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Summary: 
Kaner’s voice wavers, losing composure. “It’s a platelet disorder.”
Johnny frowns. “Like… the shit that clots your blood?”
“Right,” Kaner says. “I don’t have any.”









squeezing blood from a stone

Author’s Note:
Betaed by the amazing silver_spotted, I couldn’t have done it without her. 

I started this before the lockout, so when the lockout happened, it kind of fucked up my timeline. Thus, this is AU of the 2011-12 season, before the Madison meltdown, Johnny’s concussion, and whatever other shenanigans these boys got up to in the last year. The games mentioned are real/accurate, but with players adjusted for plot reasons.

There are extremely vague Game of Thrones spoilers, but not really. You’ll know what I mean when you get there. It won’t ruin any episodes for you if you haven’t seen them yet.

I’m a student, not a doctor (dammit, Jim!) and there’s a chance I could be wrong about some of the medical information I present. It should be fairly accurate, because I did my research, but here’s a warning all the same.





Watching the Bruins take down the Canucks in seven games is one of the more satisfying parts of Johnny’s summer, truth be told. He has no great love for the Bruins in and of themselves, but Jesus Christ, does he hate the fucking Canucks. Losing Game 7 in Rogers in overtime had been one of the shittiest feelings of his life.

He never dealt with defeat well, not as a child and not now, and everyone on the team knows to let him stew after tough losses. Everyone except Kaner, that is, who knows him better than anyone and still chose to badger him relentlessly after Game 7, picking dumb fights and prodding at him until Johnny had snapped and punched him, pow, right in the jaw. Patrick looked viciously triumphant at that, getting all up in Johnny’s face with curses spewing from his lips.

That’s when all their teammates had left, fed up with their bullshit. And that’s when Patrick had kissed him, more teeth than usual, dragging him down by his tie so he had to crane his neck awkwardly, shoulders stooped. It was exactly what he needed.

They had quick, dirty sex in the bathroom in the hotel lobby, too impatient and angry and self-destructive to make it up the stairs to their room. Then again in the shower, and again after that, until they were so exhausted and sore that sleep came easy, even in that fucking city that still echoed with triumph and cheers.

A week after that, Johnny was back in Winnipeg, bumming around all day doing chores and pick-up hockey with his brother. As far as he knew, Patrick went home to Buffalo, hopefully to relax and work out and not make a damn spectacle of himself.

It feels like he’s barely gotten settled at home before the call comes and everything goes to shit. The beginning of an end, not that Johnny knows it at the time. And it all starts with six simple words.

“Can you come back to Chicago?”

 

 

Johnny turns off the faucet to hear better, flapping his hand at David to indicate he will be right back to finish washing the dishes.

“Back to Chicago? Wait, what are you doing in Chicago? I thought you were in Buffalo.”

“Things changed,” Patrick says. “Are you coming back or not?”

He opens his mouth to ask why, exactly, he should be coming back to Chicago. Then he stops. Without the rushing water muffling his hearing, Johnny realizes that Kaner’s voice is wrecked, like someone has cracked him open and spilled out the pieces inside. He sounds like he hasn’t slept in days.

Something is wrong. Something is seriously wrong with Kaner, and the overpowering need to be with him is magnetic, drawing Johnny to his bedroom to start stuffing clothes in a duffel bag before he even knows he’s moving. “I’m on my way, okay?” he says. “I’ll fix it, whatever you fucked up.”

Kaner gives a hoarse laugh. “Right,” he says. “Text me when you get to O’Hare.” And he hangs up.

Every part of that conversation bothers Johnny – the lack of mockery; Patrick’s tone; the brisk sign-off when usually Patrick lingers, making dumb excuses to stay on the line when Johnny knows he just likes hearing Johnny’s voice when they’re far away.

He’ll fix it, he tells himself, unwilling to believe anything different.

 

 

By the time Johnny and his bags are out of O’Hare, Kaner’s pulled up the curb in his ridiculous Hummer, drumming his fingers on the steering wheel.

Johnny tosses his bags in the back and climbs into the front seat. “Hey,” he says, scrutinizing Kaner carefully.

“Hey,” Kaner says. Other than the fatigued look in his eyes, he seems fine.

“So… Are they talking about trading you again?” Johnny asks, not having the patience to work around to the question. On the plane, he decided that was the only explanation for Kaner’s weird behavior, and the thought plagued him through the entire flight, making him fidget in his seat.

“Nah, no trades,” Kaner says with a flash of a tired smile.

Back at square one. “Gonna tell me what’s up?” he prompts, when it’s obvious that Kaner’s not going to explain.

“Eventually,” Kaner answers, merging onto the highway. As always, he drives a little too close to the person in front of him, enough to make Johnny brace his foot on the floor and push hard against it, like an ersatz, defective brake. It makes him feel better. He used to slap his hands flat on the dashboard when Kaner took turns too recklessly, but it made Kaner all huffy and defensive, so now he tries to do it where Kaner can’t see. He’s pretty sure this is how he’s gonna die, with Kaner flipping the car and him bracing his feet against the floor the whole while.

If Kaner doesn’t want to talk, Johnny can’t force him to just by nagging. “Want to work it off on the ice?” Thirty minutes on the ice and Kaner’ll be spilling his guts, as he knows from experience.

For a moment, Kaner looks tempted. Then his face twists, though Johnny couldn’t guess why. “I can’t, not this time. But, uh, wanna Brawl?”

Johnny scrutinizes his face for a long moment, trying to figure out whatever Kaner is hiding from him, but Kaner just blinks at him with guileless blue eyes and eventually he nods his agreement. “Yeah, ok.”

 

 

Beating the hell out of Kaner’s Donkey Kong avatar in Super Smash Brothers Brawl doesn’t have the same appeal as it normally does. Normally quick with chirps and triumphant booty dances on the occasions of his rare wins, Kaner is silent, fingers working manically over the buttons on his controller. He stares intently at the screen, mashing the A-button with such ferocity that Johnny vaguely imagines he can feel the physical brunt of the blows as his Zelda avatar is pounded by those huge fists.

He’d picked Zelda for that express purpose, after all, because Kaner never passes up an opportunity to mock Johnny for his ‘intimate connection with a pretty princess,’ but this time Kaner had only mustered a halfhearted smirk and immediately gone for Donkey Kong, which is his go-to when he doesn’t have the patience for any sort of finesse.

Finally, Kaner clears his throat.

Johnny’s fingers slip, distracted for one crucial second, and Kaner lands a charged-up punch on Zelda that costs Johnny his second life. He cusses. Kaner’s such a fucking douche.

“I have these bruises,” Kaner says, feigning nonchalance.

“Yeah?” Johnny says, flicking him a sidelong glance before turning his attention back to the screen.

“Yeah.” Kaner says. He falls silent. Kaner was always one for dramatic pauses, but this doesn’t feel like one of those. A quick flash of a look from under his eyelashes tells Johnny that Kaner’s mustering his courage, evident in the uncomfortable roll of his shoulders and the flex of his jaw.

So Johnny doesn’t push.

It takes two more lives for Kaner and one for Johnny before he speaks again. “It’s this thing, ITP.”

“ITP?” Johnny echoes. Zelda rolls away as Donkey Kong approaches, hitting him with electricity so he bounces in the air above her.

“Yeah, Immune Thrombocytopenic Purpura.” Kaner says, scowling, though Johnny can’t tell if it’s directed at the game or what he’s saying. Both, probably.

“Uh huh?” Johnny coaxes.

Kaner’s voice wavers, losing composure. “It’s a platelet disorder.”

Johnny frowns. “Like… the shit that clots your blood?”

“Right,” Kaner says. “I don’t have any.”

Johnny feels his brain is wading through molasses. He consciously knows that Patrick’s saying something important, but the full impact hasn’t sunk in yet. Maybe because he doesn’t really understand what it means.

“So…”

“For like a week now, I’ve been getting these big bruises, in places I don’t remember getting hit. Plus I bleed longer when I get cut.” Kaner says, frowning hard. He button-mashes frantically, pounding on Johnny’s character, who stands unmoving as Johnny’s fingers slacken on his controller.

He doesn’t say anything.

“And,” Patrick continues with obvious reluctance, “if I get a head injury, I’ll probably die.”

And – impact. Johnny’s entire body goes out of sync, head to foot, like he’s weightless, the nerves in his fingers and toes on the fritz. “No,” he says. The controller slips from his numb fingers.

“Dr. Harper says I can’t play hockey anymore,” Patrick says with a grim nod. On the screen, Donkey Kong is smashing his impossibly large fists into the ground over and over again, making the whole platform quake, Zelda twitching on the ground like she’s been electrocuted.

Johnny can relate, his head buzzing like he’s touched an electric fence. “Fuck. You’re shitting me.” He looks at Kaner, hoping without any conviction that this is all some sick prank and Kaner’s about to bust up laughing at his dumb expression.

But Kaner still won’t look away from the screen.

“Fuck!” Johnny says, louder, slamming his fist into the ground in a live-action parallel of the creature onscreen. He leaves it there, though, bicep shaking with strain. “There has to be a way.”

Patrick shakes his head, finally pausing the game. He stares down at his hands. “There isn’t,” he says softly.

Johnny shakes his head back. “We’ll figure out a fucking way. Shit!” He rubs his temples, disbelieving.

Patrick laughs. The sound is a sick ghost of its normal mirth. “You’re working through the stages of grief pretty fast there, dude. Already hit denial, anger, bargaining and depression.” Now all that’s left is acceptance, he doesn’t say, but Johnny hears it all the same.

But he’s not ready to accept.

 

 

They go back to playing Brawl, but both their minds are elsewhere and it’s evident in their lackluster fighting. Kaner only calls Johnny an “overly competitive fuck” once, and Johnny accidentally walks off the edge of the platform and dies so many times that it stops being funny after a while.

Neither of them can be assed to cook a real dinner, so they eat sandwiches over the island, using paper towels instead of plates. Kaner has beer with his meal, and Johnny almost tells him that he should be drinking water instead before remembering it doesn’t matter anymore. The thought makes the food churn in his stomach.

As if reading his mind, Patrick sighs and sets down his sandwich, tearing off the crusts to shred them apart distractedly as he talks. “I went to Dr. Harper yesterday because I had all these weird bruises and I didn’t know where they came from and he sent me with a referral to a walk-in clinic. I got tested, my platelets were at 29,000.”

“Which is… lower than normal.” Johnny guesses.

“Yeah, by about 200,000,” Kaner says, all condescending, as if it’s common knowledge. Johnny would bet the Conn Smythe that Kaner had no idea what numbers platelets came in before yesterday either.

Johnny scowls. “I don’t get it, man. You’ve had your blood tested a hundred times, how have they never caught this before?”

“My platelets were never low before. Apparently ITP just hits you one day, wham, bam, kapow, out of nowhere.” Kaner makes appropriately dramatic hand gestures to accompany his words. “It’s not genetic, not contagious, not transmitted sexually, not from injuries or whatever. They have no fucking clue why it happens.”

“Huh.” Johnny frowns. He knows the world’s not fair, that good people can die, but this seems like the most fundamentally unfair thing of all. A hockey player who can’t get hit. A baseball player could probably play with their platelets in the negatives for how much contact the game has.

“So they were at 29,000?” he prompts.

“They told me to come back today, I did, and they’ve already dropped to 22.” Kaner nods to the sheets of paper lying near Johnny’s right elbow on the countertop; he picks them up and finds that they are blood counts, long strings of numbers that mean nothing to Johnny except for the 22,000, which is highlighted in pink.

“And?” Johnny asks.

Kaner shrugs one shoulder. “That’s when Dr. Harper told me all this shit about head injuries and, and shit, and I have to go back tomorrow. If they’re below 20,000, I need to stay in the hospital for a transfusion, and he thinks they will be.”

“I’ll go with you,” Johnny decides.

“You don’t have to –”

“Kaner.” Johnny says.

Kaner nods once, a jerky bob of the head. “Thanks, man.”

“Of course.”

They don’t talk about it again that night.

 

 

In the morning, Johnny sits in the waiting room of the clinic as Kaner gets his blood drawn, flipping robotically through dumb running magazines. Twenty minutes later, Kaner comes out, looking drawn, strain behind his eyes. “Hospital,” he confirms.

“What’s that?” Johnny asks, nodding to the square of tape on his arm that holds a thin tube pressed against his skin.

Kaner tugs his sweatshirt sleeve down over it, taking care not to snag it on the thin tube. “It’s like, a port, I guess? Since they already stuck the needle in here, they figured I could just keep it in so the hospital wouldn’t have to do another one, I dunno. Can we go?”

Any other time, Johnny would make fun of him for the plaintive whine caught in his throat. “Sure,” he says, grabbing his jacket.

At the hospital, they pull their baseball caps over their eyes and stare ahead, neither wanting to be recognized at a time like this. Fortunately, Kaner is soon ushered through to a private room, which is very… white. He sits on the edge of the bed and yelps as it shifts under him.

“I should have warned you, the beds are sensitive to individual body weight,” the nurse explains. “It should adjust to be comfortable following your movements.”

“Sweet,” Kaner says, bouncing up and down. He looks up and grins at the nurse, somehow looking like a little boy on Christmas crossed with a porn star, all twinkling eyes but with a suggestive curl of the lips. “Oh man, how much do these cost? Can like, normal people buy them or are they reserved for hospitals? Because you know, I have a chronic autoimmune condition that I feel like a magic bed would help.”

Johnny is amused to see the nurse is a little flustered by the attention. He doesn’t blame her; Kaner’s gotten marginally better looking through the years Johnny’s known him, enough that his smile makes him look charming rather than sleazy these days.

“This one is around $9,000, so, um, do with that what you will.” She tucks her hair behind her ear. “Is there anything else I can get for you? Someone will be in soon to take your vital statistics.”

“I’m good with the magic bed, but thanks,” Kaner says, flopping back on the bed and giggling in delight as it shifts with him.

“Thanks for your help,” Johnny says, and she smiles at him before leaving.

“Johnny, Johnny, Tazer,” Kaner waves him over from the bed. “I need this bed. Can you imagine fucking on it? But like, seriously?”

Johnny thinks about it. “I think it’s too slow to keep up with, uh, the motions of sex.” He tries not to falter over the words; Kaner’s like a shark when it comes to mocking Johnny for all things regarding sex and his awkwardness at talking about it. “Do you actually need one?”

“I have a chronic autoimmune condition!” Kaner says, affronted. “I’m stunned at your lack of sensitivity towards my disease.”

“My apologies,” Johnny drawls. “If you’re settled here, your highness, I have errands to run. You need anything before I go?”

Kaner leans towards him a little, Johnny assumes so he can feel the bed adjust. “Tell whoever’s in town I want chocolate. And $9,000 to buy this bed. Start up a fund. The ‘Kaner Needs a Magic Bed, Stat!’ fund.”

Johnny pauses with his hand hovering over his discarded jacket, reminded. “Does that mean you want me to tell the guys?”

“Oh, uh, no,” Kaner says, stilling for the first time since he’s been in the room. “I got it. The chocolate and magic bed fund can wait.”

“Alright. There’s nothing else, then?” Johnny slips on his jacket.

“Just one thing.” Kaner starts messing with the buttons on the side of the bed; the overhead lights flick on and off. “Win another Cup for me. You gotta promise, man.”

Johnny looks sharply at him, but Patrick has on his blank face, which tells Johnny just as much (if not more) as any of his more animated expressions. “Kaner,” he starts, then falters. What’s he going to say? He rubs the back of his neck. “You know I’m only going to be gone for like, four hours, right? That’s kind of a big job you’re laying on me.”

“Does that mean you’re not gonna do it?” Kaner asks – demands, more like.

“Of course I’m gonna do it.” Johnny says. “It’s just going to take me longer than four hours.”

“I can wait.” Kaner says.

“Do you want me to…” Johnny hesitates. “I don’t have to leave right now.”

Kaner waves him off. “It’s cool, I’ll be fine.”

Johnny just looks at him.

“No, seriously. Yeah, it’s rough, but everybody has to retire eventually. Just…” Knowingly or not, Kaner mimics Johnny’s motion from a minute before, rubbing the back of his neck. “I guess I’m doing it sooner than I expected.”

Unsure what his part in this Zen epiphany is, Johnny lets Kaner talk, not wanting to derail him.

It seems to be the right thing to do, because Kaner’s warming up to the subject now, eyes brightening. “I could be the new Orr. He stayed in hockey after retiring young, right? And he won his team the Cup in overtime, too. If he had a playoff mullet, he’d be almost as cool as I am.”

