before, but partially it was because of the position of the sport in the States. The players were not signing billion-dollar contracts, the recruiting at the level of high school and college was not designed to completely screw over young athletes, and there remained at the stadium a charming quality of familial feeling between players, grounds crew, hospitality, janitorial, security, and even management.
And not a single one of my coworkers gave a flying fuck who I was or who I had sex with, which honestly, I’d worked in white-collar offices where that was a more touchy subject. Not always because of outright homophobia. Sometimes it was just outright awkwardness, or weirdly formatted questions to make sure I knew it was okay that I was queer, like I went through life desperate for the acceptance of straight people.
Dear straight people: most of us don’t give a shit what you think. We just want health care, basic civil rights, and to be fucking left alone. And Skittles with all the colors, please, since we’re here.
Anyway, I found that, while I may have been partially a pity hire, I was really digging my jobs. And spending a fair amount of time in my off hours thinking about all the different ways we could work our socials for the best return on investment.
[image: ]
I was sitting in the café on my day off when my phone rang, startling me. I’d been back in Conquistos almost two months, and aside from Vix calling periodically to make sure I was eating and Marlo wasn’t “taking advantage” of me (“She’s a type A workaholic, kiddo; don’t let her rub off on you . . .”), my phone hardly ever rang.
Of course my first thought was, as it always was, even though there’d been nothing but crickets in the weeks since Orion had received my thumb drive, Maybe it’s him!
The phone number was, so my mobile informed me, from Houston, Texas. I almost let it go to voicemail, but what the hell. It was my day off. I could always hang up. I stepped outside and answered.
“Is this Mr. Desmond Cleary?” The voice sounded youngish, with an accent that sounded, to my ear, more “vaguely southern” than “actually Texan.”
“It is.” I sounded suspicious. I felt suspicious.
“Hi there, Mr. Cleary, this is Ben Perot, I’m a fact-checker from Sports Now.”
My heart sank. A fact-checker? Who was writing about me? And, dear god, what were they saying? Would it be enough to make Marlo fire me? I gathered my courage. “Okay. Well, how bad is it?”
“Err, what do you mean? We didn’t have much of a problem confirming what you’ve written. It was a real nice experience, if I’m being honest with you. Sometimes things get tense.” The voice on the phone paused. “Mr. Cleary, you still there? This is about your story, of course.”
“My story?” What the hell was happening. I wasn’t the important one. Who would write a story about me?
“Yes. Working title ‘Snowed In with the Soccer Star’?”
I recognized the line. I’d written the line. “Uhh. Right.” I was trying to think fast, but it wasn’t working. “My story.”
Ben Perot cleared his throat, a trick I knew well. You don’t know what to say to me, Benny boy, and I for sure don’t know what the hell to say to you. “Yes, sir,” he continued valiantly on. “I’m pleased to let you know that everything has checked out, and we’re about ready to send you the proof for your final approval, bearing in mind that the editors can and sometimes do make last-minute edits for both content and length.”
I controlled the urge to babble, NO! What are you talking about? I was never snowed in with a soccer star! I would never write about that! Whatever you’ve heard, it’s all lies! You could get sued! I could get sued! We could ruin people’s lives if anyone sees that—
I swallowed. A long—long—moment followed while my fevered brain churned out thoughts at light speed with no apparent organization: everything checked out, “Snowed In with the Soccer Star,” my story, fact-checking, Sports Now, my story, Sports Now, but—how could—the courier—delivered, it had been delivered, and did a courier in Somewhere, Middle California, have the contacts to send a found piece of writing to Sports-Frigging-Now? I didn’t think so. Even if said courier somehow could resist the urge to sell it to the nearest tabloid first.
“Mr. Cleary? You still there?”
Was I still here? Was I Mr. Cleary? Maybe in part. In pieces. In broken shards of . . . was that self-respect I was trying to put back together? Because the only person who’d had access to this particular essay, the one in which I’d penned the borderline-absurd “snowed in with the soccer star” line, was Orion. “Uh-huh. I’m here.”
Beat of silence while he waited for me to say whatever people usually said at this point, and I stood against the side of the café and tried to understand what was happening.
“And so I just need to get a good email address for you, Mr. Cleary. Usually we’ve got one on file by now, but every now and then we don’t. Actually, I also can’t find your signed contract, so if you don’t mind, I’ll need to resend that. Just need your email for the contract and the proof.”
Which was when it dawned on me that Sports Now was on my phone. In the person of . . . Ross Perot? No, that wasn’t right. Some other Perot. Because Sports-Frigging-Now wanted to publish something I’d written. Something only Orion had seen, ergo (or was it therefore?) Orion must be the person who’d sent it to Sports Now. Orion, who did have, or could acquire, exactly those sorts of contacts.
I cleared my throat and managed to give Whoever Perot my email address, recover at least a few of my wits, and sound halfway normal by the end of the call. It wasn’t until I’d hung up that I thought of the half dozen questions I desperately needed answers to. Did Orion send it to you? Have you spoken to him? How did he sound? Did he sound tired? Because he looks tired when I Google-stalk him . . .
I sent Vix an SOS text, which she did not return, and went back inside.
“You’ve got milkshake face if I ever saw one,” Sammy told me. “Mocha?”
It felt so nice to be seen. “Oh god, you have no idea how much I need a mocha shake right now, thanks.”
My story. Sports Now. Orion. Fact-checking.
What the actual fuck.



Chapter Twenty-Nine
Vix knew nothing about it.
“Maybe it was a hoax,” she suggested. Unhelpfully. “You didn’t give them your social security number or banking information, did you?”
“Do I look like a jackass?” I demanded, while simultaneously going through every second of the very brief conversation with Whoever Perot to make sure that I hadn’t done anything that stupid. “And no, just my email address. He already had my phone number.”
“Hmm.” The clatter of a keyboard. “Ben Perot? If it is a hoax, they did pick a real person who works at Sports Now to impersonate.”
“Just so we’re on the same page here . . . are we thinking this isn’t a hoax? Because if not, then . . . what the fuck, Vix?” The only alternative was that I’d actually gotten a call from Sports Now, they were actually going to publish me, and only Orion could have made that happen. I sat on my bed, hunched over my phone like it was a fire at which I was warming myself, waiting for Vix to say something that would make all this either real or . . . a very elaborate joke.
“You know, I’m not sure yet,” she said, in the distracted voice of someone who was actively googling. “Let me make some calls. Just don’t give anyone your social or banking info.”
“I’m a digital native, old lady—I grew up knowing not to do that!”
“Riiiiiight, that’s how you kids keep getting caught up in these naked texting things, because you’re all so smart. Just sit tight.”
So I sat tight.
For hours.
The rest of the day.
And the next day. At least it was a game day, so I stayed after my shift to watch the end of the game (we lost) in the hopes it would be a distraction, which, to be fair, it was.
Still nothing from Vix.
Marlo summoned me to her office the following day, did not invite me to sit, and just stared at me for an uncomfortably long time.
“Are you firing me?” I asked, when I couldn’t take it any longer.
“Firing you?” She tapped her fingers together like a comic villain in a bad movie. “I thought you’d be in here demanding more money.”
“Uhh. I mean. I wouldn’t turn down more money, but . . . why?”
“Because you’re a hotshot writer with a feature in Sports Now, obviously.”
I blinked. My heart stopped, then started again. “Am I?”
She laughed her startling smoker’s laugh. “You sure as hell are, bud. See, Vix told me you weren’t the one who submitted your article, and I didn’t believe her. I thought you’d managed to pull the wool over, but now I see she’s right. So what really happened here, pal?”
“Would you . . . believe I have no idea?”
“Nope.”
Right. “I guess I’m not totally sure. But I did. I mean. If it’s . . . what I think it is? Which I guess it must be.”
“Yes?”
I could feel blood rising to my face. “I sent it to Orion Broderick. By, uh, courier. Because I didn’t want to risk . . . it falling into the wrong hands.”
Marlo’s twisted viper-smile was so much more villainous than Vix ever managed, but I could see how they’d been together back in the day. “Oh yeah? The wrong hands being . . . ?”
“Uhh. The press? I guess?”
“Ah yes. You didn’t want it to land in the hands of the press. It definitely follows on from that why I just got a call asking to verify whether you work for me.”
“Wait. You did?”
“Didn’t know that, either, hmm? You know, Cleary, most people are a lot better informed about the things happening in their lives than you seem to be.”
As much as I wanted to argue, I really couldn’t. “That is not inaccurate.”
She grinned. “I told them you clean toilets for us.”
I exhaled. “Good. That’s good. Also not inaccurate.” Another, more horrifying thought occurred to me. “You didn’t read it, did you?”
Her eyebrows shot up. “Not yet. Why?”
“Oh. Just. It’s sort of . . . private.” I winced. “I mean. Personal. Uhh.”
“Personal, private, and soon to be published by a major periodical. By the major sports periodical.”
“I guess so.” Oh my god. Oh my god. “You couldn’t give me a phone number for Orion Broderick, by any chance, could you?”
“Could I? Yep. Do I plan to?” That guttural laugh, followed by her musical voice. “Not on your life, my friend.” Something changed in her face, sharpened. “Ah. You sent it to him, and now . . .” A sort of magician’s poof hand gesture.
Could I say that for sure? I considered Ben Perot and his ease-of-fact-checking. Who else would he have called besides Orion? And Orion could have squashed the whole thing with a flat denial, if he’d wanted. Which of course he wouldn’t, because he was the one who’d sent it to them.
I nodded miserably. “He’s the only one I showed. Except for the bit I excerpted for Vix.”
She leaned all the way back. “The man whose life you overturned by printing an article about his intimate connections has now gone behind your back to publish another article you’ve written, but this time about your own intimate connections.”
“Or lack thereof,” I mumbled.
“Oh, Des. If that’s not poetic, I don’t know what is.” She paused. “Of course you could just tell them not to run it. There must be a contract.”
There was. Ben Perot had sent it along. I’d signed it and sent it back immediately. “Uhh. It turns out I . . . kind of want to be published by Sports Now more than I want to maintain any sense of human dignity?”
