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the montreal vs boston game

    by jacemorgensterns

      Summary

      When Shane collides with Cliff Marlow during the Montreal vs Boston game in April of 2017, Ilya has to get through the evening not knowing how he's doing. He eventually confides in his roommate Cliff, who subsequently invites himself onto Ilya's trip to the hospital the next morning.

 

“Ask,” Ilya said flatly, trying not to admit to himself that he probably knew what he was about to be asked.

“What is your relationship with Shane Hollander?” Marlow asked. 

He didn’t ask ‘are you and Shane Hollander in a relationship?’. If he asked that, Ilya might have laughed and told him everything. As it was, he considered lying. He was pretty sure that at this point, Marlow would believe whatever Ilya told him. It was apparently clear to Marlow that something was different about Shane and Ilya, so if Ilya told him they were friends and that Shane had been reaching out to him about his father, Marlow would believe him. It technically wasn’t untrue.

It also wasn’t covering the part where they’d been fucking since they were nineteen years old. 



      Notes

        i said i would write this so here we go.




  






      

  












      Chapter 1: The evening
  








  Ilya hated Montreal.
He didn’t hate Montreal. Not really. He actually liked Montreal, hockey aside. But hockey was never an aside in Ilya’s life and Montreal hated him. They hated him for winning the league with Boston. They hated him for every goal he scored against them and every time the team he led won a game against their precious Voyageurs. Hell, they probably hated him for disturbingly personally specific things, like his accent and his taste in cars. They hated him because he wasn’t theirs, most of all, though most of them must have wanted him to be, at some point before his NHL draft. 
Would his life have looked very different if Boston selected Shane first in the draft? Ilya would have gone to Montreal then, no questions asked. Shane would have been captaining the Bears and Ilya would have been captaining the Voyageurs. Ilya couldn’t imagine that the rivalry between him and Shane would have played out very differently. 
Would he have been best friends with Hayden Pike, like Shane? No. God no. Absolutely not. 
Would Shane have been closest to Cliff Marlow, like Ilya? Right now, Ilya found that very hard to imagine. 
Would Marley have hit him into the boards the way he hit Shane into the boards? He should have. It was a clean hit. Marley did nothing wrong. The refs couldn’t penalise him for it. It was just unfortunate. Bad luck. Shane landed wrong. Maybe the angle hadn’t been right. Maybe he was just turning when Marley hit him.
Maybe, maybe -
Maybe Ilya shouldn’t hate Montreal. But seeing Shane on the ice like that, unmoving and undoubtedly disoriented, Ilya really hated Montreal.



He was spiraling. 
He’d been standing there the entire time as the medical team got onto the ice and took care of Shane. He’d been the first one with Shane. The first one that realised that something was wrong. He’d called on the medics to come over and he’d been pulled aside so they could reach Shane. He’d never moved any further than that.
Shane needed to know he wasn’t alone. He needed to be aware that Ilya was there and was present, even if there was nothing he could do now. He needed to know that - what?
That Ilya loved him?
That Ilya was terrified of loving him but also terrified of losing him? And that right now the latter was winning but not in the way that he expected?
That Ilya actually planned to put an end to whatever they were tonight, because they were both in way too deep and it was starting to be a serious problem for both of them?
The medics were taking Shane away on a stretcher. Ilya had no idea if he was conscious. If he could move. If he’d seen Ilya at all. If he was going to be okay.
He was still spiraling. He needed to snap out of it.