Johnny laughs. It takes some fucking balls to compare yourself to Bobby Orr, and Kaner’s not just comparing, he’s actively claiming to be better. If Kaner said that in front of a Bruins fan, he’d get knuckle-punched in the nuts.

Kaner smiles, a seemingly automatic response to Johnny’s laughter. “I’ll just… work for the Hawks, I don’t have to play for them.” He shrugs one shoulder.

Hearing ‘them’ come out of Patrick’s mouth in reference to the Hawks – Johnny nearly chokes on how much he doesn’t like the sound. The Blackhawks can’t already be a them to Kaner. He won’t allow it.

Johnny’s going to find a way to keep Kaner there with them, with him. He has to.

 

 

After he gets home from the gym, Johnny spends a good two hours on the computer, researching everything about ITP and filling a yellow notepad with his findings. When he’s done, he sits back and reads over it, lips pursed.

It’s… not good.

But it’s not bad either, sort of. Remission rate for adults is low, even though something like 70% of children go into remission after six months. That’s called “acute ITP,” he found, when the patient’s platelet count skyrockets back up after a six-month period of being dangerously low. It’s rare in adults.

Rare, but not unheard-of, he reminds himself. The more common case with adults is “chronic ITP,” where it starts off super low and then gradually creeps up to about 50,000, where it plateaus for the next – however long, it’s unclear. Could be 20 years, could be forever, no one knows. Definitely too dangerous to play any contact sport at 50,000, but not low enough to get that transfusion that Kaner is currently in the hospital for.

But there’s hope. Kaner could come back, if he’s one of the special cases. Johnny clings to that, because he can’t bear to think of any alternative.

 

 

By the time Johnny returns to the hospital, Kaner has attracted quite a crowd of patients and family, mostly young children who seem enthralled by his stories of – actually, Johnny doesn’t want to know what Kaner’s talking about. He wades through the crowd and drops a bar of Godiva dark chocolate on Kaner’s lap. To their audience, he says, “Unfortunately, I just talked to the nurse outside and she says they’re starting Kaner’s transfusion soon, which means they need to give him Benadryl. Believe me, you don’t want to see Kaner all doped up on Benadryl, he won’t shut up about his magic bed.”

“I already haven’t been shutting up about the magic bed,” Kaner says cheerfully, “but unfortunately Captain Serious makes a good point. It was good meeting you all. Good luck on your game Saturday, you’re going to be awesome,” he tells one little boy, whose previously white t-shirt has Kaner’s scrawled signature spanning from shoulder blade to shoulder blade.

Judging by the dawdling and shuffling feet, It appears that people do, in fact, want to see Kaner all doped up on Benadryl, but Johnny just eyes them coolly until they leave. He looks out after the little boy. “Hockey?” he asks.

“Baseball,” Kaner replies. “Chocolate!” He rips open the package and pops a square into his mouth, nearly moaning in bliss.

Johnny tries not to look too longingly at it, but it doesn’t work, and Kaner gives him a square while pointedly looking the other way, like if they don’t acknowledge it Johnny’s not breaking his diet.

“So were you lying about the Benadryl thing?” Kaner asks.

“No, that was true,” Johnny sits at the edge of the bed. He doesn’t want to admit it, but Kaner’s right, it’s totally cool to feel the bed adjust to his weight underneath him.

Kaner groans. “Promise not to judge me for whatever I say while I’m all high and shit?”

“I make no promises whatsoever,” Johnny says promptly.

“Great.” Kaner screws up his face. “Awesome.”

Later, Johnny does mock him relentlessly for the half-hour he spends slurring his love of werewolves and all varieties of man-beast creatures, due in part but not entirety to the Twilight book series. Specifically, there was the following sequence: I would be a manshark. A sharkman. Sharkboy! Oh man did you see that movie? That movie was sick as balls. Holy shit Johnny Taylor Lautner was Sharkboy! And also he was Jacob the werewolf! Do you think Taylor Lautner actually is like an animal-dude? What do you think, Tazer? Wait why are you laughing?

But how he spends the rest of the time waxing rhapsodic on the stupid way Johnny laughs when he’s just with friends, not in front of a camera? Johnny’ll take that to his grave.

 

 

A day later, Kaner’s out of the hospital, and Johnny decides it’s a perfect time to launch his campaign. “So I’ve been reading up on this ITP thing,” he starts, after they’ve been playing Call of Duty long enough for Kaner to let his guard down.

Kaner looks at him warily. “Yeah?”

“You just got the IVIg transfusion, right?”

“Right.”

Johnny sees in the corner of his eye that Kaner’s watching him, but ignores it. “So what are your platelets right now?”

“I dunno, 110,000?”

Not as high as Johnny wanted, but not as low as he feared. He can deal with 110,000. “So could you play hockey with 110,000?”

Kaner pauses the game. “Maybe? I’d have to ask my doctor. Why?”

“Then what happens?” Johnny presses.

“I dunno, they’ll start going back down pretty soon, I think. If they get below 20,000, I’ll get another treatment.”

Excitement builds in Johnny’s chest. “Don’t let it get that low. Keep getting transfusions. Every time they get lower than 100,000, get another transfusion. That way you could keep playing.”

Kaner screws up his face, thinking. “Tazer…”

“What?” Johnny says, impatient.

Kaner sighs. “For one thing, my insurance won’t cover it if it’s not an emergency.”

Johnny shoots him a flat look. “You make how much money? You don’t need insurance.”

“Made,” Kaner corrects. “And you have no idea how much IVIg costs, it’s insane. I can’t afford to think like that anymore. Mom says I need to start investing.”

“I’ll pay for it, whatever,” Johnny says, wondering in the back of his mind how much a single transfusion could actually cost.

Kaner licks his lips. “It’s not just that. IVIg is a temporary fix. If I wanted to keep my platelets up at a high enough level to play hockey, I’d need to practically live in a hospital, constantly cycling through transfusions. That’s not a life I want. Besides, I think it stops working as effectively, or there’s no guarantee the transfusion would get high enough platelets every time.”

Ok, so the IVIg plan is a bust. Johnny moves past it. “What about the other options? I was reading up on it, and it seems like there are a lot of them.”

Kaner snorts. “Like what, steroids? Yeah, that’ll work. I hear the NHL is a huge fan.”

Johnny shoves at him with his shoulder. “That H. Pylori thing…”

“I already got checked and I’m not infected with it.” Kaner recites in a tone of exasperated patience.

“Those experimental drugs?”

Kaner’s tone is quickly losing the patient note. “I can’t just bully my way into a drug trial, I’m not you.”

Patience isn’t exactly one of Johnny’s best qualities either. “At least fucking try!” If Kaner gave up without exhausting every possible option…

Kaner glares. “I did, asshole. I’m not qualified.”

Johnny wracks his brain for every option Wikipedia mentioned. “So get a splenectomy.”

“I’ve already got one scheduled!” Kaner snaps. “I wasn’t going to tell you because I knew you’d get your hopes up, but I’m getting one, Jesus Christ! Leave me alone!”

Oh. Johnny looks closer at Kaner and registers how tremulous his frown looks, like he’s near tears. Shit. “Fine. I’ll stop.” He mutters.

Kaner thaws, eyes downcast. “It’s whatever. Just… Did you really think I’d give up on hockey without trying everything not to?”

Johnny shrugs, uncomfortable. He knows Kaner cares about hockey just as much as he does. It just kills him, that Patrick could give up under any conditions. No matter how unlikely it looks, Johnny can’t stop trying.

Apparently that’s good enough, because Kaner drops it. “Stop trying to control my blood disorder, you freak. I’m taking care of myself.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of.” Johnny says, but soft, so Kaner knows that it’s his way of apologizing.

And Kaner punches him in the thigh, so Johnny knows he accepts it.

 

 

“I’m telling Sharpy today,” Kaner says, hovering in the doorway of the living room.

Johnny looks up sharply, attention broken from the laptop on his knees for the first time that day. “Want me to come with you?”

Kaner hesitates, then shakes his head. “I’d rather… You know how Sharpy is, man.”

“You just don’t want me to see you cry,” Johnny snorts.

Kaner does that awkward, manic foot shuffle he does when he wants to protest something but knows deep down how true it is. “Tears of happiness, maybe,” he mumbles.

Johnny graciously does not point out how little sense that makes. “You going now?”

“Nah, I’m going to his place for dinner. Probably gonna head out to a bar afterwards, I’ll tell him then.”

“Alright.” Johnny turns his attention back to his computer.

“Um.”

Johnny looks up, only slightly impatiently. Kaner knows how much Johnny hates it when people stall instead of just coming out and saying whatever’s on their mind. Normally Kaner has no problems with that, so whatever he needs to say must be important.

“Thanks for coming back,” Patrick finally says, quiet and shy.

Oh. Johnny swallows. “Anytime,” he replies, trusting Kaner to know that however trite the word sounds, he means it, genuinely and unconditionally.

Kaner smiles, but there’s something pained about it. “Really? Even if…”

“Yes?” Johnny prompts when Kaner looks like he’s not going to finish his sentence.

“Never mind,” Kaner says, licking his lips. “So, uh, you can stay here. If I pick up tonight, I’ll text you, you know, give you time to clear out.”

Johnny glances in the direction of the master bedroom, where his bags are spread out on the ground, and the guest room, which hasn’t been touched. At the sink, full of dishes from the dinner Johnny made last night, and the TV, which is silently looping through the menu screen of Mario Kart.

Johnny hasn’t even been back to his apartment since he landed in Chicago four days ago.

Patrick’s so fucking predictable, affecting an air of detachment to mask the vulnerability he feels. Whatever. Johnny’ll give him this one, because he’s that fucking nice.

“Yeah, ok,” he drawls. “You be sure to do that.” And when you don’t pick up, I’ll be here, he doesn’t say.

Kaner flashes a grin, one that meets his eyes this time, like he knows what Johnny’s thinking.

 

 

The night, Johnny gets a slew of texts.

Jesus man, I am so sorry, from Crow.

Fucking sucks, from Stals.

If you need to talk… from Soupy.

You’re coming over for dinner tomorrow, from Sharpy.

Shit, you alright? from no fewer than seven teammates.

And, weirdest of all, If you ever need anything, please don’t hesitate to call, from Kaner’s mom.

Did you mean to send that to Kaner? He mass texts back.

No, is the unanimous response.

Oh. Well then.

 

 

Kaner still hasn’t told management three days later, and Johnny doesn’t badger him about it. He gets it, how Kaner needs time to think about his options, time to decide what he’s doing. But, when he’s in the room when Kaner gets a call from his trainer about his off-season exercise regime, and Kaner doesn’t say anything about the whole, y’know, autoimmune disorder, he folds his arms over his chest and glares.

Kaner doesn’t even bother feigning innocence. “I know. I just don’t know how to bring it up,” he mumbles.

“I have no platelets,” Johnny deadpans. “Done and done.”

“It’s good to have help from Mr. Sensitive over here,” Kaner says, poking Johnny in the side as he walks past him to the couch. “Always the soul of delicacy and tact.”

Right, like Kaner’s one to talk about tact. Johnny stretches. “I’m going in to talk to the trainers tomorrow about training with them since I’ll be in Chicago for the summer. Want to come in with me, talk to Bowman then?”

Kaner doesn’t question the fact that Johnny’s staying for the whole summer, just nods. “That’d be good,” he says.

Johnny likes that, that he’s such a constant in Kaner’s life – a given, even. In hockey especially, even though he’s tried to train Kaner to fight for the puck along the boards instead of letting Johnny do it for him. He’s used to passing the puck to Kaner without looking, knowing that Kaner’s there waiting for his cue.

And not just in hockey. Patrick has always listened when Johnny spoke, even if he sometimes (almost always) argues with it. More than that, Patrick’s always waiting to listen before Johnny even opens his mouth.

He wonders if that’s going to change now that he’s not Kaner’s center anymore.

 

 

Johnny knows that Kaner’s feigning calmness about the whole thing, but his stoic demeanor doesn’t crack until he and Johnny have to split up at Blackhawks HQ. “Alright, text when you’re done,” Johnny says, turning to go find his trainer.

Kaner’s hand whips out and grabs his arm. “Wait, hold up,” he says.

“What?” Johnny turns back, frowning.

“Nothing really. It’s just, this is it,” Kaner says, licking his lips.

Johnny glances over Kaner’s shoulder. “Yes, Kaner, this is Bowman’s office. Very good.”

Kaner tightens his grip. “No, you asshole, this is it. Once I tell him…”

“…He’ll know?” Johnny asks, prying Kaner’s fingers off his arm because ow.

Kaner seems to deflate. “God, never mind. See you later.”

Johnny sighs. Playing possum to avoid emotional conversation is all well and good, but not if it makes Kaner look like that. “Wait, I get it. Just think of it as a temporary thing. You’re going on IR indefinitely, like Marc Savard.”

“Savard’s out for life.” Kaner says with audible contempt, which, granted, Johnny deserves.

“I didn’t say it was a perfect parallel,” he says.

But that just makes it worse. Now Kaner’s thinking about it. “Yeah, maybe not. But maybe it is.”

Not wanting to continue down this path, Johnny tips his head towards the office. “Do you want me to be in there with you?”

“No, I can do it. I’ll text when I’m out.” Kaner says, takes a deep breath and walks into Bowman’s office.

Johnny watches him go and fights back the urge to rush in after him and drag him away so he can’t do what obviously has to be done. But in the end, he just turns away and goes to the trainer, raising the volume on his cell phone so there’s no way he can miss Kaner’s text.

 

 

He texts Sid that night. Are there ever times when you think you aren’t coming back?

He receives a response 27 minutes later, having filled the time obsessively cleaning his bathroom. It’s just one character. ?

Which, yeah, he didn’t offer up a lot of context there. To hockey, from your concussion. Do you ever think you’re out for good?


Sure, sometimes, on bad days. Y?


Johnny rubs his thumb in a tight circle on the screen, making it scroll up and down jerkily. Is there anything that made you feel better about shit? What do you tell yourself to get your spirits up?

Mere seconds after sending the text, his phone rings. It’s Sid, duh. He answers. “Hey?”

“Jesus, Jon, what’s going on? Do you have a concussion?” Sidney snaps, kind of frantic.

“Shit, no, it’s not that,” Johnny says, belatedly realizing what his series of texts must have sounded like. “I’m fine.”

“Uh huh.” Sid says, skeptical.

“No, seriously. It’s not me, it’s… a friend.” Johnny winces. Right, that’s convincing. “He’s got himself convinced he’s out for life, and I want to know what to tell him to turn that around, make him see he could still have a future on the team.”

Sid is silent for a while. A voice in the background says something, in slow tones that Johnny knows from experience means the speaker has a minimal grasp of English, and knows because – duh, it’s Sid – that it must be Geno. Sid mutters something back, too low for Johnny to hear.

“Look, Jon,” he says eventually, in a quiet voice that does nothing to ease Johnny’s anxieties, “I know I’m coming back because I trust my body and I can feel that I’m getting better. It’s upward progression. On the days where I think I’m out, it’s because I’ve psyched myself out, not because I really believe it.”

“Yeah?” Johnny asks when he doesn’t continue.

“If your friend is convinced he’s out for life… he could be right.” Sid says reluctantly. “If he knows his body and he’s certain, then you may have to bow out on this one.”

Johnny doesn’t say anything.

Sid sighs. “I know it’s not what you wanted to hear. What’s the condition?”

Johnny cards a hand through his hair. “It’s just this platelet thing, I don’t know.”

Sid makes a sympathetic noise. “Blood conditions are nothing to fuck with,” he says.

From the time he has spent in and out of hospitals in the last year, Sid knows as much as some doctors about medicine, at least about conditions that could keep him out of hockey. He’s heard more about dealing with head injuries than anyone.

But he’s wrong about this.

 

 

Four days later, there’s a press conference. Johnny watches from off-stage as Kaner takes the seat in front of the crowd of journalists who watch him like sharks at a feeding frenzy. Having proofread the speech the night before, Johnny knows what he’s going to say, now he’s just interested in how he says it.

Kaner’s surprisingly steady in front of the cameras, but then again, he’s been giving interviews since he hit puberty, it seems like. He keeps fidgeting with his baseball cap and licking his lips, but that’s a given. If he had a mouth guard in, he’d be chewing on it. Once, his voice drops into a subdued mumble and Johnny clears his throat meaningfully. Kaner glances to the side and catch Johnny’s eye, and continues talking with renewed certainty.

The reporters are astonished, of course, having expected something about a trade or a contract extension or, for the more cynical bunch, announcement of his entrance into rehab. Nobody expected Kaner to retire, not as young as he is.