She laughed. “In that case, I can’t wait to read it. Now tell me about the TikTok and what we’re doing with it. One of our”—cue aggressive air quotes—“‘stakeholders’ sent me an email demanding to know whether I was going to ‘crack down’ on this ‘negative development.’”
“‘Negative development’?” I asked.
“He says that about everything invented after 1959. Sit. Talk. Give me some good language to combat the ignorant with.”
I sat, feeling slightly more at ease, and started outlining my two-pronged social media approach. Marlo listened with rapt, even flattering attention.
At least one of us thought I knew what I was doing. It was obscurely encouraging.
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I lasted two more days before my nerve broke and I called the Wash and Brew.
“Hello?” Was it the woman I’d seen working there? I couldn’t tell by her voice.
“Hi, um, is there any chance that Orion Broderick is in?” I’d considered a lot of openings, but this one seemed strongest. Which just went to show how terrible the other options were.
“No one by that name works here,” she said with finality.
“Pleasedon’thangup!” I yelped. “Please. Just.” Fuck, fuck, fuck. “Okay, listen, I’ve been to the Wash and Brew. I had a really good cheese braid, which I didn’t know was a thing. And I actually know Orion, so I’m not some psycho, or how else would I think to call there for him, right? I know he sometimes picks up a shift. And sometimes he dances with ballerinas after their ballet practice. I swear, I’m not a creeper.”
Silence, but I sensed a listening silence.
“It’s just that I really, really need to talk to him, and I don’t have his number, and I’m not even sure what his address is, though I’ve been to the cabin, and I’d just . . . really, really like to talk to him.”
More silence, but she was there. I could hear dishes and dryers in the background.
“Please,” I said. Begged.
“He’s been busy lately.” Her tone was measured. Not unfriendly, but not friendly either. “Are you the one who crashed into his garage?”
“Well. Yeah. I mean. I wasn’t trying to. Also, I told him he could send me the bill; I wasn’t an asshole about it. I just don’t know how to drive in snow.” I sounded defensive AF, which was probably the wrong approach.
But when she spoke again, she sounded very slightly amused. “Orion is off doing this campaign, hon. I can give him a message the next time I see him, if you want.”
I slumped. “Could you just . . . I don’t know. Can you maybe just ask him to call Des? D-E-S, not z; it just sounds like a z.”
“Does he have your number?”
“I mean, he must, since he gave it to a magazine.”
Now she sounded outright entertained. “Oh yeah? Well, then. We don’t expect him back for another few weeks, so it’ll be sometime after that when I can get in touch with him.”
“Okay.” Boo. “Thank you.”
“Sure thing, Des-with-an-s.” Click.
Cool, I was the laughingstock of Bakers Mine, no biggie. And like, she didn’t have the man’s phone number? Obviously she must; she could call him to ask him to work, right? But I had to wait until he, what, stopped in for not-coffee?
I knew I had zero right to demand a conversation. I absolutely could have vetoed the story, and he would have known that when he . . . did whatever he did to get someone over at Sports Now to look at it.
What had he done? Had he gone through his publicist? Did he have an agent of some kind? Or did he just know people with that air of assurance, like Marlo saying she could give me his number, because in her world, that was a normal thing to have, Orion Broderick’s phone number. Marlo had it, the lady at the Wash and Brew had it, but me? No. Nope. Not a thing. He had not deigned to forward me that information.
I couldn’t decide whether I was angry or frustrated or merely annoyed. Orion Goddamn Broderick: the wellspring of all my confusion. I’d have to save that line for the next essay.
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It took me two entire days to twig to the fact that she, the lady at the Wash and Brew, whose name Orion had definitely mentioned and I’d definitely forgotten, had provided me with a timeline.
We don’t expect him back for another few weeks.
I did some basic digging online, and, yep, it seemed like he was currently at an event in Las Vegas, where he was cutting the ribbon on a new soccer field for the youth rec league, after which he was due in LA for one of those press conferences that’s trying to act like a soiree but everyone’s just giving their preplanned speech fifty times in a row over free hors d’oeuvres.
A couple of other things sprinkled throughout most of the next month, then nothing on his public calendar until mid-September.
We don’t expect him back for another few weeks. The words bounced around in my head. That had been two days ago. So roughly two or three weeks from now, the lady at the Wash and Brew thought she might see Orion.
My heart beat a bit faster at the idea of it. Of him. In person. In a real place where he was just a normal person, the way I had known him in the cabin. Not a famous former soccer star doing a ribbon cutting, or the face of a campaign, or an anonymous rich dude who only served as a figure in my grand plan to liberate the soccer gays.
Just a dude. Some guy.
Dammit.
A few weeks. How long would he be home? What was my schedule? How long was the drive from Conquistos to Bakers Mine?
Was I seriously considering driving to Orion’s cabin, uninvited, again, in the hopes of . . . what? Talking to him? Being told off by him? Maybe just seeing him, not on a screen, not his public face, just him.
It was a terrible idea. Naturally, I researched it, just in case I exhibited the kind of seriously bad judgment that would be necessary to actually do such a daft fucking thing.
Four and a half hours, without traffic.
I had my schedule, which was dictated by the stadium schedule and therefore planned out through the end of the season. I didn’t have two days off in a row the week the Wash and Brew lady thought Orion might be back.
But I had days off. I could drive four and a half hours up, see Orion, and drive back in time to get a few hours of sleep before my shift. Technically. With enough coffee to do the job.
Suddenly I remembered his lectures about the evils of caffeine, then his eventual confession that he took it seriously because he’d been hooked on coffee for years and only stopped because he felt it was bad for him. Had I felt clearer after my caffeine intake had diminished? Or maybe I hadn’t cut it down for a long enough time. I should try again. What would he say if I told him I was off caffeine? Would he laugh? Would he assume it was a lie? Maybe I should do it just to see what he said.
Or maybe I just missed him and wanted something, some invisible thread, to tie us together.
Impulsivity couldn’t carry me through this decision the way it had when I’d sent the thumb drive. Or at least, the way I’d told myself it was doing, even though I could have stopped anytime.
But having weeks in which to think, anticipate, plan, strategize . . .
Was it a blessing or a curse? I wasn’t sure. But I was increasingly certain that, foolish or not, in three weeks I was going to get in my car and drive east. I added Get oil change, no really, actually do it this time to my mental list of Stuff to Do Before Driving to See Orion.
No, not good enough. Not for this.
I pulled out a notebook and made a real list. On paper. Of Stuff to Do Before Driving to See Orion.



Chapter Thirty
The masochism thing was real. In the next week I somehow managed to tell almost everyone I saw that I was going to drive a ridiculous distance away in order to see someone I’d had no indication at all wanted to see me.
I didn’t tell Guy who it was, only that it was someone I might be in love with, but I wasn’t sure, and also, was this what it was like to be in love?
He slapped me on the back and congratulated me. “Man, I wish you the very best. If it’s meant to be, it’ll be.” Then he winked. “But a little bit of effort never hurt anyone, right? Go to the Oil Changers on Meecham, and tell them I sent you so they don’t try to upsell you on a bunch of crap you don’t need.”
I didn’t plan to tell MBS, but she mentioned possibly switching my schedule with someone, and I low-key panicked, at which point I kind of had to explain that I had A Thing to Do on a random day off in August.
“You know, we value flexibility in our staff, sport.”
“I know, sorry, usually I’d be completely flexible—it’s just this deal where someone I want to see is potentially only in a place for a short period of time, and I’m afraid if I don’t go then, I won’t see him at all.”
She cocked her head to the side. “Is this a sex thing? No, don’t answer that. I don’t want to know.”
“No! I mean. Not the way you mean. I mean.”
“So it’s one of those master-slave things you kids are into.”
“Oh my god, no, MBS, stop it.” The blush was probably making me look like a tomato.
“Hey, I watch the news, I keep up. Did you meet online? I hear that’s where everyone meets the masters.”
I closed my eyes in horror. “No! Stop trolling me. Also, why don’t you assume I’m the master? I could be the master.”
“Now, now, everyone knows it’s the submissive who does the long drive and the master who has the dungeon.” She sighed. “Fine. Clearly you don’t have any idea how this works, so I guess you’re not going off to meet a master for a BDSM session that ends up on the porn sites, which at first humiliates you and then becomes part of your kinks.”
I stared at her with wide eyes. “Holy shit. No. I mean, definitely not, but like . . . no, and also, uhh, that’s very specific.”
MBS shrugged. “Like I said, I watch the news.”
“That’s not from the news.”
This time I got a quirky little smile. “I read a lot. Anyway, you know I wouldn’t have said any of that if I thought it was true, right? I know you’re just going off to confront Orion Broderick.”
I legitimately couldn’t speak.
She zipped her lips. “Secret’s safe with me, sport. Go back to work.” And she walked away, or started to, pausing just long enough to call back, “Good luck!”
“I don’t even know what that means!” I called back.
She waved a hand without turning and vanished around a corner.
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Sammy, it went without saying, thought this was a fantastic idea: I should “go get [my] man,” and if she had the day off she would totally come with me because seriously, this was awesome, and I should let her know if I ever needed a wingwoman.
“It’s just like one of those rom-coms!” she exclaimed. “Oh my god, so romantic.”
“Uhh, I think it’s actually more of a cautionary tale? Like, ‘Don’t date anyone who just randomly shows up at your house out of the blue because he might be a guy with no boundaries and significant relationship issues’?”
But she only rolled her eyes. “Sure, if you’d never met and you were fixated on him in a creepy way. But you two are totally in your ‘It’s complicated’ era, so that changes the rules.”
“I’m . . . not sure it does, though?”
“Well,” she said reasonably, “if you show up and he’s like, ‘Get lost, asshole,’ what will you do?”
What a horrible, gut-wrenching thought. “Get lost, I guess. Maybe this is a bad idea. I mean, I know it’s a bad idea, but maybe I shouldn’t—”
“How many times in your life do you think this will happen, Des? For real?”
“What, this? Like me driving for a million hours on the off chance someone I’m not even sure will be at my destination will be glad to see me?”