An arm around him and someone pulling him back from where they were taking Shane off the ice was what made Ilya wake up at last. He made his legs cooperate so he would move alongside Cliff Marlow, rather than letting Marlow pull him along on the ice until they arrived at the bench. 
“Are you okay?” Marlow asked in his ear, clearly weirded out by Ilya’s response.
No, he wasn’t okay. He wanted to go with Shane. He wanted to get in the ambulance with him and hold his hand and demand to know if he was okay. He wanted to be there in the emergency room and hear what the doctors had to say. He wanted to sit in Shane’s hotel room and hold his hand.
He really needed to snap out of this.
“I’m fine,” Ilya told Marlow. “Was just shocking. Was very close. And Hollander is -” He paused, searching for the words. He didn’t think he could get the word ‘rival’ out right now. “Hollander is -”
“You’ve known him for a long time,” Marlow said as they arrived at the bench. “Everyone was shocked by the impact of the hit. I didn’t think it was a bad hit. I thought he’d be after me to steal the puck back within a second.”
Marlow’s slightly distressed undertone made Ilya realise that he wasn’t the only one affected by this. He watched the man of his life get carried off the ice on a stretcher, but his friend delivered a hit that they all thought was normal that actually did a lot of damage. Marlow should be freaking out more than Ilya right now, probably.
Ilya desperately tried to gather himself and be a better captain and friend. The fact that Marlow was the one to come over and get him back to the bench spoke volumes of how good of a friend he was to Ilya. “Marley,” he said, clearing his throat. “It was a clean hit. It was a good hit. I saw it. You did nothing wrong.”
At least half of Ilya had a mind to deck Marlow into the boards himself and call it a day. It was a part of him that didn’t care about ice hockey right now and just cared about Shane. He was in way too deep. How had he ever planned to call off this thing with Shane? 
They leaned against the boards together. Ilya glanced aside to see the Montreal Voyageurs all sitting together and talking softly amongst themselves. He felt the insane urge to skate up to them. They were worried about Shane in a way that Ilya was too. They would at least get an update about how Shane was.
But Hayden Pike would probably punch him in the face and then Ilya would have to punch him back and then they’d both have to visit Shane in the hospital with bruises in their faces. 
Plus, Ilya would much rather not interact with anyone from the Montreal Voyageurs right now. He didn’t want anyone asking questions. He didn’t have any answers right now.
“Was Hollander conscious?” Marlow asked Ilya.
Ilya shrugged, a lot more nonchalant than he was feeling. “I do not know, Marlow,” he said. “I did not see.”
Marlow breathed out deeply and said a word that Ilya felt deep in his bones. “Fuck.”