Johnny can sympathize.

After Kaner’s done taking questions, Bowman talks, and Coach Q, and finally Johnny. Johnny looks down at the prepared statement in his hand and thinks about how cold it sounds, how formulaic, how it could be about any teammate. And that’s not right. It’s not Kaner.

So he wings it. He folds his hands and looks out over the crowd, not really seeing any of them. “Winning the Stanley Cup was the most incredible moment of my life, and when I think back on it, there’s no way we could have gotten there without Kaner – for more reasons than his overtime goal, though that was obviously a factor.”

There’s a round of chuckles from his audience.

“Kaner’s always been a central figure of the team, pushing us to improve just so we could have a shot at catching up with him, but there’s no catching up with anyone with his kind of talent and work ethic. And he knows it, too.”

More laughter.

“Obviously, he’ll be missed for his quick hands and his ability to score when it seems like no one could, but the team will miss him more for his boundless loyalty and his ridiculous, unceasing cheerfulness. If his medical condition ever goes into remission and he’s cleared to play, the team would welcome him with open arms, because… Well, because it’s not even a question for us. Patrick Kane will always be a Blackhawk.”

He takes a drink of water because his throat’s so dry. He can’t look off-stage, is scared to see how Kaner reacted to that, him spilling his guts to the whole goddamn hockey-loving world. “Thank you for your time.” He stands and walks stiffly off the stage, a little dazed, like he’s just been checked hard into the boards.

He shouldn’t have worried. Kaner’s crying.

 

 

Twenty minutes after the press conference is aired, Johnny gets a text from Sid. It just says, jesus fuck johnny.

Yeah, he sends back.

Two minutes after that, he gets a reply. ((((((.

He stares at it for a while, trying to figure out what in the ever-loving hell that could mean. While he’s pondering, another message arrives. sorry geno stole my phone. That.r the russian way of saying her sorry.

You need to get a smartphone with autocorrecting abilities, Johnny sends him back. Then, because he was raised right, And tell Geno thanks.

(((((((((, he receives back.

And it’s weird, but just from looking at the flagrant overuse of parenthetical marks, Johnny knows that Geno understands exactly how he feels right now.

 

 

That night, as Johnny is convincing himself to get up and do the dishes instead of mindlessly flipping channels between awful, addictive reality TV shows, Kaner laughs. “I’m trending on Twitter.”

Johnny lolls his head to the side to look at him. “Seriously? What tag?”

There’s an almost imperceptible pause before Kaner’s next words. “Oh, you know, uh, your standard manly-like stuff. Just. You know.” He looks up and to the right, which is a dead giveaway when Kaner’s lying his ass off. “Hashtag Patrick Kane you’re my hero. Hashtag I want your babies Kaner. That kind of thing.”

Johnny snags the laptop, evading Kaner’s hands as they try to keep him away. His eyebrows go up and he grins at what he finds on the screen. “Hashtag miss you Pattycakes. Hashtag don’t leave us Kaner-boo.” His smile fades. “Hashtag don’t break Tazer’s heart.”

“What? You’re kidding.” Kaner grabs the laptop back. His eyes scan the page and he swallows. “I missed that one.”

Johnny can visibly see him thinking, options whirring through his mind. Will he make it into a joke and mock Johnny for his delicate feelings, or will he change the subject? Perhaps he’ll even get weepy and sentimental, which is happening (to both of them, Johnny is ashamed to admit) more than usual these days. Well, the sentimental part, not so much the weepy thing.

Kaner goes the safest route and changes the subject. “Now even Deadspin can’t say bad things about me,” he says smugly. “You can’t talk shit about a sick dude.”

Johnny takes the laptop and googles “Patrick Kane deadspin.” He smirks and clicks the top link before handing the computer back so Kaner can read the headline, With Patrick Kane Gone, Who Do We Have Left to Make Fun Of? Underneath it is the secondary headline, The Early Retirement of the Blackhawks’ Star Winger Leaves Millions of Sports Gossip Journalists Heartbroken.

“Motherfuck!”

 

 

The beginning of the season rolls around with no significant changes in Johnny’s or Kaner’s life, except that Kaner moves his Xbox over to Johnny’s when NHL 2012 comes out and now that he doesn’t have that reason to go home anymore, he does it a lot less. They don’t move anything else over to the other’s apartment, but Johnny notices that Kaner seems to wear more of Johnny’s clothing than his own, and rarely do they spend nights apart other than preseason away games and overnight hospital stays.

September passes in a blur of doctor’s appointments, preseason games, and video game tournaments with the team. They don’t treat Kaner differently other than this one annoying thing, where any time they start to talk about the upcoming season – new draft picks, Cup contenders, whether Rick Nash will actually get traded this year – they stop dead and shoot him this guilty look.

The fifth time it happens, Kaner rolls his eyes and says, “Just because I can’t play doesn’t mean I forgot how, you fuckers, and if you think Nash is getting traded this year, you’re dumber than a box of rocks. Columbus isn’t trading away their talent for anything less than the Crosby-Tangradi-Kunitz line. Or – hell, they shouldn’t even do that, Crosby’s overrated. Golden Goal my ass.”

This sends the team into one of the loudest, most vitriolic arguments that Johnny has ever heard, and Kaner is easily folded into the mix as the loudest, most vitriolic arguer. Johnny would be glad about this, except he’s too busy shouting himself hoarse about how fucking wrong Kaner is to think about it.

 

 

On the night of the home opener, Johnny finally remembers to ask, “You’re coming to the game tonight, right?” He even resurfaces from his intense communion with his plate of pasta to do it. Kaner is sitting across the table, drinking coffee and smirking because Johnny can’t have any, especially not within four hours of game time.

Kaner blinks, nonplussed. “Oh, uhh, I don’t know.”

“You can watch from the press box,” Johnny reminds him.

“Yeah, yeah.” Kaner drains his coffee mug and gets up. “You need another Gatorade?”

Kaner, being the predictable and nonfunctional man-child that he is, only offers to get drinks for Johnny in two conditions. 1) In the ten second window after they enter the kitchen and 2) when he’s avoiding talking about something. “Kaner…”

Kaner’s face is hidden behind the refrigerator door, but his silence speaks volumes. When he eventually speaks, his voice is low. “Just seems a little soon,” he says, handing Johnny a red Gatorade. It’s Johnny’s favorite flavor, and he tilts his face up to thank Kaner, pleased and a little thrown off balance when Kaner bends down and halts his words with a light kiss on his lips.

“You don’t have to come if you don’t want to,” Johnny says, flustered into sweetness, which is probably what Kaner was after in the first place with his sneakily timed kisses.

“I want to, I just don’t know if I can.” Kaner leans over to steal a piece of Johnny’s chicken with his grubby little fingers, and Johnny wants to stab him in the hand until he follows up, “What if you lose without me?”

He’s clearly aiming for hearty and nonchalant, but he misses by a mile, the tail end of his words wavering. “You can’t blame yourself for that,” Johnny says.

“I know.” Kaner looks down. “I know that.”

“Then what’s the problem?” Johnny asks.

Kaner bites his lip. “What if you win without me?”

About to point out how dumb and selfish that is, Johnny thinks about it. It’s bad if Patrick feels like he was necessary to the Blackhawks victory and he’s letting them down with his absence. It’s worse if he feels like he was never necessary at all.

Johnny turns to face Kaner and takes his hands. “I’m only going to say this once, so listen, alright? We’re still a team without you. You being gone doesn’t change that.”

“Wow, thanks,” Kaner mumbles, trying to pull away.

“But,” Johnny says, a little louder, “you made us a better team, and we’re going to have to learn how to get there without you, at least until you come back.” Kaner’s eyes narrows but he lets it go without comment. “And it’s going to be hard, but we’re going to do it. You want us to win you another Cup, yeah?”

“Yeah,” Kaner nods.

“Then stop saying dumb shit like that and come to our games, alright? You know the team will play harder if they know you’re watching.” Johnny turns back to his pasta. God knows they need the encouragement, having already lost the first game of the season. But it’s the home opener tonight and he wants Kaner to be there as an incentive. No one on the team wants to let Kaner-boo down.

Kaner mulls this over in his mind as he rinses out his mug. Johnny hasn’t been able to train him to actually put his dirty dishes into the dishwasher, but he’s come at least that far, so Johnny’s learned to be satisfied with what he can get.

“Ok, I’ll go.” Kaner decides abruptly. He wipes his wet hands on his t-shirt. “Got any spare jerseys that I can wear?”

“Wear your own jersey,” Johnny says.

Kaner flicks his forehead. “I can’t, you stupid tool. I’m not a Blackhawk anymore.”

“You’ll always be a Blackhawk,” Johnny says instantly, because this is a truth from which Johnny will not be swayed, even if Kaner won’t let himself believe he’s coming back.

Kaner draws in a quick breath to argue this, then his eyes narrow, contemplative. “Maybe,” he admits. “But not the way you’re thinking.”

To that, Johnny has no response.

 

 

After the game, Kaner is nowhere to be found. Johnny texts him asking where he is, then looks around for 20 minutes, waving off the guys and telling them he’ll meet them at Sharpy’s house to celebrate their victory once he finds Kaner.

As he’s scouring the press box for the third time, he gets a text back. Couldn’t do it. Went home. Go out without me you big ol’ stud.

While he’s still staring at his phone, Meghan from PR finds him. “There you are,” she says warmly. “Here, Patrick told me to give this to you.”

She holds out a jersey, neatly folded so that the number 19 on the sleeve faces out. The one Kaner wore to the game.

It’s worse than Johnny thought, if Kaner can’t even manage to sit through a single game. He gets it, really he does, but it feels like Kaner’s slipping away without Johnny doing enough to keep him there. All of a sudden, it feels like there’s nothing more important than getting him to come to their games, because Johnny’s afraid that once Kaner starts to phase out of the Blackhawks, it’ll be that much harder to bring him back.

Johnny goes to the party because he’s the captain and he knows he should, but somehow, playing video games with the guys doesn’t have much appeal. Sharpy finds him hiding in the kitchen talking recipes with Abby, and a quick shared look has his wife making her excuses to leave while Sharpy takes her spot at the counter. He looks at Johnny and raises his eyebrows.

Johnny doesn’t really expect Sharpy to have much sympathy for him when he rants for long minutes about his thoughts, but he also doesn’t expect a look of cold disappointment to be leveled on him.

“You didn’t say any of that to him, did you?” Sharpy asks.

“No,” Johnny glares at the Gatorade bottle in his hands. “Haven’t had a chance to.” He’s raising the bottle to his lips when Sharpy grabs it and tugs it down, forcing Johnny to meet his eye.

“Don’t.” He says, serious as anything. “He’s already going through enough right now. He doesn’t need you guilt-tripping him on top of it.”

Johnny scoffs. Sure, he knows all the smiles and indifferent posturing are faked, but that – that’s not an excuse for Kaner not to – not to come see them play, to watch them… not to care. “What do you know?” he mutters, yanking the bottle out of Sharpy’s grip.

Sharpy growls, this low, animal sound that honestly freaks Johnny out, more than a little, enough to jerk back in his seat. It’s pretty embarrassing. Sharpy isn’t someone who could be considered intimidating on a normal day. “He’s been talking to me lately, when we both know he should be talking to you. But you won’t fucking listen, will you?”

“I’ll listen!” Johnny protests.

Sharpy looks at him for a minute. Then he grants, “Maybe, but you won’t understand.”

“Fuck off,” Johnny says, shoving up out of his seat.

Sharpy catches his wrist. “Don’t you dare say any of that to him, alright? You have no idea how hard this has been, for him to watch us. You have to understand, Jon. Think about it. What if it were you?”

What if it were him.

Johnny reels a little. If it were him…

He would watch the game, but it would tear at him like knives.

“Fine,” he says, clipped and cold. “I won’t say anything.”

Sharpy doesn’t look happy, but he releases Johnny’s wrist. “Good.”

 

 

Johnny gets in his car intending to drive home, but he zones out while driving, distracted by his thoughts, and sinks into the state where his hands steer and his eyes scan the road without any conscious thought from his brain. When he gets out of the car he realizes his condo isn’t where he ended up.

It’s Kaner’s apartment.

Of course.

He thinks about turning the car around for approximately one second, then hits the buzzer to be let in.

When Patrick lets him in, he’s wearing an expression Johnny doesn’t think he’s ever seen before, this weird mixture of sheepish and defiant, underscored with sadness. It’s a dumb expression, and Johnny hates it on sight, hates it so much he leans forward and kisses Kaner to distract him.

Well, that’s the intention. Really Kaner twists away so Johnny lands with his lips on his cheekbone, and gets shoved off immediately.

“I know winning gets you hot and all, but I’m not really in the mood right now.” Kaner says, but at least he’s laughing, none of that shame in his eyes.

“That’s fine,” Johnny says, meaning it. He’s too tired and sore anyway.

Kaner appraises him for a moment as if judging his sincerity. “I’m watching Casino Royale,” he eventually says, stepping to the side to let Johnny in.

Johnny has a lot of opinions about Casino Royale.

Kaner cuts him off before he can get out a word. “And if you start talking about the statistical improbability of their poker hands, I’m making you sleep on the couch.”

“But –”

“Nope.”

“Fine,” Johnny grumbles, and follows Kaner into the living room.

 

 

He must pass out at some point during the movie, because he wakes up in the morning on the couch with a blanket thrown over him. The soreness could either be from the game or from sleeping in such an uncomfortable position. Yawning, he goes to the kitchen and spends a stupidly long time trying to figure out the coffee machine before grabbing a can of Red Bull and settling back onto the couch with it.

Mornings suck.

After a few minutes, Kaner walks into the living room, holding his comforter around his shoulders. He flops down on the other end of the couch and grins at Johnny.

“I didn’t even talk about statistical improbability,” Johnny mutters.

Kaner laughs, bright and bubbly. Even in his current mental state (wanting to be put down like a lame horse) Johnny has to smile at the sound. “Yeah, but you wouldn’t wake up, and dude, you’re fucking heavy.”

“You’ve done it before,” Johnny points out, thinking about the bruises he used to find on his hips the morning after big nights from where Kaner banged him into the doorframe while half-dragging him to the bedroom. At least, when he wasn’t the one dragging Kaner.

Kaner’s eyes shift away, somewhere over Johnny’s shoulder. “I guess I’ve lost some weight since then,” he says, all studied casualness.

Johnny frowns. He wasn’t going to bring it up, but it’s true that Kaner’s lost his bulk over the last few months, lithe and lean instead of packed all over with muscle. “You should keep up with your workout regime.”

“Why?” Kaner asks, and before Johnny can launch into a lecture about nutritional balance and muscle tone, continues, “I don’t really have a reason to.”

“When you come back –” Johnny starts.

“Fuck’s sake,” Kaner says, all humor drained from his face. He walks away.

Johnny almost takes the opportunity to talk about Kaner’s little vanishing act from the game yesterday, but remembers his promise to Sharpy and snaps his jaw shut.

When he goes to throw away the empty Red Bull can, he finds Kaner in the kitchen, fully dressed, eating a bowl of Lucky Charms. It’s definitely not on his nutrition plan, or appropriate for a grown-ass man’s breakfast, but Johnny doesn’t say anything.

Johnny busies himself digging a protein shake out of the back of Kaner’s fridge, behind the beer and milk. He chugs down half of it, leaning against the sink.

Kaner’s the one to break the silence. “Just say it. You know you want to.”

Johnny raises his eyebrows.

“What, did you promise Sharpy you wouldn’t? Fucking say it.” Kaner’s eyes are bright. He’s clearly spoiling for a fight.

Johnny isn’t strong enough to resist the bait. “Jesus, Kaner, at least pretend like you still care about the team.” He spits out.

Kaner smiles, nasty and small. “I think you’re doing enough pretending for both of us.”

The plastic bottle crunches in Johnny’s fingers. He can’t think of anything to say, blinded by anger and something else.

“Forget it.” Kaner says, standing and grabbing his wallet. “I’m going out. You can let yourself out whenever.”

It’s not exactly how Johnny wanted the morning to go.

 

 

Things smooth over, thankfully, mostly because Sharpy’s right and Johnny knows it, and also because Kaner’s bad at staying mad at Johnny for long. A few days will go by without communication from him, but then there’s always funny Onion articles about Sid’s concussion (Johnny feels awful for laughing) or things that remind him that Johnny has a lake named after him, and he apparently can’t keep himself from texting Johnny about them because he never misses a single opportunity to mock Johnny, no matter how angry he’s supposed to be.