She spun on her skates. “Yeah, that. How many times do you think that’s going to happen?”
“Hopefully never again,” I said fervently.
“See? There you go. Obviously it’s this moment in your life, and if you don’t do it, you’ll never know what would have happened if you did.” She skated off to help a customer, and I sat there at my usual table thinking about it.
In all likelihood, my car would break down or he wouldn’t be there or there would be some other natural disaster. A landslide this time. A flood. An earthquake.
Snow. Surely it could not possibly snow in August, right? Maybe I should add Get snow chains to my mental list. Just in case.
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My fairy gaymothers, as I’d begun thinking of Marlo as well as Vix, were both taking a neutral stance on the subject of my trip, which Marlo knew about presumably because MBS told her, and Vix knew about presumably because Marlo knew. At least, I hadn’t told either of them.
“Just don’t go off and elope,” Marlo told me a week before The Big Drive. “The next day’s a game day, and I need you at work.”
“Okay, one, ew, I’m not eloping, and two, obviously I’ll be at work.”
She shook her head. “I remember being young and in love. Christ, how exhausting. Don’t forget to drink water. You don’t want to dehydrate yourself with all that nervous sweating.”
I sputtered, but she immediately changed the subject to the events we were planning for the end of the season. (Conquistos FC would again not be making it to the finals short of a literal miracle, but Marlo had made it clear that we’d enjoy the season to the very end, bitter or not.)
Vix, later that night, called me to demand to know what the hell I thought I was doing, messing with her figurehead.
“I’m not! I’m not messing with anyone.”
“That isn’t what I hear, kiddo.”
“Well, I don’t know what you’ve heard, do I? I just know that I don’t plan to mess with anyone’s head, figure or otherwise.”
Actually, that sounded . . . potentially dirty.
“And I’m not going up there to have sex in a BDSM dungeon, either, so if that’s your next question, the answer is no.”
“Way, way too much information, thank you very much. I just don’t want you to get hurt.”
“And?”
“And I also don’t want Orion to back out of this campaign, because he’s brilliant. I met him, you know. Took on this client as my own because I don’t have a full team yet. He’s charming.”
“Yeah.” I sighed.
“And smart. Very fit.”
“Very, very fit,” I agreed.
“Insightful. Great with kids. Sweet with old people.”
“Ugh, yeah, he’s the worst.”
She laughed in my ear. “You have it bad, kiddo. Listen, as your friend, I wish you all the luck in the world. As someone who needs Orion’s head in the game, I wish you would keep yourself out of it until he’s more confident in his new role. Did Marlo tell you he’s closing out the season in Conquistos?”
“Wait. No. What?”
“He’s going to sit in the box and do commentating for the final game, do some press for me afterward.”
“Uhh, you know we’re probably going to lose, right?”
“Oh, grasshopper. Either way, my client wins. The publicity will be fantastic. And we’re going to be giving away shirts and other crap that people will be able to buy online to support the campaign.”
I thought about that. “Okay. That’s pretty good, actually.”
“I’m so pleased you agree,” she said, though her tone wasn’t as sarcastic as her words.
“Vix,” I said slowly. “Is this a super-creepy thing to do? I mean, am I just all over red flags right now? Because I don’t think I can tell, and if it’s really fucked up, if it puts him in a bad position or something, I don’t want to do it. I don’t want to be that guy.”
For a long moment, she didn’t reply. One of the things I’d always really liked about Vix was that I could trust her to tell me the truth.
Even though in this very second I wasn’t sure I could handle it if she told me a truth I didn’t want to hear.
“I think I know what you’re asking, and I think the answer is no. There are people who I’d warn off an escapade like driving to the middle of nowhere because someone they kissed one time might be there, but in your case, Des, I think it’s worth doing.”
Which did, actually, make me feel better. “Okay, thanks. We kissed more than once, by the way.”
“Too much information, kiddo. Take care of yourself. And take care of my figurehead—I need him.”
“Yeah, yeah.” But it felt obscurely like a blessing, and I decided to take it that way. A sudden flash of insight made me ask, or maybe demand, “Wait, did you get his address from Marlo? Did you two set us up?”
She made a clearly fake static sound and said, “Sorry, bad line, take care of your—”
Click.
They had. They seriously had set us up. Maybe not quite like they thought we’d get snowed in and kiss—even the fairy gaymothers couldn’t control the weather, probably—but somehow at the root of this whole damn thing, a couple of lesbians had conspired to . . . something. I thought about how Vix had gone so evasive when I asked how she’d gotten the address. But Marlo wouldn’t give me his number, even though I’d practically begged. What would it have taken for her to tell Vix where he lived?
Except . . . one thing the two of them had in common was believing they knew what was best, and it wasn’t like she’d given out his exact address. Just the name of the cabin. Which might have been, what, a rumor? Something overheard? And while I didn’t think Orion had been, you know, suffering under a dark cloud of melancholia or something, I also didn’t think he’d been thriving.
Vix would have pitched the idea of getting Orion into the campaign, likely not mentioning who she was sending to do the job, and Marlo might have allowed herself to be convinced that anything that would jolt him out of his small-town rut would be worth the chance.
Matchmaking fairy gaymothers. You really couldn’t beat the idea. And, somehow, probably because deep down I’m a huge sap, it made me feel even more convinced that driving a million hours on my one day off because Orion might be home made perfect sense. I was going to do this thing. For better or for worse.
Plus, Sammy was right. If I didn’t do it, I’d regret it. And I had enough regrets already.



Chapter Thirty-One
I left Conquistos too early to stop in at the café for coffee. They literally were not open yet.
What time did the café open? Six o’clock in the morning. That is how early I left for Bakers Mine. Before six. In the morning. On my day off.
The Starbucks drive-through next to the highway opened at four thirty, which seemed absolutely batshit to me, but I wasn’t about to look a gift Starbucks in the window—except to order and also to take my drink. Come to think of it, why wouldn’t you look a gift horse in the mouth? If it was your responsibility, wouldn’t you need to look it in the mouth in order to take care of its dental health, or whatever?
I was thankful for an open Starbucks, was the point.
And then I was on the road. I hadn’t driven this stretch before, having never needed to cut up the coast and then drive inland. Nothing I’d ever wanted to do had required me to leave Conquistos and drive toward the mountains. And without the harrowing trial of having to get out of Los Angeles first, it was actually quite peaceful. The landscape changed as the book I was listening to progressed, and I convinced myself that actually, I was entirely calm and totally chill and for sure not worried about seeing Orion. Or not-seeing Orion, and I couldn’t decide which was worse . . . except I could, and of course it was not seeing him, because I’d rather see him and be rejected by him than not see him at all, and I had no idea what that indicated about my state of mind, but it probably wasn’t great.
The trip didn’t get dicey until I reached the town where the courier’s office was. Things got a lot more real, climbing into the mountains, close enough to Orion that I could hire someone to bring him a package, than it had been in the café while Sammy was telling me I should do it. (She’d sent me that Amy Poehler You got this GIF and promised that she’d have a red-eye waiting for me in the morning before work.)
Not long after that, or way too long, depending on my very subjective experience of time (which was doing some sort of rubber band action), I passed the WELCOME TO BAKERS MINE sign. Then the gas station. The bit of town with the psychic, then the Wash and Brew, the fire station.
Had I really spent days here? Not here-here, but here enough. It seemed so surreal; the last time I’d done more than tear through on my way back to civilization was before I’d met Orion. Before Scraps, and batshit snowstorms, and finding out my dad was a liar, and ancient Lipton, and Orion, and kissing, and trying to chop wood, and kissing, and . . .
I’d forgotten how hard it was to fucking find his cabin. It took me two tries, and I was already starting to rehearse what I’d say to the lady at the Wash and Brew when I finally saw the little sideways triangle of tiny reflectors.
Thank fucking god. I made the turn, started driving, and about thirty feet from the highway encountered a big-ass green gate. With spikes at the top.
I pulled up to the little box thing, feeling like the biggest dope who’d ever lived. Did I really think, after that scene I’d fled, he wouldn’t have installed some security? Because after all, the man had lived here for three years without ever needing a locked gate, but six days with Des Cleary and—
I forced myself to press the Call button and waited.
It was ringing. And ringing. Since I didn’t know what else to do, I just sat there, listening to it ring.
Finally the machine cut the call.
Well, fuckity fucking fuck.
So. He wasn’t here. I’d driven all this way for nothing. Right. I should have known.
Still, I waited awhile longer. He’d drive up any second now, probably . . . maybe . . . hopefully? This was inside the apparent window for his visit. Unless he’d changed plans. Or I’d misunderstood the plans. At least, he was not publicly scheduled to be doing anything campaign related right now, which I knew because I’d checked half a dozen times a day.
He did not drive up.
Or the lady at the Wash and Brew told him I’d called and he’d decided to change his name and move to another country just to avoid seeing me again.
How could you tell what was your insecurities talking and what was a logical argument? These days, how wild was the thought that someone would leave the country?
I debated this for some time before realizing the simpler explanation was that he was in the cabin staring at my sorry, pathetic face on a live security feed, while I sat at his gate waiting for him to drive up and let me in. He was probably even now hoping I’d go away without needing to be asked.
Yeah, you know, that was okay. I could take a hint. Or at least I could interpret a total lack of data as “a hint” in any direction my brain decided to go in. Whatever, it was time to leave.
After a seventy-three-point turn in his driveway, during the course of which I almost backed into a muddy ditch, I drove sloooowly back down the driveway, and sloooowly back down the highway, and sloooowly back past the high school and the fire station.
Which was when I saw it. A big purple truck with a pink PRINCESS license plate holder parked on the side street next to the Wash and Brew.
I’d never really been the guy you wanted trying to navigate a sudden decision to make a hard left turn on unfamiliar streets during the small-town equivalent of a high-traffic time. I couldn’t turn left quickly enough without seriously endangering people, so I took the next right instead. (That was the last thing I needed; not only would Orion come out of the Wash and Brew to find me having caused a fender bender, but you just knew it would end up on my Conquistos FC socials somehow. Also someone might get hurt.)
I tried to loop back around, except the street I needed was one way in the wrong direction, so I had to go down to the next one, turn right again, then turn right to get back on the main road, at which point I almost missed the parking lot but managed to turn just in time.
Respect to Marlo: I was definitely sweating enough to risk dehydration.
Instead of rushing in like a pale, blotchy mess, I sat in the car long enough for my heart to stop pounding. I held my face in front of the air-conditioning (hard to believe the last time I was here it was snowing) until I felt more human. And then I calmly got out of my car, calmly crossed the parking lot, and calmly entered the Wash and Brew, readying myself to say, Oh, Orion, well, hello. Fancy seeing you here. Or maybe Of all the laundromat cafés in all the world, I had to walk into yours. No, definitely not, scratch that, for sure not making a Casablanca reference. What kind of fate was I tempting here?
I (calmly) looked around and (calmly) took in the fact that Orion was not, as I’d half expected him to be, doing a spin in the corner surrounded by little ballerinas. I (less calmly) approached the woman at the counter and lowered my voice. “Hi, um, is Orion here? Only I saw his truck outside and thought I’d see if”—I could catch him? No, too creepy—“if he was inside. Is he?”
She eyed me steadily. “And you are?”
Great. “Des Cleary.”
“Des-with-an-s.”
I struggled not to jitter from foot to foot. “You got me! Yep. Des Cleary, with an s; the Des is with the s, not the Cleary, obviously. So is he here?”
“Sorry, you just missed him.” She didn’t sound sorry. But she didn’t sound like she was gloating either.
“‘Missed him’?” I echoed. Was he on his way to another event, then, and it just hadn’t been publicized yet? Maybe he was flying out, and he was on his way to an airport. If I could get her to tell me which one, there was a chance I could still, like, follow him there, and have him paged over the sound system—yeah, Sammy would think that was super romantic, except no, when the guy you were awkwardly following was a former soccer star, you really could not have him paged over the airport sound system, so then what was I supposed to do? Wander around the airport asking strangers if anyone had seen a hot guy with hair to his chin who looked like he could play pro soccer?
“Just missed him,” she said again, nodding toward the windows.
I turned in time to see the truck, heading back toward the cabin. Only one person inside. “Oh my god.” My voice almost broke. Then I spun back to her. “Wait, so he’s not going to an airport?”
“An airport?” She looked at me like I’d slipped into Klingon. “I don’t think so. Should he be?”
“No, no, he shouldn’t be.” I started moving toward the parking lot, trying not to run. “Thank you!” I called back over my shoulder as I shoved through the door and sprinted to my car.
He could only be going to the cabin, since nothing was east of Bakers Mine but the mountains and eventually Nevada, so even though I lost the truck before I’d gotten back onto the street, I wasn’t worried.
This time I found the driveway on the first try, those little red reflectors or whatever standing out brightly to my arguably mad brain. He was here. This time he was here. Had to be.
The gate again. The box thing with the keypad and the Call button.
I hit it again and tried to look like a guy who was definitely not a creeper.
No.
Answer.
It rang through, then cut off, as it had before.
Yeah, no, nope, I did not drive all the way up here to—
Except I actually had driven all the way up to take no for an answer. Specifically. I wasn’t going to sit there hitting Orion’s Call button all day as if I had some kind of right to his time. If he didn’t want to talk to me, that was his decision.
Right?
I leaned my head back in my seat and cursed maturity. Every instinct in me said to punch that button again and wait. So what if he called the sheriff; at least he’d know . . . that I was wildly irrational? That I couldn’t be trusted? That I thought trespassing was a great way to show I cared? I stood outside your window and played a song primarily meaningful because we banged to it before you told me to get lost was the kind of thing that only seemed romantic in the last century. These days we had higher standards.
Time to go. I looked out at the gate again, then at the little security box, the numeric keypad to which I didn’t have the code, that mocking Call button. My eye landed on the camera, set back over the keypad. It probably didn’t even have a microphone. Still, I made some intense eye contact with it on the off chance that Orion was looking into it from inside the cabin.
How do you fit I’m sorry and I get it and I meant everything I wrote, even the part about kissing you being better than kissing anyone else into a look? I wasn’t sure, but I tried.
Then I started my car and began the laborious process of turning around. Again. But more carefully this time because if I got stuck in the damn ditch, it would for sure look like I’d done it on purpose, and that was not the type of bookending I wanted for this story. Hi, I’m literally stuck on your property. Again!
Was he watching? Probably. I’d watch if someone was seesawing back and forth in my driveway with the eventual aim of turning their car around so they could leave. Just don’t reverse into the ditch, I lectured myself, focusing so hard on where the edge of the gravel was, where the ditch was and where my tires were, that I didn’t notice the big-ass purple truck idling in the driveway behind me until I was almost facing the highway again.
For the briefest moment, I felt elation. It was him!
Then I saw another form in the passenger seat and had to fight tears. No, damn you, I came all this way . . .
But I’d be a grown-up, and it would be fine and I could pretend my heart wasn’t being crushed by a nutcracker. No big deal.
I waved. Like a jackass who couldn’t think of anything else to do. And Orion’s passenger . . . barked.



Chapter Thirty-Two
“You know, most people just reverse down to the highway and use the incredibly wide shoulder there to turn around,” Orion Broderick called.
At this distance I couldn’t tell if he was smiling or scowling. “I prefer a challenge!” I called back.
Was that a laugh? It might have been a laugh. Or he just had something caught in his throat.
What was the move now? Did I get out of my car? The driveway wasn’t wide enough for me to pull alongside him, one arm casually out the window, and pretend I just happened to be in the neighborhood and thought I’d stop by.
“You’re kind of in my way!” he called.
Did he expect me to go around? I mean, he was the dude in the oversize Princess; he should be the one who went around, surely.
Then he stuck his head out the window and added, “I guess you’ll just have to come to the house!”
Behind me, the gate began to open.
This time, taking my cue, and also not wanting to execute another embarrassing eighty-point turn, I did reverse all the way back along Orion’s gravel road to the cabin, and pulled into a spot beside the garage. It looked so different without the snow. I hadn’t really registered much about the yard before it was covered over when I’d been there before, but now the drainage ditch I’d spun my tires in initially was obvious, and just as obvious was the fact that I probably hadn’t had to go all the way over to turn around, since there was plenty of space.
Another mechanical whirring sound, and the (clearly new) garage door came to life, admitting Orion, Princess, and the dog into the building.
“Stay in your car!” This time he sounded almost urgent. “She freaks out with strangers, hold on!”
She? What, Princess? His truck had a stranger danger issue?
The barking started up again, and Orion’s voice was lower, soothing. When he and the dog emerged, the dog was pulling real damn hard on a leash that looked like it might snap at any second.
I rolled up my window, leaving only a communication crack at the top. For insurance against dog attack.
“She won’t actually go after you; she’s just scared,” he explained, totally not dragging the dog away or telling it to stop threatening me. “Lie down.”
The dog, some kind of massive shepherd mix, looked up at him with a clear Are you fucking serious? look, then, to my shock, lay down on the gravel.
Orion pulled something from his pocket and gave it to her. She swallowed it. “Good girl. Des is a friend, okay? We’re not going to eat him. And he’s not going to hurt us. Okay?”
“Speak English, does she?” I heckled from the safety of my vehicle.
“Okay, we’ll reserve the right to eat him later, but only if he’s earned it.”
I couldn’t help giggling a little at that. I mean, out of context, it could be kind of a fun threat? Pressing my hand over my mouth, I stifled a full-on laugh.
He looked over at me, brow creased in amusement, but all he said was, “I’m going to put her in the run in back until you’re inside. She’ll be fine in about ten minutes, just as long as you sit very still on the couch.”
“What if I have to pee?”
“I guess you’ll take your chances.” He led the dog through the cabin, and I totally chilled out in my car like a calm guy having calm thoughts and for sure not bouncing from He doesn’t hate me! to He still might hate me, but the dog’s needs are more important than hating me!
He returned quickly to stand outside my window, looking down. “So. This is a surprise.”
“I would have called to say I’d come by, but I don’t have your number.”
“So you drove all day just hoping I’d be twiddling my thumbs in the cabin?”
“Uhh.” I considered it. “No. I drove all day just hoping you’d be living your normal life and you could make a few minutes of time for me within that context.”
“For what, exactly?”
Feeling like he was being a little freaking confrontational, I said, “I can’t believe you sent what I wrote to Sports Now.”
“No?” He ran his hand through his hair. “Because it felt like about the only thing I could do, once I’d read it.”
“In order to humiliate me like I’d humiliated you? Because it’s a real wild revenge plot.”
Orion leaned down, his eyes at the crack in my window, looking at me so intently that it was hard to maintain eye contact. “It was way too good to keep to myself, and I knew you could pull it at any time. Did they tell you the good news?”
“What good news?” I asked, but distractedly, because part of me was still liquified from the way too good to keep to myself comment.
“Des Cleary,” he said, slowly, drawing it out, pausing way too long. “We got the cover.” Then he turned and walked away. “You should come inside!”
“The cover?” I repeated faintly. “The cover? We got the cover?”
I did not scramble to follow him in, but it might have been a near thing.
My curiosity had to wait about fifteen minutes for some kind of elaborate prove to the dog that Des isn’t lunch ritual was performed in which she—Gizmo, because of course she was Gizmo—was given chicken for looking at me for longer and longer periods of time. I’d have to tell Vix that he was great with dogs as well as kids and old folks.
The cabin had been altered since the last time I was there. A door now took the place of one of the living room windows, which went out to a deck with a staircase down, presumably to wherever the dog had been when I was getting settled and looking nonthreatening on the couch. I thought about the last time I’d sat there, when I’d looked over and seen cameras waving around in the windows, and kind of understood why he might want a giant, loud dog around. Come to think of it, I hadn’t seen any fencing around the place.
“Is your gate just for show?” I asked.
“Not just for show. I mean, I’ll have a recording of anyone who comes down the driveway, and you can’t get through it without a tank.”
“Yeah, but . . .” I thought about it. “I mean, it doesn’t go around the whole property?”