It helps that Johnny apologizes, in his own roundabout way, by dropping by while Patrick’s out with a plastic container that has a slit cut in the top and the words “Magic Bed Fund” written on the side in Sharpie. He leaves it without a note, just 20 cents in pennies lining the bottom. Kaner’ll get it.

And he does, because that night, he calls Johnny with a cheerful, “You’re a fucking douchebag” and immediately follows it up with, “Good luck beating Winterpeg tonight, tell Ladder I said hi.”

So they’re cool.

It’s weird, but Johnny and Kaner somehow spend more time together after Kaner leaves the Hawks, even without practice and games and road trips. Or if it’s not actually more, it sure as hell feels like it due to their constant proximity. They’re always tripping over each other’s stuff and each refuses to do the laundry in the dumbest game of domestic chicken this side of Hall and Eberle’s grocery shopping face-off that they’ve heard about all the way from Edmonton.

They switch back and forth between their apartments at random, spending game days at Johnny’s and afternoons after medical appointments at Kaner’s. It’s kind of like living together except that Johnny’s pretty sure he would never voluntarily move in with someone who had every Fast and the Furious movie on prominent display in their DVD collection.

That, and they haven’t fucked.

It’s weird, because they’ve never gone this long before, not since rookie year, and there’s nothing Johnny can think of that’s holding them back from it. For fuck’s sake, they sleep in the same bed. But other than that one kiss with the Gatorade and that failed attempt on the night of the home opener (Johnny still cringes thinking about it), they haven’t touched, except to punch the other when he says something particularly punch-worthy. Well, Kaner punches, but Johnny has seen how easy it is for him to bruise, so usually he just ruffles Kaner’s hair and calls it a day.

It’s not like they’re together. It’s also not like they’re not together. Johnny hasn’t thought about it for four years and it’s worked pretty well for him in the past, so he’s not about to mess with a good thing.

Unfortunately, this whole ‘no communication is good communication’ embargo means he isn’t getting laid because he isn’t willing to ask why not.

Fortunately, however, having been hooking up with Patrick for four years, Johnny knows exactly what gets him hot.

He thinks about wooing Kaner, buying him dinner and letting him win at Mario Kart and that whole deal, but subtlety is A) for squares and B) completely lost on Kaner. So he goes with Plan B.

 

 

“So we should fuck,” he says in his blandest voice, cutting Kaner off mid-sentence in his tirade against Donald Trump’s undeniable bias towards ridiculously tall people. Johnny has heard this argument before, and generally responds either by stating the rational point that Donald Trump did not design Trump Tower personally or the equally rational point that Kaner is an unholy midget. But now isn’t the time.

Kaner blinks, thrown. “Huh?” He turns his head to look over his shoulder, still stretched up on his tiptoes to reach the bottle of vinegar on the top shelf.

Johnny comes up behind him and reaches up to grab the vinegar that rests just out of Kaner’s reach. He presses up against Kaner’s back, curling his free hand around his hip and murmuring into his ear, “We should fuck.”

The vinegar is knocked from his hands as Kaner spins and grabs his collar to drag him down. “Finally,” he groans against Johnny’s lips. “Shit, Tazer, it’s been forever.”

Johnny drags Kaner even closer, hands on his hips, kissing him roughly until they’re both out of breath from it. “So why didn’t you say something?”

“I dunno, you usually do the saying,” Kaner shrugs. They’re so close together that Johnny can feel the motion, the muscles shifting through their clothes.

It’s true, though Johnny hadn’t thought of it that way. He’s generally the initiator, though sometimes only in response to Kaner’s nonverbal cues. It’s surprising, kind of, that Kaner is so shy with him about sex, because it’s Kaner, but Johnny became accustomed to it in their rookie year when he had to literally whip out his dick and start jerking it in front of Kaner to convince him that he was into the idea of them, together.

“Besides, we haven’t done it in so long, I figured it was like, a thing, that we weren’t. I figured you were mad at me for turning you down that one time or something.” Kaner blushes, and it’s horribly endearing up close, all that fair skin mottled red.

This time, Johnny doesn’t stop kissing him until he can feel Kaner panting against his lips. “No, Kaner, it’s not a thing,” he drawls.

Kaner tries to look affronted, but it’s hard to achieve anything but dead fucking sexy with his lips all swollen and his eyes glazing over with want. “Then fuck you, why didn’t you say anything?” he asks, pushing feebly against Johnny’s chest.

Johnny falters. In all honesty, he thought it might be a thing, but there’s not a chance in hell he’s admitting that.

He doesn’t have to. “You filthy hypocrite!” Kaner laughs, pinching his sides. “You did too!”

“Shut up,” Johnny mutters, pressing his thigh between Kaner’s legs and rocking upwards in a slow grind. As a distraction tactic, it works wonders.

Kaner melts back against the countertop. His head falls back, bearing his neck, which Johnny can’t resist swooping down to suck on. For once, he doesn’t have to worry about keeping marks off Kaner so the guys don’t see in the locker room, and he takes full advantage of it, leaving an uneven trail of hickeys on his collarbone. Kaner makes this weird mewling sound and anchors his fingers in Johnny’s hair as if he might fall apart without the grip. It’s pretty much the greatest thing ever.

Johnny only gets a minute of this before Kaner shoves him off. “Bedroom?” He asks.

“Couch is closer,” Johnny says, anchoring his hands on Kaner’s hips. He kind of wants to blow Kaner, and eyes the ground, weighing the pros and cons of having Kaner’s dick in his mouth vs. really sore knees the next day.

Kaner sees where he’s looking and shakes his head. “I’m not gonna last and I want you in me. C’mon, bedroom.” He takes Johnny’s hands and tries to bodily pull him towards his bedroom.

“But, the couch,” Johnny says, not budging. He wants to put Kaner on his stomach over the back of it and fuck him till he cries.

“I don’t keep lube in my living room,” Kaner says, which is such bullshit, because that lotion on his end table isn’t there for decoration.

But Johnny doesn’t say that, just nudges him over to the couch and pushes him down, smirking and producing a packet of lube and a condom from his back pocket.

Kaner grins up at him. “Such a fucking boy scout, man.”

Johnny drops the packets onto the coffee table behind him and hits his knees, tugging at the hem of Kaner’s shirt. “Off,” he commands.

He waits till the shirt is tangled up around Kaner’s face, blindfolding him, before leaning down and swiping his tongue over the skin right above the hem of his pants. Kaner gives this fantastic full-body jerk and rips the shirt the rest of the way off. “Asshole,” he says, arching his hips so Johnny has to hold them down with both hands.

Johnny hums in agreement and licks his nipples, just to make him squirm.

Kaner’s body is slimmer than it used to be and it’s easier now to manhandle him, to hook his hands behind Kaner’s knees and tug so his ass hangs off the couch. Not that Kaner’s resisting at all, his body so pliable and inviting under Johnny’s hands. He’s always been an easy fuck, an eager one, smooth and fluid and warm. Johnny’s never had that with anyone else.

“Come on, come on,” Kaner whispers, combing Johnny’s hair back with his fingers as Johnny mouths down his abs. “I’ve been waiting for so long.”

There is no universe in which Johnny would be able to say no to that. He pulls back and slaps Kaner’s thigh. “Off,” he says again.

Kaner lifts his hips to squirm out of his pants, and Johnny gets distracted and dry-mouthed from watching until Kaner kicks him in the shoulder. “You too,” he says.

Oh right, that. Johnny gets off his clothes in record time, then drops back down to his place between Kaner’s knees. He looks up, sees Kaner biting his lip, and unceremoniously swallows down his cock.

Kaner makes a noise like he’s been punched, surging up until Johnny throws an arm over his hips to hold him down. He’s quivering, Johnny marvels, an earthquake under Johnny’s hands and mouth. Maybe they should keep from fucking for months more often, if it makes Kaner so sensitive when they finally do.

Yeah, like that’s going to happen.

He shouldn’t tease Kaner, though, because he’s not exactly pulling off any measure of restraint himself. When Kaner tugs his hair at that one sensitive spot behind his ear, he moans. “I forgot about that,” Kaner says, and rakes his fingers back through Johnny’s hair from his temples to the nape of his neck. God, the sensation is like an electric current through his whole body, and Johnny suddenly understands the urgency in Kaner’s voice. They need to hurry this up or he’s going to come all over the couch and it will be the worst thing in the world not to get inside Kaner before he does.

He pulls off and scrabbles behind himself for the condom and lube, unwilling to look away from Kaner for even the second it would take to glance behind him, and holds the lube up until Kaner takes it. “Open it,” he mumbles through a mouthful of Kaner’s cock.

Kaner rips it open with his teeth and pours it onto Johnny’s waiting palm, shaking so much that little droplets miss his hand and land on the couch. It’s flattering and hot and completely not helping Johnny’s ability to concentrate, and it takes Kaner knocking his heels onto Johnny’s back and hissing, “Hurry up, stop teasing,” for Johnny to remember what he was supposed to be doing.

He slicks up his fingers and slides one in, timing it just as he takes Kaner deep in his throat, and Kaner gives an animal whine and undulates into it, because he lives to torment Johnny, and also he apparently wants to get his dick bitten off.

Johnny pulls off with a chuckle. “Hold still, dammit,” he says, working his finger around.

“I’m trying,” Kaner gasps. He digs his heels into Johnny’s back.

“Try harder.” Johnny punctuates this by sliding in a second finger to the knuckle, then all the way, curling them in search of – Kaner gives a ripple from head to heel – that spot right there.

Even while his head knocks back and his eyes roll up into it, Kaner is laughing. “Nag, nag, nag.”

Johnny wants to keep blowing him, but he also wants to see this, and he can’t have them both. He compromises by wrapping his free hand around Kaner’s spit-slick cock, leaning back on his heels to watch.

Kaner flushes under the attention. “Would you stop that?” he bites out. But he’s out of his fucking mind if he thinks Johnny’s looking away for even a moment; the sight of Kaner’s hips under his hands captivates him. It’s like Kaner can’t decide if he’s rolling up or rocking down, and the problem is only exacerbated when Johnny adds a third finger.

“I’m ready, dammit,” Kaner hisses.

“You sure?” Johnny teases, pulling his fingers out. He bites open the condom and slides it on, taking the time to tug briefly at his balls as if to say, just a little longer, li’l buddies.

“I’m pretty fucking sure.” Kaner says, rolling his eyes.

It’s such a familiar sight – Kaner mocks him a lot during sex, because he’s a tool – that Johnny almost regrets flipping him over so he’s ass-up over the back of the couch.

Kaner gives an oof, then looks over his shoulder, eyes slanted wickedly. “You really get off on being bigger than me, don’t you, you controlling –”

Johnny cuts him off by pressing into him in a slow, steady slide. “Tell me if I go too fast,” he says, his voice labored.

“You’re good,” Kaner chokes out. He’s digging his fingers into the couch so hard his knuckles are white, but when Johnny runs a hand down his flank, Kaner’s body curves into his fingers with no tension under his skin, so Johnny doesn’t feel bad about pressing in until he bottoms out.

He curls over Kaner and mouths at the back of his neck, waiting for him to adjust. Kaner’s so tight, it’s insane, it feels like his dick is going to bruise and – oh hey, he could match Kaner – except Kaner’s dick isn’t bruised, which is good – and Johnny realizes he’s kind of hysterical with want, so it’s a good thing he’s got his mouth shut and isn’t spilling his ridiculous thoughts all over Kaner’s salty skin.

Kaner distracts him by saying, “Aiight, move.”

He rocks his hips and is rewarded when Kaner moans and pushes back into it. Encouraged, he nudges at the insides of Kaner’s knees with his own, so Kaner’s legs slide open more, giving Johnny a better angle to – yes, right there – fuck up into him until he writhes.

It’s hard for him to get purchase on the couch because it’s all slick with Kaner’s sweat, but Johnny is nothing if not an overachiever, and he curls his right hand next to Kaner’s on the back of the couch for grip. It gives Johnny the leverage he needs to really give it to him, no frills, nothing fancy, just short, hard thrusts that set Kaner shaking again.

He sets a brutal pace and Kaner matches it, worming his hand in between his body and the couch so he’s fucking into his own fist. It takes like, zero time before Johnny can feel himself getting close, and he really hopes Kaner’s there too because he does not have the mental capacity to do anything flashier than this.

He’s not too worried, though, especially when Kaner starts up a running monologue of words, mostly comprised of curses, pleas, and Johnny’s name. It gets a little distracting when Johnny’s trying to concentrate on not coming instantly, though, so Johnny claps his clean hand over Kaner’s mouth and whispers harshly, “Shut up and come, Kaner.”

Kaner makes muffled noises into Johnny’s fingers, so he pulls them away. “You can’t just tell me to come, it doesn’t work that way,” Kaner babbles, twisting his head to glare at Johnny, though it’s weak at best.

Johnny slides his fingers up the back of Kaner’s head, gripping his hair tightly. He forces Kaner’s head to the side. “I said come,” he growls, and sinks his teeth into Kaner’s neck, not quite breaking the skin, but close.

And just like that, Kaner does, back curved like a drawn bow.

There’s like, three seconds of clenching like a goddamn vise, and then Johnny’s gone, hips jerking mindlessly as he empties himself into Kaner’s heat.

He doesn’t so much pull out as slide, graceless and ungainly. Kaner collapses down onto his back, chest heaving like he’s just done an hour of suicides.

“You’re a fucking vampire,” Kaner marvels, fingers ghosting over the mark on his neck.

“Eh, you like it,” Johnny says, slumping all the way down until he’s a messy, sweaty heap on the floor.

Kaner kicks him in the thigh.

“No, seriously. If you want to call me Edward during sex, I’m fine with –“ Johnny stops and thinks over what he’s saying. He amends, “Actually, I wouldn’t be okay with that at all.”

Kaner snickers like the evil little gremlin he is. “No no, you already said it. No takebacks.”

“Kaner…” Johnny growls warningly.

“Yes, Edward?” Kaner says, sweet as anything, dimples showing.

Johnny halfheartedly tries to stand up, but ends up slumping back down after minimal effort. “I swear, when I can get it up again…”

“I bet the real Edward has better stamina,” Kaner mutters under his breath.

Johnny catches his ankle and yanks, and Kaner topples off the couch with a startled yelp. Johnny may not be able to get it up yet, but that doesn’t mean he can’t tickle Kaner until he’s got tears streaming down his face, which he does, gleefully.

 

 

It’s the Hawks first road tour of the season, just two games out of town, and Johnny’s not thrilled about it. It’s not that Johnny doesn’t trust Kaner’s mother to take care of him. It’s just, it should be him there, because he knows Kaner’s living habits better than anyone. Only, this stupid fucking road trip is scheduled to start on the same day as Kaner’s splenectomy, and he can’t miss it. It makes sense to have called Donna down.

It just drives Johnny crazy, the idea that someone else could do a better job of taking care of Patrick than him. Mostly because it’s patently untrue. No one else is capable of putting up with Kaner for that long, much less knowing what he wants and needs before he can even open his mouth to ask. His mother’s the only other person who comes close, and that’s because mothers have to love their sons unconditionally and regardless of douchebaggery.

But Kaner literally pushes him out the door so he won’t be late to the flight, and Donna calls after him, “I promise I won’t let him stick peas up his nose, or whatever it is you’re so worried about.”

“Why was that necessary?” He hears from Kaner, as the door shuts behind him.

Kaner may be out of his sight, but he’s hardly out of his mind. Surgery sucks balls, and getting something pulled out of your body can’t feel good, even if it’s something non-vital like the spleen. But if it’s Kaner’s one shot at getting back in the game, then it has to happen.

He spends the whole road trip waiting for a call, hoping against hope to hear Kaner’s enthusiastic voice telling him his platelet count shot up after getting the splenectomy, but there’s nothing. No good news, no bad news. Try as he might, Johnny can’t convince himself that’s a good thing. He isn’t distracted from his game, scoring goals in both away games, but the guys don’t even try to banter with him like normal. He must be seem pretty pathetic if Sharpy isn’t stealing his shoes or whatever.

He gets home early the day after the trip, dropping by his apartment only long enough to dump off his bags before driving to the hospital. Kaner’s not holding court this time, but he is flirting with an intern, a tiny dark-haired man who sits at the end of his bed and giggles at everything he says.

“I’m back,” Johnny says inanely, stopped short in the doorway.

The intern jumps up and starts fidgeting with Kaner’s vital statistics monitor. Meanwhile, Kaner’s face spasms through this weird series of grins and frowns, like he can’t decide if he’s happy to see Johnny or not. That’s probably not a good sign about the surgery.