“I priced that, but it was expensive, and would have required pulling out a lot of perfectly healthy native trees, so I figured I’d go for the maximum psychological ‘Keep out’ without dropping a hundred thousand dollars on a fence that a motivated person could probably climb over anyway.”
“Fair. Plus, you have Gizmo.” At her name, the dog looked at me.
“Good girl,” he told her, and he gave her another treat. “Lie on your mat now.”
She went to a bed so plush I’d seriously consider sleeping in it myself and lay down, still eyeing me mistrustfully.
“Giz, relax, I’ve got this.”
She held out for another minute, then sighed and settled her head on her paws.
“Good job.” Orion stood from his crouch beside her and looked at me. “Cup of coffee?”
I blinked. “Coffee? You have coffee? Here?”
“I have coffee. Here. Yeah.” He glanced down at the dog again, then at me. “I’ll go make it. You just stay there.”
“What if she mauls me while you’re not here to protect me?”
He grinned. “I have Band-Aids around here somewhere.”
“Hilarious.”
Gizmo did not maul me. She looked up when Orion left the room for the kitchen, glanced at me again, then put her head back down. So I took it to mean that I’d passed the friend test and could keep all my vital bits where they belonged.
“It’s half-caff,” he said a few minutes later, handing me my favorite rubber ducky mug. “I added cream, because you liked it in tea.”
I tried not to make a face. “Half-caff?”
“I didn’t want to start up my old addiction again completely, so I premix the bags in one big bag, and voilà, half-caff.” He raised an eyebrow. “Would you rather ancient tea?”
“No!” I pulled the mug close to me. “No, no, I’ll take this, thank you.”
“You’re welcome.”
He sat in his armchair with his familiar mug.
I stayed on the couch with mine.
We sipped coffee.
Gizmo closed her eyes.
“So you’re drinking caffeine again?” I asked, because I couldn’t decide what we were supposed to do now. I could feel lingering fight energy in my limbs, unexpelled since that moment in the driveway when I thought he was going to make me go around him, but I also desperately wanted him to kiss me so I’d know we were okay. Were we okay?
“I decided you were right, in a way. I did actually enjoy coffee enough to outweigh the benefit of full restriction.” As if to demonstrate this, he sipped, closing his eyes to savor it.
I gulped. Not coffee. Just, like, the part of my heart that was now in my throat, watching Orion taking pleasure in something. I forced my voice to be light and teasing. The dog would probably disapprove if I launched myself at her human. “So what I’m hearing is, I was right. Coffee is the best.”
The slightest hint of a smile turned his lips as he opened his eyes. “In a limited sense. I don’t want to need coffee every day. I want to choose it.”
Do you want to choose me? I managed to keep myself from saying it out loud.
“But you’re not wrong,” he added. “I think for most of my life it felt like my survival was based on a series of all-or-none decisions. All the caffeine or no caffeine. Totally public figure or completely isolated.” Briefest hesitation. “I was in the closet to nearly everyone, or my entire world was torn apart for people to gawk at.”
I winced. “Sorry. Again.”
“The point is that I realized not everything had to be one extreme or the other. I could have coffee in the house and drink it when I was in the mood.” He looked at his watch thing. “Though we’re close to my cutoff.”
Either Bakers Mine was a place where time sped up significantly, or it was still literal morning. “Uhh, it’s not even noon yet.”
“Do you have any idea how long the half-life of caffeine is?”
“I think we both know I don’t.”
For a second we teetered on casual humor. Then it collapsed under its own weight, and we looked away from each other.
Awkward. Er. Sooo. We’ll just slide on past that. I cleared my throat. “So. The cover?”
“The cover. I did the photo shoot for it already.”
“No shit.” I shook my head. “Seriously? How was it? I mean, do you feel fulfilled now?”
He smiled a little. “Maybe if you keep a dream around too long, you never feel fulfilled? Or maybe I just have better priorities now than when I was a kid.”
“Not me, nope, cover story in Sports Now, I’m done. I can die happy.” I sipped more coffee.
“Really?” His tone was light. “Is that all you want out of life? A cover in a magazine?”
My gaze passed over his and landed on the bookcases where all his back issues of Sports Now had lived the last time I was there. “What happened to your archive?”
“I decided it was time to move on. Then I got your thumb drive.”
“Yeah?” I thought about me sitting there, finding the letter, discovering my dad had lied about the only thing he’d ever seemed to value. Not that I’d intended to go back and look at that page with all its rank betrayals again, but I found myself a little adrift now that I couldn’t. “I guess maybe it was time. To move on, I mean.”
“I thought so too. If you hang on to something too long, it goes sour.”
I looked back over at him. “Do you mean me? Because I swear to god, I will not become a psycho stalker. I wrote the thing; it’s out of my system.”
“What’s out of your system?” His gaze locked onto my face, and I tried to shove all the See how casual I am; see how I’m definitely not fixated on kissing you again? I could muster into my expression, though it cracked immediately. Fuck, I’d forgotten how seriously deep his eyes went sometimes.
“Um. You know. This. Us. Like”—I air-quoted—“‘us.’ Not a thing. Super over it.”
“Are you?”
“I mean . . . aren’t you?”
He held my gaze. “I tried really hard to hate you. I mean, I did hate you, before we met. You were easy to hate. It meant I didn’t have to think about being in the closet, imagining everyone turning on me, trying to decide from one person to the next if any of them would stand by me if they knew. It was a super shitty way to live.”
I opened my mouth, but he shook his head.
“I’m not going to thank you for outing me like an asshole. I’m not grateful for that, Des. I never will be. I had a plan. I just wanted a few more good years playing and saving the money I made and working with brands and then I’d come out, and I figured I’d have built enough relationships that even if the worst did happen, I’d survive it mostly intact.”
I swallowed hard. “Oh.”
“When you published that article, about all I had was some money in the bank and a few friends I’d already told. Most of the guys on the team were good about it, quietly. They even talked about wearing armbands or something, but I told them I didn’t want that. Me being outed was not the same as Colin Kaepernick taking a knee. You know? I didn’t want to appropriate that movement for this.”
“But they still fired you. For being gay.”
“They asked me to resign for ‘being the cause of a controversy that negatively affected the league.’”
“Same thing,” I countered.
“Yeah. I mean, you could see it a few different ways, but yeah, I agree with you. And even though something you did resulted in that, I could only blame you for part of it. They shouldn’t have made me resign, no matter what some college reporter had said about my personal life. I was a kick-ass player, and I would have kept making them money, and I’d done nothing wrong, which they knew. I wasn’t even accused of doing anything unethical or immoral. But they made me resign anyway.”
A new thought crossed my mind. “It wasn’t Marlo Ramos, was it? Because I work for her now, but I can’t continue to work for her if she was part of that decision.”
“Marlo? No, I love Marlo. She’s just in charge of the stadium. Not ‘just’ like that’s not a massive job I definitely couldn’t do, but ‘just’ as in she doesn’t have any input into the decisions about the team’s brand.” He didn’t air-quote it, but he didn’t need to. “I’m still sad that I didn’t get to play out my career, but I also got to live that life for a few years, and most people don’t. And even then . . . there were a lot of trade-offs. I could never go back to being in the closet all the time, constantly worried that I’d say the wrong thing, that if I got too comfortable with someone, I wouldn’t guard my words as well as I needed to. I’d slip up just once, and the sky would fall. I don’t miss that part for a second. I couldn’t go back to it even if it meant going back to the team.” He shook his head. “The me who could live that way is gone, I think. Now that I know what it’s like to live openly as myself.”
“That sounds super fucked up,” I said, because I felt like I needed to acknowledge that reality, which I had never lived. “And I still wish I hadn’t published that stupid article. I wish I’d never seen the picture.”
“I know. Because you wrote about it in that thing you sent me.”
“Oh, right. I keep forgetting you’ve read that.” I hunched. “Holy shit, I keep forgetting that soon everyone will read it.”
He grinned. “The circulation of Sports Now isn’t actually the entire population of the earth.”
“No, but I bet it’s almost everyone I speak to on a daily basis. Except for my landlord, who is not the Sports Now type. I think he’d go in for, like, Architectural Digest. And maybe some niche publication about dung beetles or something.”
“Yeah, Vix Black said something about you working at the stadium. You went back to Conquistos?”
“I did. I wasn’t . . . sure where else to go. I got very fired. Fired in no uncertain terms.”
So there were a few things Orion didn’t already know, at least. His surprise was a little gratifying. “Really?”
“For telling the press where you were, which I obviously did not do, and like, the logistics of it don’t even make sense? Why would I tell the press where you were while I was still there? Wouldn’t I wait until I was at least a few miles away before calling up a bunch of jackals and siccing them on you? Whatever, doesn’t matter. I got fired and tried to go back to Conquistos but it was a stupid idea and I slept in my car and I wrote that thing and Vix found me a job at the stadium because she used to be married to Marlo, and actually I kind of love it? I get to see all the games when I’m not specifically working during them.”
He leaned forward. “You’ve been watching? How’s Bram Hunter actually playing after his injury? I can tune into the play-by-play, but some lines were damaged during the storm and the internet hasn’t been the same since, so it’s hard to watch online.”
I remembered seeing Bram Hunter behind Jesse Diaz when I’d pretend-couriered Marlo’s birthday gift to him. “I’m not really sure. There’s no talk that I’ve heard that he’s more injured than he’s letting on. Also, is he friends with Sac United? Because I swear he was at a house party when they were in town.”
Orion laughed. “I bet. It’s a pretty small world, and it’s not like places where soccer is super cutthroat, at least not yet. We’re allowed to fraternize with other teams.”
“Cool. Yeah. I think he’s probably okay. They haven’t benched him, anyway. I think he did almost get in a fight with someone, but I missed it.”
“Also not surprising.”
A not-actually-that-awkward silence fell. I finished my half-caff. It was nice to sit in the cabin without being trapped in the cabin. “It doesn’t snow in August, does it?”
“No, Des. You’re safe from snow this time.”
“Thank fuck.” Although now I wasn’t sure what to do. Since I could leave anytime. I cleared my throat. “So, uhh, you didn’t answer my question.”
“What question?”
“The one about, like, this. Us. I mean.”
“You didn’t answer my question, which I asked first.”
I frowned. “Wait, you did? What?”
He set his mug down. “You said you were ‘super over’ us. And I asked if that was true.”
“I’m pretty sure that’s cheating,” I said, stalling.
Orion raised his eyebrows. “Yet here I wait for an answer.”
“Uhh.” I didn’t put down my mug because I needed it to fidget with. “Uhh, so, listen, I don’t want to sound like a creeper is the thing. Maybe I’m not super over it? But I’ll get there! I will not be, like, hung up on you for the rest of my life or anything.” I smiled weakly. “Never fear.” I kind of did, though. Fear that. Because once I’d kissed Orion Broderick, I couldn’t imagine kissing anyone else.
He nodded. “What if I . . . wanted you to be hung up on me for the rest of your life?”
“Uhhhhhhhh.” Was “uh” a syllable? A word? A sound? “You mean as a fitting punishment because I’m a monster and you detest me?”
“No, you dork.” He got up, took the two steps to the couch, and leaned down. “Because I’m hung up on you too.”
“Oh,” I said, in the second before he kissed me.
And then, eons later, when we took a pause from kissing, I managed to add, “Good.”



Chapter Thirty-Three
And then everything was perfect and we lived happily ever after in a mountain cabin with our dog.
Record scratch.
Nope, that’s not how it went. Not exactly.
I couldn’t actually stay with Orion because I had work in the morning (and it was game day). And he couldn’t come with me because Mr. Bisset had a little dog that Gizmo might eat (Orion didn’t think she’d eat a dog, but she was apparently even more unpredictable around dogs than strangers).
So we had this whole moment, with the kissing, and the declarations of being hung up on each other, and a super-mild, no-pressure contemplation about spending time in the future together, and then I basically had to be like, PEACE OUT, I HAVE WORK. And drive all the way home by myself.
Or not completely by myself, because we did finally manage to exchange phone numbers, so I put in one earbud and talked to Orion the entire way home, except for when my phone died and I had to pull over so I could find the charging cable and the thing that hooks into the cigarette lighter, because that’s the generation of car I own, the kind that doesn’t have integrated USB but does have a lighter with enough space for one of those bulky plug-in things.
And that’s more or less how things continued for a while.
In some ways, it was a bit like a relationship in reverse. We’d done some pretty heavy, intimate talking. We’d already had a couple of decent fights and figured out how to recover from them. But we’d skipped much of the relationship checklist that people usually do before those things. I had no idea what his parents’ names were. He’d mentioned an older brother—the one who was freaked out about Gremlins—who it turned out was a nurse in Amsterdam.
“I’ve meant to visit, but I just haven’t really committed to it,” he explained in my ear on one of our nightly calls as I lay in bed and Orion waited to board a plane to, of all places, Wisconsin. He was off to do another low-level event with free merch and a big push for social media posts (to encourage people to look up the website, buy more merch, and support the campaign).
“I’ve always wanted to go to Amsterdam,” I said. “Maybe we should do that when you have a break and the FC’s season is over.” Then, realizing what I’d just said, I rushed on: “I mean, we don’t have to, we probably shouldn’t, traveling together is supposed to be super stressful, and we’ve hardly seen each other and it’s a lot of pressure and—”
His laughter stopped me. “You think being on a plane together for eleven hours will be harder than being snowed in together for a week?”
Did he just say “will,” as in, This is a thing that will happen? “I mean, that’s a fair reframe.”
“I think we could handle it. Not right now, because we’re both busy, but let’s put a pin in that.”
We were putting a lot of pins in things lately. And I wasn’t mad about it.
There was some commotion on his side, and I could hear Vix saying, “If that’s Des, tell him to go to bed, it’s one in the morning! We’ll see him when we get back!”
“Mother Hen wants you to go to bed,” Orion duly reported, then laughed and said, this time to Vix, “You’re gonna have to be faster than that to catch me, ma’am—ow!”
“Don’t call her ‘ma’am’!” I shouted into the phone, just as she was saying, “Don’t you ever call me ‘ma’am,’ kiddo.”
He laughed again. “Okay, okay, I get it. Talk to you tomorrow, Des.”
“You too.”
We hung up. And I lay there, smiling like a lovestruck fool.
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Our cover story came out in October, with timing that was almost certainly intentional, just before Orion was set to close out the season at the Conquistos FC stadium. I didn’t know who had pulled strings, but between Vix and Marlo, I didn’t think there were many strings in the world of pro soccer publicity that could not be pulled.
“Maximum impact” was what Marlo was calling it. “This story will have a maximum impact effect on both the FC and Vix’s campaign, just watch. I’ve got a gay cheer squad coming in for the after-party, we’re giving away those newfangled Pride flags because you young people can’t leave well enough alone, and I’ve called in every favor I’m owed from other clubs to get as many players and coaches here as I can.”
“So we’re having, like, a gay football party?”
She beamed. “We sure are. And I made my close personal friends over at Sports Now promise to send me extras of the issue, so I can give away those as well.”
I cringed. “How about we not do that? I mean, Orion looks great on the cover, but also maybe we don’t hand out a thing where I talk for five thousand words about a boy I like?”
There was no dissuading her. “Sweet child, I’ve been dreaming of making certain assholes in this league eat shit for decades. I can’t wait.”
I could wait. Forever, if possible. Now that Orion and I were . . . together, in a not-actually-in-one-place kind of fashion, I found I no longer needed the cover story. And I for sure didn’t need everyone to know my business.
But this was happening. And he did look really good on the cover.
I’d wanted the title to be “A Brief Account of Being Snowed In with a Soccer Star during an Unseasonable Storm in April of the Year 2025” in the manner of those old adventurer books from the 1800s, but I was vetoed by literally everyone. Sammy actually wrinkled her nose and said, “No one’s gonna want to read that, though?”
Which hadn’t been the point, though now that she mentioned it, it certainly seemed like a perk.
But I was totally overruled, so it ended up being called “Orbiting Orion: Snowed In with Soccer’s Most Controversial Star,” and I tried to fight the “controversial” tag, but Orion told me more readers would be better for the campaign. Which was true. And as a title it did technically have better SEO, even if it didn’t double as an inside joke between me and the dudebros exploring the untamed wilderness two hundred years ago.
And then all the decisions were made, the kerning set, the photos captioned, and Orion and I were, in different ways, on the cover of Sports Now.
We were also, in different ways, closing out the soccer season at the Cutting Edge Pharmaceuticals Stadium in Conquistos, California, home of the Conquistos FC. But Orion’s schedule leading up to Marlo’s big gay soccer party was low-key batshit. Or maybe high-key batshit. Can something be high key? Actually, I’ve never been that sure what “low key” was in relation to as a phrase. Music? Metaphor?
Whatever, I didn’t have time to google it, because I was driving toward Orion. Again.
He’d done a whole West Coast tour, beginning in San Diego, hitting LA, flying to Seattle, then Portland, then San Francisco, and finally Conquistos. And he was doing all this in five days. Literally. Like. How? I technically knew the details. (Somehow they’d crammed Seattle and Portland into the same day, even though there was a flight in between them, and yeah, it’d be short, but there was still security and waiting at the gate and everything?) By the time he landed in San Francisco the morning before the big gay soccer party, he sounded like a zombie.
“I’ll just be happy to have a few days off after this,” he’d said in my ear, his voice this low monotone I hadn’t heard before. “And glad to see you, obviously.” I thought I could hear a slight smile in his voice at that.
“Tomorrow,” I said wistfully as I donned my overalls for work. “Though I can’t believe I have to share you with literally the whole world until late at night. That’s hardly fair.”
“Haven’t you been sharing me with the world for weeks?” he teased.
“Not in person. I think Vix would say she’s been sort of allowing me to have brief moments of access with her soccer star.”
He laughed. “I’ll have to remember to tell her that. If my brain still works by the time I get there. I’m so tired, and I thought I knew what tired felt like, but this is way beyond driving myself physically until I drop. I had no idea how many levels of exhaustion were possible without even getting in a good workout.”
Not that I was worried about him in a weird way, but also, it was odd to hear Orion sound so low energy. “Come on now, I know you’ve been working out in those posh hotels,” I said experimentally.
“A few of them, yeah.” He yawned in my ear. “Sorry.”
“So what’s with tonight?” I asked, popping open my computer and hitting Google Maps.
He told me about the two schools he was visiting for assemblies, and how they’d end the day with a community soccer pitch in a town I’d only heard of to drive through called Los Something-or-Other. Which, Google informed me, was just shy of three hours north of Conquistos.
“What time is that?” I asked, innocently, or actually not that innocently, but he was too tired to work out that I was up to something.
He yawned again. “Seven? Seven thirty, I think. We have to be there at seven, but it doesn’t start until seven thirty. Hey, I should go. I want to make sure I know where we are and some stats about this high school before we get there.”
“Totally makes sense. Have fun today, yeah? Enjoy the kids.”
This time he was definitely smiling. “It’s so weird, because I’ll feel half-dead, but then we roll up and start talking to these excited ten-year-olds, or the slightly older tween crowd who you have to win over a little, or the high schoolers who really desperately want to get excited about things, and I don’t know, suddenly I forget how tired I am completely. Like, Des, I really will enjoy talking to all of them today. Feels so weird to say that. It’s more fun than some games I played when I was taking it way too seriously.”
“That is fantastic,” I said with feeling. “It’s wonderful. Have fun, and I can’t wait to see you.”
“Same to you.”
We hung up without any lovey-dovey stuff, and that felt right, but I also sensed that in the near-ish future it might be possible to say the l-word casually to him, and that was a little bit scary and a lot exhilarating.
Then I went to work and asked Guy if I could leave a little early because I was driving to this Los-Wherever place I’d programmed into my phone map. I was technically off at five, but if I left at four thirty for a three-hour drive, I’d get there right on time.
Yeah, shout if you see my mistake. History repeats, right?