Kaner settles on a faint smile. “Johnny-Jon!” He says. “Sick moves, brotha.”

“You watched?” Johnny asks, not looking away from the intern, who is marking down numbers on Kaner’s chart. The intern is trying to ignore his stare, he can tell, but there’s a red flush working its way up the back of his neck all the way up to his ears. Johnny crosses his arms and maintains his flinty gaze, even when the intern peeks to see if he’s still being glared at. His gaze darts away quickly.

Kaner looks back and forth between him and the intern. “Highlights,” he says, grinning.

The intern leaves.

Kaner shakes his head, amused. “Jesus Christ, you are like a two-year-old with his very own candy bar.”

Reminded by his words, Johnny tosses the Hershey bar he bought in the airport onto the bed. “Any news?”

“Nope,” Kaner says, picking up the chocolate bar and turning it over in his hands. “Haven’t gone up, but the doc says it’s too soon to tell.”

Johnny nods. He sits at the edge of the bed where the sheets are already mussed from the intern’s weight. “What happens now, if nothing changes?”

“I keep being treated the same way, having my platelets checked regularly and getting transfusions if they’re lower than 20,000. I have to go to the doctor more, though, cuz I’m at higher risk of infection without a spleen. It’s fine, it just means I need more immunizations.” Kaner shrugs. He used to be really bad with shots, but Johnny guesses anyone would get over their fear of needles if they had to have their blood drawn every day for weeks on end.

Johnny leans forward, pressing their foreheads together. “Sorry.”

Kaner shrugs again. “Not your fault.”

“I’m not sorry because it’s my fault, I’m sorry because it sucks so bad for you. If nothing’s changed except that you’re at a higher risk of getting sick…” Johnny scowls, but he’s not angry at Kaner, and he curls his hand around Kaner’s neck and rubs circles with his thumb to show it.

Kaner leans into the touch. “Yeah, well, no one could have known what would have happened if I hadn’t had the surgery, and it was my choice. I want to go back to hockey as much as you want me to, so it was worth it to try.” He socks Johnny in the arm companionably. “If you need to feel sorry about something, it should be this shitty chocolate. Hershey’s? Really? Are you a millionaire or what?”

“If it’s that bad,” Johnny starts, then feints toward the chocolate bar, laughing when Kaner clutches it protectively to his chest.

“Hey now! I didn’t say I didn’t want it.” To demonstrate this, he rips open the package and takes a bite, grinning at Johnny with chocolate smeared over his lips.

“Sorry, it got kind of melty in my pocket,” Johnny says, swiping his thumb over Kaner’s lips to wipe it off. He licks the residue off his finger. ”So… what, there’s nothing left?”

“Now I just wait and see, I guess. Maybe it’ll go away, or maybe I’ll get on one of the drug trials I’m waitlisted on.” Kaner shoves at him, albeit lightly. “Now stop turning me on with your seductive ways, my mom’s going to be back in like 10 minutes.”

Johnny nods and stands. “Alright, I’ll see you later. Say hi to your mom for me.”

Kaner salutes him, and he leaves.

Waiting has always been Johnny’s least favorite thing in the world, but this is the worst it’s ever been.

 

 

Johnny gets home earlier than normal after they beat the Ducks. Sharpy and Co cajoled him to come out after the game, but he remembered the last time he was out with them, how he was constantly looking over his shoulder for Kaner the whole time, and declined. Besides, he left Kaner in his apartment, and he knows if he leaves Kaner to his own devices for that long, he’s just begging to have viruses from all the porn downloaded on his laptop.

Anyway, he’s tired. Fucking wiped out, really. It was a game that should have been easy but wasn’t, and Johnny hates those, hates how they don’t feel like either a win or loss, just drive him to work harder while everyone else is celebrating around him. Nobody gets it, or at least not to the same extent that he does. Kaner does, sort of, gets why Johnny obsessively pours over strategies in his head, why close wins are more of an incentive to try than landslide losses, but he’s never been one not to celebrate when they win, no matter how narrowly.

Never was one, Johnny reminds himself. Patrick doesn’t bother celebrating with them at all, anymore.

He shuts the door a little harder than he means to, and Kaner looks up from where he’s seated on the couch, leaning against one arm and bracing his feet against the other. He’s got a book in his lap and the TV on mute, and Johnny blinks. It’s not an image of Kaner that he sees often.

Kaner sees Johnny. His face goes shuttered. “Hey,” he says, guarded.

Johnny scowls. “What’s with the face?”

“I dunno, you look mad,” Kaner shrugs.

“Did you watch the game?”

Kaner hesitates.

“Fucking nice,” Johnny says, abruptly angry.

“I watched it on mute.” Kaner tugs at his cap. “Good enough?”

No, Johnny wants to say, but doesn’t. In a way, he understands. It’s not that Kaner doesn’t care, it’s that the wound is still too raw for him. He cares too much.

But still, Johnny watched every Hawks game when he was out with a sprained knee in his rookie year, no matter how much it hurt to see them lose, and win, without him. He can’t imagine not watching. Objectively, he can see why Patrick wouldn’t. But.

“Sure, whatever.” He says, and goes to the kitchen to get a bottle of water.

There’s silence from the living room. When he gets back, Kaner has his book open and his face tilted down to the page, but the set of his jaw tells Johnny he’s not really reading the words.

“Did you watch the shootout?” Johnny asks, because apparently he’s too dumb and stubborn to let things go. Like that’s news.

Kaner’s face lights up. “Yeah, that was sick. I mean, clearly I would have done better, but -”

Johnny shoves Kaner, and he giggles as he has to scramble to keep from falling off the couch. Little shit. It’s pretty sad how Johnny misses him so much.

When Kaner readjusts his position, he tucks his feet under him, leaving room for Johnny to sit. It just makes Johnny angrier, knowing that he’s not such a little shit after all. He really fucking wishes this wasn’t his life.

“I’m going to bed.” He says.

Kaner doesn’t say anything until he’s almost out of earshot. Then, quiet and uncertain, comes, “At least you won?”

Johnny spins, opens his mouth to say - something, he’s not sure what.

But Kaner continues, “It shouldn’t have gone to shootout, I know. There were a lot of missed passes. Seabs wasn’t where he should have been, for that Getzlaf goal. But we won. You don’t have to feel undeserving of it.”

It’s the “we,” and the total understanding of everything he hasn’t said, that makes Johnny sag. Then he goes to the couch and sinks down on it, a little too close so Kaner has to scoot back to let him sit. And when Kaner throws his legs over Johnny’s lap, he doesn’t say a word, just sets his hand on Kaner’s ankle and rubs circles with his thumb.

“What the fuck are you watching, dumbass?” Johnny asks, and steals the remote.

 

 

The comfortable silence lasts all of six minutes, and then Kaner starts giggling like an idiot. Johnny tries to ignore him, but eventually his curiosity gets the better of him and he asks, “What are you reading?”

Kaner lifts up his book. Homosexuality in Greece and Rome, it says.

“The fuck?” Johnny asks.

“I don’t fucking know, it was on your bookshelf. Sharpy?”

About to agree, Johnny thinks back to his freshman year at UND, when gay jokes were still the height of humor. “Oshie.”

Kaner rolls his eyes. “Obviously.”

“Hey, fuck you,” Johnny says, pinching his thigh. Defending Oshie against Kaner’s irrational dislike is second nature by now.

Absently rubbing his thigh, Kaner says, “It’s like, interesting, though. I’m reading Greek erotic poetry, and it’s, like… interesting.”

“Wow, seriously,” Johnny deadpans. “How, like, interesting.”

“Piss off,” Kaner says, rolling his eyes again, because he’s that much of a dork. “No, but listen.” He pitches his voice low and calming, reciting in a rhythmic tone, “Boy, you’re like a horse. Just now sated with seed, you’ve come back to my stable, yearning for a good rider, fine meadow, an icy spring, shady groves.”

Johnny raises his eyebrows. “In other words, have sex with me.”

“Pretty much. Or here,” Kaner says, flipping a few pages, “Thracian filly, why do you eye me with mistrust and stubbornly run away, and think that I’m unskilled? Rest assured, I could fit you deftly with a bridle and, holding the reins, could steer you past the end posts of our course. Now as it is, you graze the fields and frisk in childish play since you lack a rider with a practiced hand at… horsemanship.” He practically purrs the last word, and… it’s weirdly sexy.

Johnny shifts in his seat. “Have sex with me.” he translates. “Because I’m good at it.”

“Yep. Or here, this one’s for you. Boy, you were born good-looking, but your head is crowned with stupidity. In your brain is lodged the character of a kite, always veering, bending to the words of other men.”

Johnny’s first instinct is to go for the ribs, pinching that one spot that makes Kaner thrash and choke on his laughter. But seeing as Kaner just had his spleen taken out, he thinks that’s a bad idea. He settles for catching him in a noogie and ruffling his hair, because the doctor said he could move around as long as he didn’t stretch the skin on his torso too much. If he doesn’t feel tightness or pain, there’s nothing to worry about, so Johnny listens for any noise of discomfort, ready to let go.

“Dumb motherfucker,” Kaner laughs, swatting at him with the book.

“At least I’m good-looking,” Johnny smiles.

“And have the character of a kite.” Kaner pronounces grandly. “Whatever that means.”

Johnny, with an enormous amount of effort, keeps from rolling his eyes. “I’m ignoring you now.”

“Good luck with that,” Kaner grins. “Ooh, here’s one. Boys’ appendages, Diodorus, come in three forms and of these you should learn the names. For call the one with intact tip ‘lalou,’ ‘cocco’ the one just beginning to swell. The one that already throbs at a hand’s touch, call ‘lizard.’ As for the more mature one, you know what to call it.”

“I really, really don’t.” Johnny says.

“Lizard?” Kaner asks. “What – what?”

“Jesus, just stop reading it.” Johnny says, trying to grab the book from him.

Kaner holds the book out of reach, laughing as he starts the next poem. “With a girl there’s no sphincter –”

“Kaner!”

“No simple kiss, no natural scent of skin.” Kaner stops for a moment, wearing an expression of intrigue, then continues. This time, he’s definitely affecting his ‘let’s get it on’ voice, which Johnny is ashamed to admit works on him with appalling regularity. His eyes are slanted, lazy and dirty and predatory. Kaner has figured out exactly how to turn Johnny on, and he loves doing it. “Nor that sweet dirty talk nor the frank expression, and an instructed girl is worse. They’re all cold from behind. But the larger problem is this – there is nowhere to put your wandering hand.”

As he recites the last words, he reaches over and blindly feels down Johnny’s body until he reaches the button of his slacks. Johnny doesn’t move to help him or prevent him, just lets him undo the zipper and curl that wandering hand around his cock, which jumps at his touch, already half-hard.

“You’re such a freak,” Johnny says, leaning back against the couch and spreading his legs to give Kaner more room to work with.

“Whatever, don’t pretend it doesn’t work on you.” Kaner snickers, leaning in so he’s one long line of heat against Johnny’s side. “Greek erotic poetry turns you on.”

You turn me on, Johnny doesn’t say. He does arch his hips and wriggle his way out of his slacks, though. Having nowhere else to put his arm, he slings it along the back of the couch, brushing Kaner’s shoulders.

“Alright, then. Keep going.” He looks over expectantly.

Patrick gapes for a moment, then a grin lights up his face and he slides that much closer.

“Long hair and fretted curls give me no pleasure,” he says, throaty and low, in Johnny’s ear.

Following the cadence of his recitation, he strokes, fingers deft and clever, skirting the edge of just tight enough.

“Things taught in the school of Art, not Nature.”

He tightens his grip; Johnny’s head knocks back against the couch. He watches Kaner’s hand on him from beneath lowered lashes.

“I prefer the dus– sweaty grime of a boy fresh from the hockey rink.”

As he stumbles over the word, his fingers falter, just enough of a change to make Johnny’s eyes open. But Kaner recovers, gently tracing his thumbnail over the vein under the head, and Johnny goes loose and trembling all over.

“And the oil-glistened hue of his limbs’ flesh.”

His fingers dip down to tease over his balls. Johnny gives a noise of approval, letting himself drift off, sinking into a haze of pleasure, buffeted by Kaner’s husky recitations and strung along by the fingers on his cock.

“My desire is sweet if unprettified;”

He licks his palm and resumes his stroking, tighter still, not teasing anymore, like this is a race and he’s going to fail if he doesn’t make Johnny go out of his mind before the poem is over. And it’s working, because Johnny’s losing it, rocking his hips and breathing open-mouthed in that way Kaner always laughs at him for. At some point, he doesn’t know when, his arm slides so it’s wrapped around Kaner’s shoulders and his fingers have a death grip on Kaner’s shirt.

“Counterfeit beauty is the work of the female Cypris.”

Finished with the poem, he pauses his hand. Johnny makes a noise that he’ll deny to his dying day and wraps his hand around Kaner’s fingers, trying to make them tighten again.

“Fresh from the hockey rink?” Johnny asks, rolling his hips up into Kaner’s fist.

“Artistic license,” Kaner grins. “Fresh from the wrestling ring? Doesn’t suit you.”

Johnny grunts his agreement. “C’mon, Kaner, get me off. Don’t be a tool.”

“Wait,” Kaner says, pulling his hand off completely. “Here.” He thrusts the book into Johnny’s hands. Before Johnny can give more than a token protest, Kaner slides onto his knees and arranges himself between his legs.

He looks up at Johnny expectantly, hands on his thighs. “Read,” he says.

Johnny waits for a minute. It takes a while for him to realize Kaner isn’t going to do anything until he reads him the fucking erotic poetry.

Part of Johnny wants to throw the book across the room and tell Kaner he’s not doing it, but mostly he wants to get off, so he flips to a random page and scans it quickly. Apparently luck is on his side today, because the third poem he finds is utterly perfect.

“Boy,” he starts, and Kaner obligingly sinks his lips down around him, tight and slick, and Johnny nearly loses his place. But he’s not giving in this early in the game, so he reads on, “since the goddess Kypris gave you a lusty grace,”

Kaner chuckles, and it vibrates through Johnny, makes his voice hoarse and his legs tremble.

“And your beauty’s every boy’s concern,”

Kaner bobs his head in the rhythm of Johnny’s words, hollows out his cheeks. Johnny holds open the book with one hand and threads the other one through Kaner’s hair, not pushing, just resting it there while he sucks Johnny’s brains out his dick.

“Listen to these words and for my sake take them to heart –”

Because he’s a dick and he likes messing with Johnny, Kaner pulls off and trails his tongue in meaningless designs down the underside of his cock, teasing him until he’s mindless and incoherent. But when Johnny goes to put down the book, Kaner pulls off, glaring until Johnny relents and goes back to the poem.

He spills out in a rush, “Knowing how hard it is for a man to bear desire. Kaner, c’mon!”

“How hard is it for a man to bear desire?” Kaner asks, ducking his head to suck bright red marks in Johnny’s thigh.

“So fucking hard, Kaner –”

“And what words am I listening to?” he says, switching to the other thigh.


“Get me off, you unbelievable douchebag.”


“Fine, fine,” Kaner says. “But read one more.” And he takes Johnny back in his mouth.

Johnny frantically flips pages, no longer caring if the poem was relevant, just that it’s fucking short.

“Happy the lover who has a workout when he gets home, sleeping all day with a beautiful boy.” He says, rushed, and only after realizes how very fitting it is. Not like he’s gonna tell Kaner that, egomaniac that he already is.

Thankfully, Kaner gives up on teasing. He also gives up on rhythm, just sucks Johnny down like a vacuum, brings him right to the edge then does that thing where he swallows right as Johnny’s cock is sheathed in his throat. Johnny comes hard, fingers tight in Kaner’s hair, jerking his hips spasmodically as Kaner swallows him through it.

He takes a 30 second refractory period to get his brain back. Then he tugs Kaner gently up by the wrist, and Kaner clambers into Johnny’s lap, a mess of limbs and tangled clothes. Together, they make quick work of his pants, and it takes only a few quick pumps around his cock, a twist of the wrist, and he’s spilling over onto Johnny’s shirt and tie.

They lie there, panting, for a few minutes. Then Kaner stirs and sits up. He grins. “Who knew you were such a sucker for poetry?”

“Shut up.” Johnny says. If he ignores his own blush, it’s like it’s not there. “I’m gonna have to get this thing dry-cleaned.”

“No, but seriously, I’m gonna recite Greek poetry while I’m fucking you, someday.” Kaner’s smile is filthy. “You’re gonna cream yourself without being touched while I talk to you about your body being a temple or whatever.”

“Fuck off,” Johnny groans, shoving Kaner off his thigh. He leaves Kaner to his plotting and goes to brush his teeth.

That plan is abruptly derailed when Kaner sidles up next to him in the bathroom and coos in his ear, “Prettiest, most desirable of boys – stick around and listen to me a bit.”

And fuck it all, he’s right. Johnny springs a semi faster than he’s done since Kaner’s overtime goal in Philadelphia.

 

 

Johnny learns to pick and choose his battles. He’s satisfied enough when he can get Kaner to come to a game that he doesn’t bother trying to get him to wear his own jersey, just hands over a spare of his own and accepts it back after the game without comment. He can’t get Kaner to come out with them afterwards, but he does talk him into coming to the Sharps’ Halloween party, through a mixture of guilt-tripping (“dude, you know that the only person in the world with bigger puppy dog eyes than Abby Sharp is Sharpy, he’s gonna make you feel awful forever”) and bribery (“I will buy you a yacht, just don’t make me go there alone”).

Kaner’s keeping up with the team really well one-on-one, Johnny knows, having regular brunches with the Sharps, going to Cubs games with Seabs and Duncs, playing Call of Duty with Hammer and Stals. He just doesn’t like to be with the whole team, either because he feels excluded or because he’s afraid he will. Or something else entirely, something Johnny tries to understand but just can’t, doesn’t know how hard it must be to see everyone bonded by a sport that he thinks he’ll never get back. But Johnny can’t let him forget what it means to be part of the team, that camaraderie. Not only for the selfish reason that he’s trying to keep Patrick in hockey, but because, hell, he knows how much the team matters to Kaner, and he knows that Kaner will never forgive himself if he lets them all go just because he’s feeling a little raw from the loss.

Plus, Johnny wasn’t kidding. Abby and Sharpy together could guilt-trip him into buying their baby. Like, if that’s a thing they wanted him to do.

Alright, so that was a weird example.

Abby answers the door, radiant as ever, her belly adorned in colorful stripes and her arms and legs swathed in shimmery blue fabric.

Kaner tips his head to the side.

“I’m a beach, obviously,” she says breezily. “Here’s my beach ball.” She pats her pregnant belly.

No one has a better sense of humor about her body doing screwy things without her permission than Abby Sharp. Johnny imagines what Kaner’s sisters would do to him if he said that in front of them and winces, vowing never to talk about pregnancy with them.

“So you’re… Greek?” She looks over Kaner’s totally half-assed sheet toga, which is straight out of every frat party Johnny ever went to at UND. He did the knots that hold the whole thing together at the shoulders, because they kept coming loose when Kaner did them.

“Socrates, I guess,” he shrugs. “It was kind of last minute.”

Abby hmms, unimpressed at the copout, and looks at Johnny for the first time. Her eyes go wide and she bursts out laughing. “Tom Cruise from Risky Business.” She shakes her head. “And I always thought Kaner was the one with no shame.”

“I lost a bet,” he scowls.

“Two questions. First, what was the bet?” She looks expectant.

He shrugs one shoulder, because he’s not about to tell her that he staked his ability to keep from coming longer than Kaner against abject humiliation in the name of Tom Cruise. He still can’t believe he lost. “Next question?”

She pouts, but asks, “Did you wuss out, or are you actually wearing briefs?”

Kaner interjects, “Totally pussied out, he’s wearing boxers.”

She shakes her head, disappointed. “And I thought better of you, Johnny. Well, come on in. Can I get you something to drink? Jungle Juice is the house drink tonight.”

Johnny groans. “We’re not in college, there is no excuse for drinking that. I’ll have a beer.”

She tuts. “This is no ordinary fratboy Jungle Juice. Patrick went to four different grocery stores to get the ingredients for it. There’s 14 of them, and nine of them are alcoholic.”

“Whoa, hey now,” Kaner says, perking up. “That sounds awesome.” He beelines for the ice chest on top of the kitchen table, which is half full of a mysterious red liquid.

“Your boy’s got it right.” Abby says, eyes twinkling. “Not trying it would be a travesty.”

“I’m driving tonight,” he says, “but thanks for the offer. Next time I want to go blind, I’ll have Sharpy fix me a drink.”

She huffs, but lets it go.

Johnny feels vaguely guilty about turning her down until he sees Shawsy table-dancing to Britney Spears, his lips stained red from the Jungle Juice. Then he just feels smug.

 

 

He feels even smugger when Sharpy is somehow too drunk to make fun of him. It’s amazing.

“Whoa, Tazer, nice shirt,” Sharpy slurs. “Whose is it, Will Smith?” He laughs so hard at his own failed joke that he buckles over.

“That wasn’t even an insult,” Duncs says with admirable patience.

“Your mom,” Sharpy says, in a genial tone, as if he actually is inquiring about the welfare of Duncan’s mother.

“Also not an insult,” Johnny adds helpfully.

Sharpy sticks his tongue out.

“I’m telling you, Jungle Juice kills,” Johnny says, shaking his head.

Sharpy nods and pats his head sagely. “If you good chaps will pardon me, I’ve got some hosting to do.” He wanders off. Johnny feels bad for Abby, because it’s going to land on her to babysit her husband all night, but she must have seen this coming, right?

“Should we be worried about him choking to death on his own vomit?” Duncan asks, frowning after him.

“He’s still speaking in full, grammatically correct sentences, so he’s… probably not going to?” Johnny says doubtfully.

“Yeah…” Duncs does not sound convinced.

They both watch Sharpy walk away.

Johnny sighs in resignation. “Fine, I’ll keep an eye on him.”

“Works for me.” Duncs glances around and tips his head toward the corner. “Look at that.”

Johnny turns his head and finds Kaner and Duncan’s girlfriend in deep conversation, Kaner absently gesturing with a red Solo cup of Jungle Juice as he speaks. He feels a stab of affection towards Duncan for not saying anything about Our girlfriends are talking the way every other guy on the team would have.

As if by mutual agreement, Duncan and Johnny fall silent, listening.

“I’m sticking close to Chicago because my hematology doctor is based here,” Kaner is saying, “but I’ve been thinking about moving back to Buffalo, work with my Dad maybe. Or maybe I’ll apply to college, I dunno, I’ve got options. Right now I’m auditing night classes at Truman College, you know, the one on West Wilson?”

Duncan’s girlfriend (Kelly-Rae? That sounds right) says, “Really? How interesting. Any ideas yet about a future career?”

Kaner laughs, but it’s uncomfortable. “Um, not really? I think I might shop around. Business seems cool. Or, uh, Greek poetry is really interesting.” Johnny flushes so fast he swears he can feel the blood as it rushes to his face. Thankfully, Duncs, who is ostensibly having a conversation with him, is too busy being a fellow eavesdropper to notice. “And like, Greek history.”

She raises her eyebrows, surprised. “Really.”

Kaner grins, voice growing more animated. “Yeah, you know the movie 300? With all the cool shield fighting and badass kicking people into wells and shit?”

“Yes?”

“Well, real Greek history is nothing like that.” Kaner gestures more loosely and Jungle Juice sloshes over the side of the cup onto the carpet. Johnny winces. “I mean the battle happened, a little differently, but like a jillion times cooler. Anyway there was this one time Athens and Sparta were fighting because they did that like all the friggin’ time, and Sparta was kicking ass because for one thing, they’re badass, and for another thing, Athens’ walls had been knocked down by the Persians so they didn’t have great defenses. And Sparta sent these messengers telling them not to rebuild the walls or they would ransack the city when the walls are down, basically saying they had to surrender to Sparta or they would kill them all.”

“Uh huh?” Kelly-Rae says.

Kaner’s really into it now, bouncing a little as he talks. “And Themistocles, the Athenian leader-guy, went to Sparta and left Athens with the instructions to rebuild the walls super-fast. In Sparta, he kept delaying the surrendery negotiations while the Athenians back home rebuilt the walls with whatever crap was lying around, like clay and broken pots and rando shit like that.”

“And what happened?”

“And eventually the Spartans got suspicious and sent an envoy to check that the Athenians were actually surrendering and not building the wall, and Themistocles sent a messenger after them telling the Athenians to kidnap the Spartan envoy and hold them hostage. So when the Spartan assembly got curious about why their envoy was taking so long to come back, Themistocles was all yo bitches, we got a wall and yo dudes as hostages, so don’t front, you gullible mothafuckas.” He punches the air violently to demonstrate the badassery of Themistocles, who apparently sounded like Mr. T. “So then the Spartans couldn’t destroy the city and Athens didn’t get its ass kicked.”

“Oh wow, that is awesome.” Kelly-Rae takes a long draw of her wine, eyeing Kaner thoughtfully. “So Greek history, hm? Who knew?”

“Yeah, right? So I might do something with that, go to college to learn stuff like the Iliad or whatever.” He pauses, pursing his lips. “Or – ooh, maybe I could get in on that Discount Double-Check commercial action with Aaron Rodgers. Do you think I’d have to do the stupid dance?” He frowns in deep concentration. Apparently the stupid dance is that much of a deal-breaker for him. “I could market my goal celly, right?”

There’s a chorus of ‘No’s in the room, generously mixed with ‘Not a chance in hell’s and outright laughter. Apparently Johnny’s not the only one who was listening in on the conversation.

“Y’all haters go on hating,” Kaner says, because he hasn’t gotten any less lame since his rookie year.

Johnny laughs with the rest of the team, but he can’t help the low curl of dread in the pit of his stomach.

College, huh?

 

 

Even the amount that the makeshift toga is slipping on the car ride home doesn’t distract Johnny from his thoughts. He has a feeling he’s working the crazy eyes right now, which Kaner would call him on if he weren’t avoiding his gaze.

“So…” Johnny starts.

Kaner sinks his head into his palm. “Here we go,” he says under his breath.

Nothing gets Johnny angry like being condescended to, and the way Kaner said that, like Johnny is being a petulant child and Kaner is resigned to his bullshit – that gets his hackles on end. “When were you going to tell me about Buffalo?” he asks testily.

He doesn’t have to condescend to get Kaner angry – he’s already there. “I haven’t decided anything yet,” Kaner snaps, “so lay off.”

“What, so you weren’t going to tell me until you were already gone? Class act, Kaner.” Johnny says, gripping the steering wheel so tightly his knuckles are white.

“Yeah right, don’t even pretend like you would encourage me to leave here, not when I have even a tiny chance of coming back. You wouldn’t have wanted me to tell you, and you know it.” Kaner sneers.

“Bullshit.” Johnny shakes his head jerkily; his sunglasses fall forward over his eyes and he pushes them back up, cursing under his breath.

Kaner spins to face him, eyes flaring. “Oh yeah? You really would have wanted me to tell you about my incredibly vague, undecided plans to leave Chicago that I’m just as likely to forget as follow through on?”

“Yes!”

Kaner snorts. It’s a sound he picked up from Johnny, and it sounds even dumber on Kaner than it does on him. Which is saying something; Johnny really needs to stop doing that.

But Kaner’s right, or at least, he’s not wrong. “And also no,” Johnny says reluctantly.

“Exactly. I wasn’t going to tell you because you’d just get mad and I’m sick of your bullshit. So leave it.” Kaner sounds serious.

Johnny is so, so tired of fighting about this. That’s why he shuts up, because he knows it’s only so long before he pushes Kaner too far, or vice versa, and he doesn’t know what will happen when the frayed edges of their friendship snap.

He notices, as he glances over, that Kaner’s got one leg up on the dashboard and there’s black boxer briefs peeking through where the sheet fails to cover. Johnny’s boxer briefs, if he’s not wrong. Which is simultaneously gross and sexy, a thought that Johnny finds himself thinking about Patrick more than he’d like to admit.

“I didn’t realize you were so into Greek culture,” he says, an apology and a question at once.

Kaner stretches. “Why do you think I was so interested in that book about Greek homos when I found it at your place? ‘Sides, you know how much I like 300. Leonidas is a bro.”

“Is that who you’re supposed to be?”

“Tazer, Tazer, Tazer,” Kaner drawls. “So uninformed. If only you had gone to a real college, then you would –”

Johnny interjects with a flat, “I will force-feed you my UND sweater.”

“–know that Leonidas was a Spartan warrior, with the skirts and the big shields and the big plumy hat thing. I’m just a generic Greek poet. Maybe Theognis, he’s one of my favorites.” There’s something wicked and smug in Kaner’s tone, which confuses Johnny until he realizes Theognis must have been one of the poets Kaner was reading that time.

Johnny’s fingers, just relaxing, tighten once more, for a very different reason. He side-eyes Kaner and finds him looking back with a loose, lazy smirk. “Theognis?” he croaks back.

“He starts a lot of his poems with Boy,” Kaner says. “Like this.” He clears his throat. “Boy, take off that costume and sit on my couch, where we can watch monster movies and make out.”

“I like that one,” Johnny drawls.

“I thought you might,” Kaner says.

 

 

Having grown up In Winnipeg, football has never held much appeal for Johnny. His father took him to a Winnipeg Blue Bombers game once when he was young and he just didn’t get it, why the game kept stopping, why they weren’t allowed to fight, why anyone would want to play a game with such specific rules regarding point-scoring. Jesus, puck goes in net, you score, you win, done. None of these shenanigans with conversion safeties and 4th and inches and what have you.

Kaner’s not like that though. He was born right as the Buffalo Bills were becoming the premier team in football. He has tiny infant-sized jerseys from each of the four years the Bills went to the Super Bowl, and liked to brag about them until Bur shut him down by asking him exactly how many of those Super Bowls they won.

(Bur had looked at Johnny, all mischievous and amirite, like Johnny was in on the joke. Johnny had forced a laugh and gone on Wikipedia the first chance he had, only understanding Bur’s point when he saw that the Bills went to the Super Bowl four years in a row and didn’t win it once. He still can’t join in the chirping – only the Americans on the team get that privilege – but now he at least gets how it’s funny.)

He kind of gets what Kaner sees in it, having spent enough time around football fans eager to share their knowledge that he now sees the sport as an intricate chess match rather than competitive paint drying.

However, he doesn’t think it was worth Tivoing the game to watch later just because neither of them were available on Sunday – Kaner had a doctor’s appointment and Johnny had to get to the rink with enough time to stretch and warm up for the evening game against the Canucks. And he was too sore, both literally and figuratively, after the soul-crushing 6-2 loss to want to watch it afterwards.

But still, it’s just so dumb to watch it on Monday, especially because he already knows the Bills lost. Kaner doesn’t, though, and Johnny isn’t saying anything. He’s satisfied with smirking every time Kaner says something like, “We’re only down 3-0, we’ve still got this,” and shit-talking him relentlessly for every single error the Bills make.

“Tell you what,” Johnny says, two minutes into the second half. “One drink for a blocked pass, two drinks for a sack, chug on interceptions. Oh wait, we’ll die of alcohol poisoning.”

“Says the man drinking water.” Kaner raises his own beer bottle in a sarcastic salute. “Besides, usually football drinking games are used to applaud successes for your team, not failures.”

“Then we’d all die of dehydration,” Johnny deadpans, laughing when Kaner elbows him in the side.

When he looks over, he finds that Kaner is grinning at him, big and bright-eyed and kind of stupid looking, like his face can’t contain his mouth.

“What?” he asks, sincerely confused.

“Nothing,” Kaner says, not looking away. “I’m just. Happy, I guess.”

“Because your team sucks balls?” Johnny drinks from his water bottle. “Congratulations, man. Your Bills are losing by 16 points at home. You must be so proud.”

“Fuck off and die,” Kaner says cheerfully, “but no, it’s not that.”

Johnny waits, but nothing more seems forthcoming. That just won’t do.

He waits for Kaner to set down his bottle of beer and snatches it off the coffee table, transferring it so he’s got both bottles in one hand, leaving the other free to fend off Kaner’s flailing attempts at retrieving it.

“Hey!”

“Uh uh. People who make intentionally cryptic statements deserve to have their beer privileges revoked,” Johnny says, craning his neck away so he can swig from both bottles at once. It’s a little messy, and more than a little gross, but it’s worth it for the way Kaner’s eyes go kind of bug-eyed with indignation.

Kaner has no qualms about climbing into his lap to grab it back, and the revocation of beer privileges devolves into a game of keep-away that ends up with both of them more than a little damp and sticky. Whatever, as long as Kaner didn’t get to drink his beer, Johnny’s happy.

“You are a world-class dickbag,” Kaner declares, tipping his empty bottle over his mouth forlornly.

“So?” Johnny asks, shifting in his seat to distribute Kaner’s weight more evenly in his lap.

Kaner smiles again. “Can’t a guy just be happy without having his beer dumped all over him?”