Traffic was a nightmare. It took me an hour to make the twenty-minutes-according-to-Google-Maps drive from the stadium to the Starbucks on the highway. Awesome. I almost turned around, because while I did want to see Orion, and I did kind of want to surprise him, I also didn’t want to be a creeper showing up at midnight at his hotel room because I still hadn’t learned how traffic worked.
But. I persevered. That’s me: king perseverer of dire drive-time odds. Give me Google Maps, an appropriate number of Starbucks stops, and the promise of seeing my hottie BF at the end of it, and I will persevere like whoa.
After I hit 101 North, things went more smoothly. Sure, I was late, and yes, I still stopped for Starbucks (which was not factored into my original ETA), but . . . it’s the thought that counts? Maybe?
I finally rolled into the dusty parking lot (which was clearly just a field in disguise) an hour after the event had started. Judging by all the cars, at least it hadn’t ended yet. I’d already decided that if I got there and the place was empty, I’d turn around and go home instead of being a weirdo showing up at my super-exhausted boyfriend’s hotel room. But if he was still here, fair game.
He was still here. Evidently.
It wasn’t the same as trying to find the cabin back in April and fearing that he’d hate me, but my heart was still pounding as I navigated the folks at the gate (“Donations welcome!”) and okay, it was a beautiful small-town soccer field, no doubt made possible by some volunteer grant writer—probably a parent who’d watched too many Saturday-morning games in the mud—who’d nailed down money for a recent revamp: massive floodlights, brand-new bleachers, and a decent-quality fake-grass situation that I suspected would pay for itself after a year of not having to water it.
And Orion, out on the field, dribbling among a bunch of kids in street clothes, half of whom had yellow mesh tops over their shirts, the other half of whom were in blue. And he was grinning, oh god, he looked so happy, so extraordinary out there in sneakers, passing a ball to a kid who couldn’t have been older than thirteen.
I realized I was standing in the way of people trying to get down from their seats in the upper section, apologized, blushed, and started picking my way to a clear spot on the benches. But I was having trouble concentrating because my brain only wanted to look at Orion, I kept saying Sorry, sorry, and then looking over, then saying sorry again as I trampled someone else’s purse or coat or whatever.
Then—then—Orion looked up. And I wanted to shrink, because I hadn’t told him I was coming (Why did I do that) and I was making a mess of the very simple act of finding a seat (Why was I like this), except his eyes landed on mine and I froze, smiling, no, beaming down at him, because I couldn’t make myself stop, and Orion’s entire face lit like a firecracker and glowed at me.
I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t move. He grinned, then covered his mouth with his hand as if muzzling himself, and converted it into a kiss he blew . . . right at me.
That thing the German team did to protest being unable to even wear a wristband to support equality, that mimed gag, which became in this moment a kiss. Because Orion did not have to muzzle himself anymore, not now, not here, not ever again.
I blew a kiss back to him, and the kids on the field hooted and whistled, not like we were yucky gays who should be mocked, but like we were grown-ups doing something that should have embarrassed us, but didn’t.
And then a kid passed him the ball, he missed it because he was being a moony adult, and the game started again. I did at long last sink onto a bench, feeling like everyone there was staring at me, and actually, some of them were.
“Are you the boyfriend?” a soccer-mom-type white lady asked me.
Was I supposed to pretend I wasn’t? “Um.”
“Obviously he’s the boyfriend, Mom, ohmygod,” the teenage boy beside her said.
“Well, I didn’t want to assume,” the mom told him.
“How could you not-know? Did you see that? It was so Taylor-and-Travis.”
“Are Taylor and Travis friends of yours?” she asked.
The boy shot me the most incredible Can you believe I have to put up with this level of cultural ignorance on a daily basis? look. “Uh, no? Taylor Swift and Travis Kelce? They’re like famous.”
She shook her head. “I think I’ve heard of Taylor Swift. She’s some kind of singer, right?”
He crumpled forward with his head in his hands and moaned.
The mom grinned at me, and I realized she knew exactly who Taylor and Travis were; she was just messing with her kid. I grinned back. “Some kind of singer, yeah,” I agreed in my most boring-adult voice.
The boy whimpered into his hands like it was physically painful to sit next to such dunderheads.
We chatted a bit, and the mom confided that she thought her son, whose name was Patton, secretly wanted to be out on the field, but he was too anxious. Patton, for his part, rolled his eyes a lot, but when he wasn’t performing sullen teenagerhood with dedication, he was watching the game in progress.
Orion only looked up a couple of times, but each time he did, he searched the bleachers until he found me. And I may have waved like a lovestruck jackass. Or something. Whatever.
It was kind of nice to be in a regular space, where donations were welcome, and little kids who couldn’t sit still in the bleachers were off to the side playing with soccer balls that were way too big for them. People were chatting about normal everyday things, catching up, not super in awe of Orion, just pleased their kids were having a good time. The event ended right around nine, and I dragged young Patton over to where Orion was chatting with people. (He didn’t resist that much. And his mom, to my surprise, waited back over by the gates instead of following.)
“Hey, Des,” Orion said, when we finally got into conversational-speaking distance.
“Hey. This is my new pal Patton. Patton, this is Orion Broderick.” And ha, he wasn’t the eye-rolling teen anymore.
“Ihaveaposterofyouonmywall,” the kid said so quickly that my brain had to pause in order to understand it.
Orion smiled. “That’s so cool, thank you. Want me to send you a signed one from the tour?”
Wee precocious Patton’s eyes about bulged out of his head. “A signed poster? Like signed by you? Ohmygod.”
“Yeah, signed by me. Unless there was someone else you wanted to sign it?”
Patton glanced in my direction, then away. “That would be amazing. I mean. Like.” He gulped. “Just, I’m really glad you’re out and stuff. I didn’t care when I was a little kid, I didn’t really understand any of it, but now? Now it matters, you know?”
“I know.” Orion tilted his head forward. “Do you want a copy of Sports Now too? I bet I can get Des to sign it for you. Did you read the article?”
“Seriously? I’d love that! It was so good!”
“Right?” Orion gestured to someone, presumably a minion, and had them take down Patton’s name and address. “I need to keep talking to folks, but thanks for coming tonight. Des, will you get a picture?”
So I took a picture of Orion with his arm around this lanky, awkward teenager, who no longer looked like a kid who’d ever made fun of his mom for not knowing who Taylor Swift was. Now he looked like a little boy who’d just met his hero.
Orion pulled me in for a hug and whispered, “Just need to talk to a few more people.”
“Take your time,” I whispered back, and I walked Patton over to his mom, whose eyes were watery.
“Mom, I met Orion Broderick! He said he’d send me a signed poster for my wall! And a copy of the magazine, can you believe it?” He swung back to me. “Will you send me that picture? Mom, he took a picture with me! Orion did!”
“I saw, honey,” she said, blinking rapidly. She grabbed my hand, shaking it, then holding it. “Thank you so much.”
“Of course, sure, yeah, of course.” Now I was the awkward one, but it felt like a good kind of awkward. I’d just wanted to jolt Patton out of his teenage angst for a second, but it had been more than that.
I sent them both the picture, which was adorable and I was pretty sure would end up framed beside the poster on Patton’s wall, and said goodbye as the kid led his mom toward the parking lot, reiterating every single second that had passed between him and Orion.
God, you couldn’t pay me to go back to that age, at the mercy of all those desires and fears and the world at large. But at least this particular kid had a mom who clearly cared massively for him, and he’d gotten to meet a hero who didn’t let him down. That was huge.
And weirdly, I’d somehow been a part of it.



Chapter Thirty-Four
I ended up eating dinner with Orion and “the team”—which in this case meant the crew of folks Vix had put together for the tour, who were all nearly as tired as he was. The group of us camped out in the hotel dining room until it closed, at which point the manager, who was a massive soccer fan, told us that we could stay as long as we didn’t cause any damage.
She was so starry eyed talking to Orion that I halfway thought she was going to ask if she could hang out, but she was clearly A Professional, so she excused herself, sent in a server to ask if we wanted drinks, and resisted the urge to moon over Orion from a distance. I appreciated the effort, since I was having a hard time not mooning over him from the seat next to him.
I didn’t stay the night. What I did do, speaking of exceptional feats of self-control, was walk my boyfriend to his room, kiss him good night, and then get in my car and drive home. This time I googled the morning drive time, and with traffic (look at me learning!), I would have needed to leave the hotel at 4:00 a.m. to get to work on time. I reasoned that leaving Orion exhausted and zombielike at night would be way easier than leaving Orion warm and cuddly in the morning.
Also, I don’t know, maybe I was still kind of nervous? What if we couldn’t sleep together? Sex I had no concerns about, but sleeping, the fine art of being able to rest with another person in a bed . . . we’d done it at the cabin, but that had been a world without cell phones and work schedules and all the other logistical details of daily life.
That had been in a bubble, and now we were . . . not in a bubble.
But I felt virtuous as hell as I was getting back in my car to drive home. He told me he’d call me after he got out of his shower, but I marathoned a true crime podcast and was totally not surprised when he didn’t call. I wasn’t even convinced he’d made it to the shower, to be honest.
The strangest part was that I wasn’t disappointed either. The idea, the visual, of Orion curled up asleep, knowing he could sleep in for the first time in days because they didn’t have to leave the hotel until noon . . . something about that made me feel so warm and fuzzy inside. It was really ridic. I may or may not have literally had the thought Sleep well, my prince before shaking my head and turning up my audio tale of gruesome murder.
What kind of nerdy asshole has that thought? Where did it even come from? Why wasn’t I way more embarrassed by it? Would young Patton be embarrassed by it? Or would he consider it romantic? Sammy would consider it romantic for sure. In fact, I bet Sammy had said the words Sleep well, my prince out loud and not been embarrassed at all. I’d have to ask her.
Anyway, the drive home—which I made speeding at just shy of two and a half hours—went quickly. For once.
And then it was The Day. The culmination of Vix’s campaign (or at least phase one of it; she had big plans for this brand relationship). Marlo’s big gay soccer party, where she would at last be able to deck the stadium in rainbows and queers. The last day of Orion’s madcap tour schedule for the year.
For me? Just another workday. It wasn’t even technically my Friday, though since it was the last game of the year, it felt celebratory on the work side as well. Sammy, bless her, skated my coffee to the curb after I texted her that I was running too late to stop by. She kissed my cheek, told me it was on the house, and made me promise for the hundredth time that I would for sure bring Orion by before he left for “the mountains.”
“Have fun today, hon!” she called, waving as I drove away.
Everything was rainbow striped at the stadium, from the area-marker poles in the lot (which were still being wrapped as I parked) to the rails at the bottom of each section of stands. CFC’s usual orange and blue now swapped out for a dazzling kaleidoscope of colors. A more cynical version of myself would have rolled my eyes like a sullen teen, but this version of me? Could not stop smiling.
Even if a huge percentage of this event was a big Fuck you to whoever Marlo was fighting in her head, it still made me happy. Made a lot of the staff happy. Rainbow headbands and wristbands and bracelets and hats, most of which had the gay rainbow with brown and black and pink, because Marlo was not fucking around when it came to inclusivity. She might bitch about it, but she loved it, and this was the glorious rainbow-bedecked love child of two divorced middle-aged lesbians. It was the sweet sixteen they’d never had, and damn, it was chaos and beauty in Technicolor.
And Orion was here. So here. Here, on the premises, somewhere close-ish to where I was, though I was in my overalls, monitoring my section of the stands for trash and spills, while he was up in the commentator box in a swoon-worthy suit, being incredibly witty about soccer. Every time people laughed at something he said, I felt the weirdest sensation of pride, actual pride, as if I had anything to do with Orion’s clever banter.
I spent so much of the game smiling to myself that my literal facial muscles were sore. Who does that?
My coworkers were loving every second of this party. The locker room was covered in empty or near-empty body paint tubes. Not on the face, we’d been told, but anyone who wanted to decorate other skin or uniforms with washable paint was free to do so. Guy was wearing a rainbow wig and had a black-gray-white-purple flag fastened to his overalls. “My youngest is ace, which I don’t understand except she doesn’t want to get naked with anyone, so I’m cool with that.” He spun around to show off his asexuality flag. “What do you think?”
“Very nice,” I told him.
It was a party, just like Marlo wanted it to be.
Vix was there, of course, because her best boy had a near-starring role. I liked that she and Orion got along so well, more like mother and son than even she and I were, constantly nagging each other. She’d shown up in the morning (having taken an early flight from LA instead of driving), and I’d been dispatched by Marlo to pick her up. Yet I hadn’t seen the two of them together, and Vix told me Marlo would likely avoid her for the entire day.
“Didn’t you guys used to, you know, live together?”
“And you see how well that worked out,” she shot back.
I hadn’t seen Marlo at all, and MBS only once, as she was running around on some other errand. She looked stressed AF while also looking like she wouldn’t want to be anywhere else, like she was in the grips of some kind of berserker high and couldn’t see past the present moment.
Not me. I could see past the present moment. I was enjoying it, sure, but also later I would get to have Orion all to myself, a thing I couldn’t help but look forward to like whoa.
We lost the game, of course, though despite that it was still a good time. I wouldn’t say the team was resigned to losing, but they definitely weren’t shocked by the outcome. Something about the festive nature of the day must have rubbed off on everyone, because at the end of the game the players Marlo had recruited from other teams rushed the field, and, to pretty much everyone’s astonishment, hugs and back-pats and wolf whistles were exchanged all around. (Except for Bram Hunter, who stood off to the side looking irritated, which was basically his brand anyway.)
I was standing with Guy and some other folks from janitorial down close enough to the field to get good footage I could post on the stadium’s various accounts later, though in all honesty I was paying less attention to my phone recording than I was to the general atmosphere. Even the players had gotten in on the Pride-in-October vibe, wearing the special campaign merch or bedecking themselves in flags. Jesse Diaz, to whom I’d delivered a package addressed to James Bond, had wrapped a flag around his waist almost like it was a skirt. The whole thing was giving me feelings, is what I’m saying.
And then something else happened.
I didn’t see who started it or where, but it caught on incredibly quickly. One second it was only a few scattered voices, then suddenly it was a roar.
“Oh-ri-on!”
More of the crowd picked it up.
“Oh-ri-on!”
The players on the field were chanting it and pumping their fists in the direction of the commentator box.
“Oh-ri-on!”
My coworkers and I joined in. Even grumpy Bram Hunter, still standing with his arms crossed, was actually smiling. Or maybe that was a grimace? But it looked like it wanted to be a smile.
The regular announcer’s voice came over the speakers. “It sounds like they’re welcoming you home.”
“I . . .” Orion’s voice was faint. “I . . .”
“Why don’t you go join your friends on the field, son,” the announcer suggested.
The stadium went bananas.
And so it happened that Orion Broderick, former soccer star, took to his home pitch in Conquistos, surrounded by rainbows, hailed like a superhero by his old teammates and rivals.
I definitely was not, under any circumstance, crying. And for sure when I looked over at Guy, who threw his arm around my shoulders, he wasn’t crying either.
“I never thought I’d live to see anything like this,” he shouted. “Not after the last few years. Maybe my kids aren’t doomed to a world even more screwed up than the one I grew up in!”
On the field, Jesse Diaz was spinning Orion around so his flag skirt flew out, and Orion, the sap, was definitely in tears.



Chapter Thirty-Five
We finally caught up with each other a few hours later. The plan had been for me to head over to his hotel—which the campaign was paying for—but someone had told someone had leaked it to someone, and he’d been mobbed by media people and fans when he’d tried to return there after the game. So instead he’d come back around to the stadium, where at least he knew the side entrances, and holed up in Marlo’s office until I was off work.
So instead of a car service and a nice hotel, he rode in my little Toyota with two hundred thousand miles on it back to a very tiny in-law unit where the only place to sit was the bed.
Not that I objected to having him on my bed.
We both took showers (separately, for reasons of efficiency and not breaking the tiny shower enclosure). I lent him a pair of fuzzy pajama pants with soccer balls on them. “Vix sent these when I got the job at the stadium,” I explained.
“Very soft,” he said with approval.
It felt slightly awkward. As much as we’d talked on the phone nearly every day for two months, and as casual as everything had seemed last night in a deserted hotel dining room with a group of other people, we hadn’t spent much time in the same space since the cabin. And we still had extremely limited experience on beds.
“I have a proposal,” Orion announced.
I went still, and my eyes must have gone all kid caught skipping school by evil headmaster, because he laughed.
“Not that kind of proposal, Des, calm down.”
I pretended to faint, falling onto the bed. “God, I thought you’d lost your mind for a second.”
He nudged me over and arranged the pillows more to his liking. “If I was going to propose, it would be an event. I could probably get Vix to plan it for me.”
“That’s my nightmare.”
“You say that like it’s an argument against doing it.”
“Only if you’re, you know, not a monster.”
He lay back and grinned at me. “A monster? Moi?”
“You’re the worst.” I couldn’t decide if it’d be weird if I initiated cuddling. Was it too soon for cuddling? That felt like something we had to earn somehow. You could bang on a first date, but cuddling was intermediate-level intimacy. “What’s your dumb proposal?”
“I propose . . .” He drew it out, just to mess with me. “. . . that we have sex in the morning. To be clear: I am pro-sex. I don’t want to give off any impression that I am not firmly in favor of us having sex again. Soon. In a matter of hours. But right now I would love to literally sleep with you.” He faltered slightly, just enough for me to realize he wasn’t entirely confident. “If that’s okay.”
I abandoned all modesty and burrowed in beside him. “Fuck, that’s the greatest proposal anyone’s ever made. I’m so fucking tired, and drained, and also so happy you’re here.”
“Me too.”
We kissed. Not a lot. But more than once. I turned off the light (by merit of reaching over his head and flicking the switch, because there was basically nowhere in my place from which you couldn’t easily reach the light switch), and we got more settled under the duvet.
“I brought you a gift,” he said into the darkness.
I had my head on his chest so I could hear his heart beating, a position I hadn’t been brave enough to try back at the cabin. “Did you? You should have told me. I didn’t know we were doing gifts.”
“Not officially. And it’s back at the hotel. But I brought you one of my quilts.”
I sat up. “You what? But. You. They . . .”
His teeth were white in the dark. “Yeah, but I want you to have it. When I’m on the road, I want to know at least one of us is safe and asleep under the quilts. Plus, they’d still be in a plastic bag in the closet if you hadn’t forced me to start using them.”
A marriage proposal would have been weird. But giving me one of his precious quilts took my breath away.
He pulled me to him and I kissed him, then pressed my cheek against his. “I’m, uhh, touched. That sounds weak. I . . . I’m . . . What’s that v-word that means you don’t really have words for the emotion you’re feeling?”
“Verklempt?” he hazarded.
I sighed in absolute fulfillment. “Yes. That. That is what I am.”
The world became more about kissing than speaking, more about touching than thinking. In this warm, dark world, with Orion beside me, I felt like the man I’d always meant to be. A man who fucked up, sometimes spectacularly, but who also deserved the space to change. The ability to try again.
I leaned up on one arm. “Brace yourself for a significant moment.”
“I am totally braced.” He sounded amused and sleepy and sincere.
Right. This was the moment. I took a deep breath. I could do this. I’d be fine. All I had to do was open my mouth and say—
“I love you.” The words came quick, like he was wedging them into my tiny hesitation.
I shoved his chest. “Hey! I was gonna say that!”
“But I got there first,” he said smugly.
“Rude! I was going to say it with, like, meaning and stuff!”
“I said it with meaning!”
“You said it like we were in a contest and you won.”
“And how were you gonna say it?”
“Like I care about you and want to be with you and love the way you look at me, like you think I’m amazing even though half the time I’m a mess! Not like I was just trying to win!”
He pushed himself up to kiss me. “I think you’re amazing, Des Cleary.”
“I think you’re—” I faltered on an insult. I genuinely couldn’t come up with one. “Shut your stupid perfect teeth.” Then I kissed him, pushing him back down so I could resume my position lying against his chest. “I love you too.”
His hand traced lines on my shoulder. “We can pretend you said it first.”
I couldn’t help it. I laughed.
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