“Are you really not going to tell me, or do you want me to ask that badly?” Johnny asks flatly.

“Let’s call it a combination of the two,” Kaner says.

“That doesn’t make sense.”

“Fine, fine. It’s just…” Kaner’s hands start fidgeting with the hem of Johnny’s shirt, and his eyes drop down to meet them. “I was talking to this girl at the doctor’s office today, and –”

Johnny raises a hand to halt his words. “Talking or talking?”

Kaner looks at him with an expression of contempt. “She was 17.”

“The question stands,” Johnny says without missing a beat.

Kaner tweaks his nipple through his shirt. “Sick, man, what kind of pervert do you think I am? Whatever, don’t answer that. Anyway, I was talking to this girl about how much it sucks, having ITP, and she was so chill about it. She was like, so I can’t play contact sports, I deal. Doesn’t keep me from hanging out with friends, or baking, or college, or doing the things I love. You get me?”

“You want to learn to bake,” Johnny says.

“You tool,” Kaner says, but fondly. “It’s just, she says she doesn’t even think about having ITP, 99% of the time. She forgets. And I was starting to think I’d never have that, because I think about it all the fucking time. But I dunno, shooting the shit with you… It kind of feels like forgetting. In a good way.”

Johnny doesn’t say anything.

Kaner taps his finger against Johnny’s pectoral. “It feels like all we’ve talked about recently is my fucking blood disorder. Do you think someday you could forget I have it? Just for a day?” he pleads.

Johnny wants to lie, so badly. But for Patrick’s sake and his own, he can’t. “No, Kaner. I don’t think I could ever forget.” Not when both of them have lost so much because of it, and not when forgetting means giving up entirely on Kaner ever coming back.

Kaner’s eyes dim. “Yeah,” he says. “I didn’t really think so.”

 

 

Somehow, though Kaner didn’t say it outright, Johnny knows that this is it. This is his final shot, his one last chance to convince Kaner that staying with the team is more important than anything – thinking about it like that makes Johnny feel selfish and pathetic, but, just, Kaner can’t leave them.

He picks Kaner up from the hematology and oncology clinic after morning practice, glad to see a smile on his face instead of the tightness behind his eyes that Johnny has come to recognize as indicative of another upcoming transfusion. Kaner’s not supposed to drive to the clinic in case he does need a transfusion, because driving while doped up on Benadryl would be a terrible idea all around.

Kaner climbs into the passenger seat, tugging at the plastic bracelet around his wrist to no avail. “These things are ridiculously hard to get off,” he grunts. “Like handcuffs for sick people. Are we trying to tag the diseased now?”

Johnny knows that it’s difficult to pull off a hospital bracelet one-handed, especially since it’s on Kaner’s dominant wrist, but he can’t help feeling smug when he reaches over and breaks off the plastic ring with one sharp tug. “Yeah, that looked hard.”

“Well obviously I loosened it for you,” Kaner says, tossing the bracelet in with the handful of them already in Johnny’s glove compartment. It looks like he’s collecting them. The world’s saddest hobby, Johnny thinks. “What’s on the agenda for today? Any more organs you’d liked me to remove? Are we getting me back up to hockey weight?”

Johnny winces. He hadn’t realized he’d been so pushy with the whole treatment thing.

“Relax, I’m kidding,” Kaner says, punching his shoulder. “I know that your idea of a dream date is bench pressing your body weight.”

“Not today,” Johnny says, merging onto the highway. “There’s two days until we go on our 11 day road tour. Until then, it’s whatever you wanna do, buddy. I’m game.”

Kaner looks at him sharply, then nods, seeming to recognize this as the offering it’s meant to be. He wanted 24 hours? Johnny’ll give him 48. “Yeah, ok,” he says.

Johnny looks over. “So what’s it gonna be? Wrigleyville? Paintball? … The zoo?”

Kaner laughs, but it turns into a yawn halfway through. “God, I’m tired. Can we just watch shitty action movies and lie around in our boxers?”

That sounds fucking perfect to Johnny. “As long as you don’t make me watch Transformers 3,” he says.

Even though there is a 0% chance he was even considering that movie until Johnny brought it up, Kaner immediately forms his mouth in a moue of disappointment. “I’m telling you Tazer, we can’t just watch the first two and not the third. There’s no resolution! Don’t you feel unresoluted?”

“The only reason we watched the other two is because you threatened to withhold blowjobs.” And because, duh, Megan Fox’s tits.

“And Megan Fox’s tits,” Kaner protests.

“Still no,” Johnny says.

“You’re a joy-sucker.” Kaner proclaims. “You suck joy out of lives.”

What shiny object can he dangle in front of Kaner to distract him? Hmm. “I’m only caught up to the first six episodes of the latest season of Game of Thrones. Want to marathon it?” he asks.

Mouth open to protest, Kaner pauses. “Ok.” He says, suspiciously agreeable. Johnny doesn’t like the look of his smirk, but as long as he doesn’t have to watch any more shitty Michael Bay movies, he’s happy.

“Your place or mine?” Johnny asks, not that it matters much.

“Yours. I don’t have any food at my place, and I know how much you eat,” Kaner says absently.

Johnny frowns. “You know the nutrition plan of a –”

“I know, I know. Yada yada yada 13 servings of carbohydrates and eight servings of protein, believe me, I know.” He smiles to show that he doesn’t mean it as an insult.

Still, Johnny can’t help the embarrassment at being called out on his neuroses. “I only eat that much when I’m burning the calories off.”

“Believe me, if the next two days go as planned, you’ll be burning them all off,” Kaner drawls, and winks. Like, he actually winks, like a 70s porn star without the giant mustache.

Johnny gives himself five seconds to take in Kaner’s sly, smoldering smile before reaching over and pinching his side.

“Hey!”

“No cheesy pick-up lines allowed in my car,” he says, stern. “You know the rules.”

“Yeah…” Kaner pouts, slouching in his seat. Then he perks up and whips out his phone. “I saw these awesome Game of Thrones related drinks on Facebook. We should make them and play the Game of Thrones drinking game.”

“There’s a Game of Thrones drinking game?” Johnny asks, putting on his turn signal.

Kaner claps his hands together in glee, like a seal. “Yeah, it’s great! Hey, where are we going?” He presses his nose against the glass, because Kaner actually is an infant, and if Johnny didn’t have the child locks on he’d probably be tumbling out into the road.

Johnny pulls into the parking lot of the strip mall. “Giant, and then the liquor store. I don’t know what the ingredients are to these drinks, but I’m willing to bet I don’t have them.”

“Good thinking,” Kaner says approvingly, opening the browser on his phone. He hesitates, then looks up at Johnny, mouth twisted with uncertainly. “This totally doesn’t fit your nutrition plan.”

Johnny takes the phone and looks over the ingredients list. Jesus Christ, his teeth are aching at the very thought of all the sugar, but –

Kaner looked so happy.

“I can be bad for a day,” he shrugs, handing the phone back.

Kaner, because he’s a dick, does not appear grateful or surprised or touched by the gesture. He does, however, burst out laughing. “Bad? Yeah, you’re definitely the baddest guy around, Johnny Toews. That is exactly the word I would use for a guy who has – let me count – seven reusable bags in the backseat of his sedan on any given day.”

Johnny flushes and grabs one of the aforementioned cloth bags. “Typical American douchebaggery,” he says loftily.

Kaner just laughs more.

 

 

Johnny makes lunch for them – pasta, chicken breast, and sautéed Swiss Chard (Kaner clears only half of his plate; Johnny frowns but doesn’t say anything) – and then washes the dishes, listening with half an ear as Kaner mixes all of the drinks. When he turns around, he finds an array of tall drinking glasses filled with oddly colored liquids, ranging from bright green to scarlet red to a worryingly muddy brown, which Johnny eyes warily and Kaner seems weirdly excited to try.

“Let’s get this fucker started!” Kaner says, clapping his hands together.

They taste each of the drinks and rank them best to worst, Johnny’s favorite being the “Now My Watch Is Begun” because he’s always had a thing for coffee-flavored drinks, and Kaner’s being “Kingslayer” because he has a huge, lame crush on Jaime Lannister (and likes to pretend they’re similar in that swashbuckling, sexy blond way even though Kaner’s about a million years from that level of good-looking).

They ferry the drinks over to the coffee table in the living room, taking several trips to do it, and Kaner sets up Johnny’s laptop with the drinking game rules in front of them. “Which episode were you on?” he asks.

Johnny frowns at his television, trying to log into his Amazon account with his PS3 and distracted because of it. “Six, I think. There was a riot and Jon caught some wildling girl and there’s something about Daenerys’s dragons but it’s unclear.”

“Oh, so Cersei’s not dead yet?” Kaner says, casual as anything.

Johnny blinks, momentarily unable to believe what he just heard. Then he literally drops the game controller in belated shock, which, seriously, who does that? “What?” he squawks, outraged.

“Oh shit, I guess not.” Kaner says, wincing. “Sorry about that, dude.”

“You – I – why would you do that?” Johnny stands and makes an abortive motion towards Kaner, but stops short. He’s so full of impotent, bewildered rage that he doesn’t know what to do. He’d like to kill Kaner without actually hurting him, if that’s possible.

Then he notices Kaner’s inability to look him in the eye.

“You lying jerk!” He yells, pouncing on Kaner, who erupts into giggles immediately, thrashing when Johnny pinches his sides and getting in a pretty good knuckle-punch to the jaw, though it appears to be entirely by accident.

“I’m sorry, Tazer, it was just too tempting!” He whoops his laughter. “I swear, she doesn’t die, I promise, stop tickling me!”

Curious now, and knowing that Kaner’s a few seconds from choking too hard on laughter to speak, Johnny stops, sitting up on his heels with Kaner pinned underneath him. “How would you know, anyway? Did you watch ahead of me?”

“You kidding? I know how much that shit bothers you.” Kaner says. He props himself up on his elbows. “I had a lot of time on my hands without hockey, and I was really bored in the hospital, so my sisters sent me all five books. I burned through them pretty fast. Wanna know some spoilers? Arya poisons Tywin Lann –”

Johnny tries to clap his hand over Kaner’s mouth to stifle his words. “If you finish that sentence, Patrick Timothy Kane, I swear I will –”

Muffled but decipherable, Kaner says, “And Catelyn fucks Jaime –”

Giving up on that failed tactic, Johnny returns to the tried and true strategy of tickling him until he cries. “Why are you like this?” he demands, ruthlessly digging his fingers into the tender spots on Kaner’s ribs that make him giggle like a little girl.

Through peals of laughter, Patrick chokes out, “What do you mean? I didn’t even tell you that Cersei is pregnant again, but you’ll never guess whose baby! It’s –”

Consciously, Johnny knows Patrick is lying and is making up these spoilers for fun. That doesn’t keep him from clapping his hands over his ears and saying, “I’m not listening to you.” like a goddamn five year old, because that’s what Patrick turns him into.

“I’m done, I’m done,” Kaner says, sliding his hands up Johnny’s wrists to pry them away from his ears. “I swear.”

“Right, like I believe that,” Johnny snorts.

Kaner grins, crooked and sweet, like he isn’t the bane of Johnny’s existence. “Come on, baby, don’t you trust me?”

“I trust that you’ll be sleeping on the couch if you spoil one more thing for me, real or not.”

 

 

As it turns out, watching Game of Thrones with Kaner is awful now, because he keeps interrupting every two minutes to complain about something else having been changed from the book, and it’s annoying as fuck. Two episodes in, the only logical answer is to silence him with long, heated kisses every time he opens his mouth. Unsurprisingly, this leads to them necking like teenagers on his couch while the sounds of dying men and broken oaths and Daenerys claiming to be the blood of the Dragon echo in his living room. Johnny wonders what’s happening in the show when Kaner’s hand goes up his shirt, and gives up on paying attention entirely when Patrick’s pants come off.

Whatever. Johnny will watch the rest on his own sometime, and read the books, just so Kaner can’t keep being a tool and lording his knowledge of key plot points over his head.

They both fall asleep on the couch that night, but Johnny wakes up at three in the morning and carries Kaner to bed – literally carries him, bridal-style, because he weighs about 140 now and it feels nice, to be able to do this. Just like it feels nice to fall asleep curled around him.

Johnny’s never been able to completely envelop him in his arms before. Silver linings, and all.

 

 

It can’t last, of course. Johnny could have told you that, as reluctant as he would be to admit it. But he knows it, all the same. On the morning that the Hawks’ 11-day road tour starts, it boils over.

If Kaner hadn’t kept up with the offhanded comments about his life without hockey and how great it was, he would have been able to keep his own fucking mouth shut. But he can’t stand to listen to Kaner’s new enriched life without reminding him about what he’s missing out on, what he gave up.

Besides, he’s already in a bad mood because Sid texted him this weird series of texts overnight, all distraught because he’d gotten so close to being cleared and then it was taken away again. Johnny may be good at denial, but he can’t deny that he’s created a parallel in his mind between Sid and Kaner, so some part of him is convinced that Sid’s return will herald the beginning of Kaner’s recovery. And Sidney spent the last week so convinced he was coming back, only to have it ripped away from him at the last minute. So he’s not coming back, not now and maybe (maybe) not ever.

It’s not great for Johnny’s mental state.

He doesn’t even remember what he said later, some thoughtless comment about how they hadn’t solidified yet who’s best playing on Johnny’s wing, so everything’s still in place for Kaner’s comeback. In retrospect, it was dumb. The only reason the position hasn’t been decided is because they’re trying out every possible combination of Hoss, Stals, Sharpy, and the rookies. No one’s dumb enough to be waiting for Kaner to come back. Just Johnny.

Kaner has a right to be mad, he admits, fed up with all that pressure about something he can’t even control. But Kaner doesn’t have a right to be this mad, spitting curses and shoving Johnny around in a way Johnny’s too scared to reciprocate, because sometimes he leaves bruises accidentally just by knocking into Kaner, and there’s no way he’s ever doing it intentionally. For some reason, this bothers Kaner more, and the fight builds up to him snapping, “You don’t even respect me at all, do you?”

“The fuck are you talking about?” Johnny asks, pressed back against the wall, unsure if Kaner isn’t making sense because Johnny’s too blinded by anger to understand him, or if Kaner just isn’t making sense.

Kaner is literally shaking with rage. “You tell me how to live my life, and yet you fucking treat me with kid gloves. What, I’m not manly enough to punch anymore?“

“You have a blood disorder, fucker!” Johnny protests, confused.

“I know that!” Kaner says, exasperated. “Do you?”

Like he’s been able to think about anything else for months. “Of course I do!”

“If you want me to get back into hockey, you have to admit I can take a hit. So either I can play hockey and you punch me, or you admit that it’s over for me. So hit me, you asshole,” he yells all up in Johnny’s face, eyes wild. “Hit me!”

And then Johnny shouts back, “If you weren’t broken, I would!”

Kaner snaps back as if Zdeno Chara had just hit a slap-shot into his solar plexus.

And Johnny, Johnny doesn’t even feel guilty. Well, of course he feels sort of bad, it was a cruel thing to say. But Kaner had it coming, and… And Kaner had said some mean shit too, about how Johnny wasn’t good enough to win without him, and that’s why he was trying so hard to get Kaner to come back. About how Johnny was too fucking pathetic to let him go.

But still. Broken.

No, Johnny feels pretty fucking guilty.

Kaner storms out of the house, probably to go drown his sorrows in enough alcohol to pickle a cat, and Johnny puts in a hour on the treadmill, legs pumping steadily away. Over time, his scowl fades, leaving him biting his lip instead.

God, he shouldn’t have said that. Kaner’s never been able to stay mad at him before, so he can’t start now, right? This won’t be it for them, it can’t be.

When he gets back to his apartment, Kaner’s there, a little flushed from alcohol but not slurring yet. He looks more miserable than angry now. “Would it be so bad?” he asks the kitchen counter, not looking away from it as Johnny enters the room.

“Would what be so bad?” Johnny asks slowly.

Kaner slides a tumbler of an amber liquid from hand to hand. “If I went back to Buffalo.”

Johnny hitches a sharp breath.

“I hit a dead-end, Johnny. There’s nothing else for me here, is there?” He looks up at Johnny, who can’t tell if the question is rhetorical or not.

Either way, he doesn’t have an answer.

“It doesn’t have to be forever. I just need time, and I need to get away from you for a while. You won’t let go of this hockey thing, and I can’t fucking deal with it anymore.” He rubs his eyes with his knuckles.

“You can’t go,” Johnny says abruptly. His tone brokers no argument.

Kaner sighs, ignoring him. “You’re on the road for 11 days, and maybe that will be good for us both. Give us time to think.”

Johnny’s mouth twists. For him, there’s nothing to think about. The only person who needs that is Kaner, and he’s wasting his time, thinking about all this stupid shit that doesn’t deserve the time he spends on it. “Think about what?”

Kaner’s eyes flash up to meet his, not angry but determined. It’s so much worse than the anger. “About my life without hockey, and whether you’re willing to be a part of it,” he says.

“I’m not the one who’s leaving!” Johnny yells.

Kaner gulps down the last of the amber liquid and sets the tumbler down on the counter, hard. “That’s not the way I see it,” he says, and walks out of the room.

 

 

Kaner’s birthday falls midway through their tour of away games. Johnny’s been so caught up in everything that he’s completely forgotten about it until Sharpy nudges him and asks, “What’d you and Li’l Peeks do for our baby boy’s birthday?”

Johnny freezes up, then, because he’s the king of playing it cool, says, “Nothing yet, we were going to do something when I get home.”

“Right, like I believe that,” Sharpy says, because he’s fucking psychic.

“Fine, whatever.” Johnny returns his attention to taping up his stick. He frowns. He and Kaner left things on a weird, awful note, and he doesn’t know where that leaves him on the scale of appropriate birthday presents. Somehow, he doesn’t think his old standby of miscellaneous sports equipment is going to work this time.

It’s probably better to just put it off for now. He wants to get Kaner something that he’ll appreciate, not force a gift into his hands while they both glare at each other.

“You need some ideas?” Sharpy asks.

Johnny opens his mouth to decline, but what comes out instead is, “He’s thinking about going back to Buffalo.”

Sharpy blinks. Which, fair, because that came out of left field. He leans forward. “And?”

Johnny rests his elbows on his thighs for a moment, glaring at the floor. And, on an unrelated note, how hardcore would you judge me if I asked to be traded to the Sabres? He thinks about saying.

But ugh, gross. It would take more than Kaner moving back to Buffalo for Johnny to ask for that.


And, can I count you in on the kidnapping him and locking him in my apartment plan?


Somehow, he doesn’t think forcible coercion is on Sharpy’s to-do list.


And, I don’t know what I’m going to do if he does.


This one is true, reasonable, and there is not a chance in hell Johnny is going to say it.

“And he shouldn’t,” he ends up saying as he pulls on his skates.

“Because?” Sharpy prompts.

Johnny frowns. “Because he belongs with the team.”

“The team,” Sharpy says, voice dripping scorn. “You’re fucking with me, right?”

Johnny frowns harder. “What, you don’t think he does?”

“You are too dumb to live,” Sharpy says. He claps Johnny’s shoulder. “Homework assignment, Captain. I want you to think long and hard about why you want Kaner to stay. Meanwhile, I’ll be here with the emotionally mature, adult members of our team.”

Johnny looks around at their team, half of which is playing keep-away with Hoss’s sock tape.

“Point taken,” Sharpy says, without Johnny having to say a word. “I’ll be here.”

Johnny dresses mechanically, wondering at what Sharpy said. He can feel Patrick’s absence in the locker room like a phantom limb, with no obnoxious rapping or snickering idiots poking Johnny’s sides when his shirt rides up. If that’s not wanting Kaner back with the team, he doesn’t know what it is.

 

 

He half-hopes Kaner will have cooled off by the time he gets home, but he knows it won’t be that easy. Theoretically, the first thing Johnny should do is visit him and apologize, try to talk things through. But the grueling six-game road tour leaves him exhausted and what he ends up doing is passing out face first on his bed. Four hours later, he wakes up to a text from Kaner: You home?

Yeah, he sends back.


I’m coming over.


Johnny goes to the kitchen to grab a Gatorade, then curls up on the couch to go back to sleep until Kaner gets there.

Because of this, he’s groggy as hell when Kaner shows up, and the words, “I have a flight home tomorrow at nine in the morning,” take a while to sink in.

He rubs a hand over his face. “Wait, what?”

Kaner huffs, clearly anticipating more of a reaction than that. “I’m going back to Buffalo, at least for now.”

Johnny really isn’t getting this. He thought he’d get at least a week of time to defuse the situation, and this sudden development fucks with his head. “Already?”

“Being in Chicago, I’m constantly confronted with…” Kaner licks his lips and looks over Johnny’s shoulder. His voice is dull and emotionless. “There’s hockey everywhere I turn. I’m not moving on, and – I need to do that. Figure shit out, without the team always dragging me back.”

Johnny shouldn’t say it. He knows he shouldn’t say it. But he’s tired and stupid and upset, and the words spill out of his mouth. “But this way, if you recover –”

He said if, which to him seems like a grand concession, but Kaner apparently doesn’t see it that way. “Dammit, Tazer. Stop – ostriching!”

For a moment, Johnny thinks that his exhaustion is making him delirious. “Huh?”

Kaner makes an impatient, abortive gesture. “You know, hiding your head in the sand.”

“You know ostriches don’t really do that, right?” Johnny hides a yawn behind his hand.

Kaner stops short. “No! What. Really?”

“Nope.” Johnny shakes his head.

Kaner takes a moment to absorb this news. Then he asks, “What about lemmings?”

“They don’t bury their heads in the sand either,” Johnny says with half a smirk.

“No, you dickbag, do they all jump off cliffs?” Kaner rolls his eyes, like he always does when Johnny deliberately misunderstands him. People think the two of them fight a lot, and it’s true, but not the way people expect. Half their fights end with them not speaking for days, and the other half end with them forgetting they’d been arguing in the first place because they get sidetracked midway through.

“Nope.” Johnny shakes his head again.

“Wow.” Kaner seems so genuinely distressed by this information that Johnny almost feels bad about having disillusioned him. “Shattering my hopes and dreams there.”

Johnny snorts. “How dumb do you think animals are? Natural selection – ever heard of it? But clearly your moderate success at life disproves survival of the fittest, so.”

Kaner goes silent, swallowing hard. The spark fades from his eyes.

Belatedly, Johnny realizes that his words could be interpreted as a reference to Kaner’s blood disorder and his subsequent loss of job, lifestyle, and source of income, but he didn’t mean it that way. He thinks Kaner knows it, too, is just too absorbed with this development to be distracted from it for any substantial period of time.

“It’s fine,” Johnny offers quietly. “You’ll be back, just be patient.”

Kaner flares up, all flushed cheeks and flailing arms. “Full circle, Johnny. You’re ostriching!”

“Not a –“

“I know it’s not a thing, it’s a metaphor, whatever, screw you.” Kaner makes a face. He takes a deep breath. “I’m not coming back, Tazer. Everyone knows it but you. Just accept it. It’s done. I need a new life.”

“You’re not leaving the team,” Johnny snaps. He can feel the angry flush rising to his cheeks, his tiredness dissolving in the face of the fight they’ve been having off and on for the last four months.

Kaner hisses through his teeth. “Fuck you, this isn’t your life! You can’t tell me what to do!”

“I can if you’re thinking about doing something that monumentally stupid!” Johnny shouts back, rising to his feet to glower with his arms crossed over his chest.

Kaner takes the opportunity to step right up in his face. “No you fucking can’t. You’re not my captain!”

The words hang in the air, so heavy that Johnny stumbles back from it.

You’re not my captain. Objectively, he knows it’s true. He just hadn’t known it would sting so much to hear it.

Then Patrick is grabbing him and pulling him down. “Oh shit, Tazer, I didn’t mean it, I didn’t.” He peppers kisses on Johnny’s face, his ears, his jaw, his lips, his cheeks, interspersed with fervent murmurs, “Johnny, Johnny, you’re always going to be my captain. Always.”

So they fuck.

It’s all kind of blurry to Johnny, later. They did it against his bedroom door, he recalls, and Kaner was saying his name the whole time, legs tight around his waist. After that, Johnny dragged him into the bedroom, and they fucked on the bed, sheets bunching under Kaner’s fingers, moans spilling from Kaner’s mouth when Johnny wasn’t bottling them with his lips.

It got slower as it went along, more reverent. More appreciative. He remembers watching Kaner, the flush on his cheeks, the sweat on his skin, the blue of his eyes. Memorizing him.

And he remembers Patrick choking out, “captain,” as he came, and how it made Johnny come so hard he almost blacked out, practically before Kaner could even finish the word.

 

 

Johnny wakes up at 5:42 in the morning to an empty bed. The rumpled sheets next to him are cold. He rolls over and fumbles for his phone, but there’s no message. He rolls back and stares at the ceiling.

This sucks.

He doesn’t know why he’s so angry all of a sudden, but rage is building like a fire under his skin, and he clenched a fist, wanting abruptly to hurt someone. Just – Kaner left without saying goodbye. Without leaving a note or a voicemail, without – anything. And it fucking hurts.

Spitefully, he scrolls through his contacts until he hits Kaner’s number, hits delete, then confirms the action. Once done with that, he tosses the phone to the side and falls back into fitful, restless sleep.

 

 

At 7:08, he wakes up, remembers deleting Kaner’s number, and freaks out. He scrambles for his phone and follows his first instinct: to call Sharpy.

“This better be important,” Sharpy answers in a slurred mumble.

“I need Kaner’s number,” Johnny snaps, fingers twisting in his sheets.

Sharpy’s voice clears. “Why don’t you have it already?”

Johnny flushes. “I deleted it, fuck off. What is it?”

Sharpy pauses for a long time. Then, finally, “Why do you need it?”

“I need to tell him to stay in Chicago,” Johnny says. He said it before and it didn’t work, but that was before he realized that he’d been saying the wrong things all along.

“Why?” Sharpy says promptly.

“Because he can’t leave,” Johnny says.

“Can’t leave who, the team?” Sharpy says.

If Sharpy didn’t have something that Johnny desperately wants, he wouldn’t say it, but he’s always been good at doing what he has to do. “Me, you fuckhead. He can’t leave me.”

Because Johnny’s been wrong this whole time, thinking that this desperate feeling building in his stomach is the need for Kaner to be back on the team. And don’t get him wrong, it would be fan-fucking-tastic for Kaner to be back on the team, but that’s not what this is. It’s not Kaner leaving hockey that’s killing him. It’s just, without hockey… there’s nothing tying Kaner down to him. Kaner could just leave whenever he wanted. And that’s exactly what’s happening, Kaner’s leaving.

But Johnny’s man enough to admit that a huge part of that was him pushing Kaner away. And he’s not going to do that anymore.

Sharpy laughs, that obnoxious chuckle he does when he knows something Johnny doesn’t. Without fail, it makes Johnny want to stick him in the nuts. This time is no different. “And you’re going to tell him that over the phone? Seems like something that should be said in person.”

“He’s already gone, his flight’s in two hours,” Johnny says in a rush. “Hurry the fuck up, man.”

“No, you hurry the fuck up. His flight’s in two hours.” Sharpy says, all condescending, like Johnny didn’t just say that.

Johnny cannot believe how much time he’s already wasted on this conversation. “Exactly!” He shouts. “So fucking tell me his fucking number!”

“Tazer,” Sharpy says patiently. “Go get him.”

Oh. Well, there’s an idea.

“Really?” he says, pressing his cell phone hard into his ear. “Isn’t that kind of gay?”

Sharpy laughs at that so hard he starts to wheeze. Johnny has to admit, he deserved that one.

But he still hangs up, because Sharpy’s a fucking dick.

 

 

This is the most cliché thing he’s ever done, Johnny thinks to himself, trying not to seem too visibly impatient as he waits for the nod from the TSA agent to go through the metal detector. The last thing he needs is to be pulled over for a thorough pat-down for having crazy psychopath eyes in the middle of security. The lady who sold him the ticket already seemed freaked out enough.

There’s still 48 minutes left until boarding when he reaches the gate, which is – somewhat anticlimactic, but that’s ok. He can deal with that. He scans the gate for curly blond hair and doesn’t spot any. Maybe Kaner isn’t on this flight after all.

Dammit, isn’t it just like Patrick to ruin the emotional climax of his adult life.

Turning in a slow circle, Johnny finally spots the man of the hour, slumped over the bar counter at – Jesus Christ, Stanley’s Blackhawk Bar. Kaner is possibly even more of a cliché than Johnny is. Johnny comes up behind him and grabs his shoulder, turning him around.

“Jesus,” Kaner exclaims, sloshing half his drink onto the counter in shock. His eyes go wide. “What the fuck?”

Rip it off like a Band-Aid, Johnny tells himself. “Don’t go back to Buffalo,” he spills out.

“What are you doing here?” Kaner says, perplexed, then Johnny’s words sink in. “Wait, what?”

There’s something wrong with standing while Kaner sits. It feels unsettling to be on such different levels. Johnny thinks about sliding onto the stool next to him, then says fuck it and bodily tugs Kaner off his seat so they’re eye-to-eye, or as close as they ever come, given their not-insignificant height disparity. Kaner doesn’t complain about being manhandled, but that may because he’s busy gaping at Johnny like he just admitted the Canucks deserve to win the Stanley Cup.

“Don’t go,” Johnny says. On the drive over, he had worried that he wouldn’t be able to say the words, too strangled by his own emotional ineptitude. But it’s the easiest thing he’s ever said. “Stay in Chicago.”

Kaner pulls back, sets his jaw. “I’m not going over this again, dude. Stop trying to drag me into the Hawks, I can’t –”

Johnny scowls. Shit, he’s not saying this right. But he doesn’t know how to express it, doesn’t know what magic words will clue Patrick in on what he’s thinking, feeling. “I didn’t say you had to stay with the Hawks, fuckhead. Work at Starbucks for all I fucking care. Just.” He shakes Kaner’s shoulders. “Don’t leave.”

“What exactly are you asking me for?” Kaner asks slowly, licking his lips.

It’s such a dumb nervous tic, always leaving him with chapped lips for it. In their rookie year, Johnny had taken to carrying around chapstick for him, mostly because Kaner’s blowjobs were a lot better when his cracked lips weren’t chafing on the sensitive skin of Johnny’s dick. If Kaner left, Johnny doesn’t know what he’d do with all the tubes of Carmex he’s got stocked at strategic locations around his house.

God, this train of thought is so dumb, he thinks, kind of hysterical.

He cracks his knuckles. “I’m asking you to stay,” Johnny says finally. “And, I think, if you give me a chance… I could learn to forget. About you having it. I don’t know what else there is to say.”

He doesn’t know why he’s so nervous. Even if Kaner turns him down, it’s not like he would laugh or anything assholish like that. What’s the worst that could happen?

But deep down, Johnny knows why he’s nervous. He knows that he’s goddamn terrified that Patrick will say no. It was hard enough for Johnny to handle learning to play without Kaner on his wing. But this isn’t really about hockey, it hasn’t been, except that Johnny’s made it about hockey because he was unwilling to admit to himself what he was really feeling. But he admits it. The idea of learning to live without Kaner is fucking him up from the inside out.

Kaner tugs at his baseball cap, eyes downcast. Then he looks up at Johnny and says, “Happy the lover who has a workout when he gets home, sleeping all day with a beautiful boy.”

“Greek erotic poetry? Really? You melodramatic tool.” Johnny retorts, but he has a feeling any judgment is lost on the way he’s smiling so hard it hurts his face.

But that’s ok, because Kaner’s grinning back.

 

 


Epilogue 


Johnny’s chest is heaving as he skates off the ice at the end of his shift. He looks up at the scoreboard and grimaces, dropping half of his mouth-guard out of his mouth so he can gnash his teeth on the other side. It’s a terrible habit that he unconsciously picked up right after Kaner left, and he’s been chirped by the guys to hell and back for it because it’s a fucking stupid way to honor Kaner’s missing presence on the ice. If he gets his teeth knocked out, he deserves it. But Jesus Christ, they’re down 4-2 to the Oilers, fuck, what is it about these teenage pricks that takes apart the Hawks’ game so bad?

A quick rat-a-tat on the glass behind him makes him turn his head, and despite himself, he smiles at the now-familiar sight of Kaner in his seat in the front row of section 101. Sometimes he uses this proximity to yell encouragement and tips on how to beat their opponents, but usually he just makes obscene gestures and chirps them for sucking. Like right now, as he points at Johnny, then Eberle, and jacks his hand in front of his face, poking his tongue into his cheek in the universally accepted blowjob sign.

Johnny rolls his eyes.

Then Patrick turns in his seat to show Johnny the sleeve of his red jersey, and – oh. Oh.

Below the crossed tomahawks is the number 88.

Johnny grins.


Notes for the Chapter:The poetry Kaner reads is by Theognis, Anacreon, and Strato. Greek poetry is fucking awesome.