The game started again, because of course it did. There was no reason not to. Ilya’s world was falling apart, but no one knew that and Ilya assumed that no one would have cared. Injuries were very commonplace in ice hockey. Half of the time the players that got injured actually came back on the ice before the game was over. The league was serious about checking injuries, but it was also serious about hockey. 
In case of injuries like the one that happened to Shane, though, Ilya believed it changed the game. The game was paused for minutes as the medics dealt with the situation, for a start. The crowd and the teams all saw it happen, so the atmosphere changed. Ilya didn’t think any player was notably more careful for it, but it seeped into the style of play regardless.
Then there was the fact that the Montreal Voyageurs were playing without their captain. Shane was easily their best player. That was not to say that Montreal was a bad team without Shane. They were still very good. But Shane was the difference maker. He was their golden boy. He was the star center that scored most of the goals. He was always skating where he was supposed to be and he always knew what corner to aim for to throw off the goalie of the opposing team. Ilya would know. He’d seen him play a lot. 
The Boston Bears might have less depth onto the bench, especially so far into the season. But Boston still had Ilya playing, so a match-up that was fair enough going into the game quickly turned into a game where Boston had a large advantage. Shane was as irreplaceable for this Voyageurs team as Ilya was for this Bears team. That Ilya wasn’t playing at his best, not even close, was beside the point. They didn’t need to slot in another player that they weren’t used to very much. 
In the end, the Bears won the game by two points. Ilya already knew that no one was going to talk about it. He sure wasn’t. The coach held his usual speech about what they did well and what could be improved. Ilya, as the captain, wasn’t known for his speeches and he absolutely wasn’t going to say anything now. According to a few side-eyes he got in the locker room some of his teammates expected him to, but no one said anything about it.
Ilya guessed that maybe they could sense he was in a weird mood after Marlow hit Shane. They knew him well enough to leave it alone, though.
He felt like he’d been useless during the game. He played his shifts and genuinely tried his best, but his focus was nowhere near where it should have been. The only reason he assumed he got away with it was because he’d become very good at playing with something else on his mind. His father had been unwell to a concerning point for most of the season. Ilya mostly managed to block that out too.
The press after the game was expectedly awful. If anyone from his team had known him better they probably would have told him to sit this one out, but Ilya knew that would stand out. They’d been so careful keeping one another a secret for years. He couldn’t blow it now that Shane wasn’t around to fix it for him. So he talked to the journalists with the bravado he wasn’t feeling and talked about the game and talked about Shane and the hit as if Shane was just his rival.
“We do not wish injuries on anyone,” Ilya told them, as ever feeling like his English was completely insufficient. “Marlow feels very bad. We hope Hollander feels better soon.”
“What does this mean for the Bears’ playoffs chances, Rozanov?” one of the journalists asked. “It looks like Hollander is out for the season.”
Ilya was so very done. “Are you doctor?” he asked the journalist.
“No,” the journalist said. “But we all saw-”
“Are you Hollander’s doctor? Were you at hospital with him?” Ilya interrupted him.
“No, but -”
“The Bears will do well in the playoffs. We are very good team. We will try to win the cup. We won the cup while Hollander played for the Voyageurs. We can do it again now. It does not matter to us if Hollander plays.”
He was definitely saying that all wrong, but he was hoping that the message came across. The Bears’ playoff run had nothing to do with whether or not Shane was going to play. If they played against the Voyageurs as all they would beat them, regardless of whether Shane played or not.
“We do not know how Hollander is doing. We hope Hollander gets well soon. We will send flowers to his hospital room. No more questions.”
With that, Ilya beelined out of the mixed zone and went right back into the dressing room, where he sat down and put his head in his hands.
“Roz?” Marlow’s voice sounded next to him. He at least didn’t ask if Ilya was okay again. “Do you want to go into the Voyageurs’ dressing room with me?”
The question was so bizarre, even for Marlow, that Ilya raised his head from his hands and turned to look at him. “Marley, what the fuck? Do you want to get into another fight?” 
The fact that Marlow had gotten a bruise from Hayden Pike out of all people was something that they needed to discuss soon, because that was humiliating. It was a conversation for another time, though. 
Marlow had the audacity to roll his eyes at him. “No, you asshole. I wanted to go in and see if they heard how Hollander was doing. You’re the captain and I landed the hit, so we’re probably the right people to ask.”
“Also the two people they hate the most, Marls,” Ilya reminded him.
Marlow, for some reason that Ilya didn’t understand, was as done with the situation as Ilya was. “I don’t care,” he said as he stood up from the dressing room bench. “Their fans can burn Rozanov effigies outside of the arena for all I care, but inside of the arena we need to show some goddamn sportsmanlike conduct. You and I will go over there and we will ask.”
“Good man, Marlow!” their coach called from across the room, clearly having followed along.
Ilya, for one, really didn’t need the reminder of the ritual Rozanov effigies burning right now. He knew that their fans did the same with Hollander effigies, truly a testament to how seriously some fans took hockey. They took it more seriously than Ilya himself ever had. He also knew that at least some players on the Voyageurs probably shared the sentiment. They hated him here. 
Well, he hated Montreal too.
“Fuck,” Ilya cursed under his breath. He knew Marlow was right.
He grabbed a bottle of Gatorade and drained most of it before putting it onto his bench. He beckoned for Marlow to follow him and exited the dressing room again, this time making his way to the Voyageurs dressing room like a man on a mission. His entire body language was probably spelling out how much he didn’t want to do this and wasn’t in the mood for this. He hoped it counted for something that he was doing it out of good sportsmanship, even if he didn’t want to.
The Voyageurs dressing room was recognisably chaotic. It was like every team’s dressing room ever, but also distinctly Voyageurs for the moment. It was a bit more subdued, understandably, and a lot more French.
“Did you come to gloat?” one of the defensemen sitting near the door asked.
“No,” Ilya replied for both Marlow and him. “We were wondering about Hollander. If he is okay.”
“Of course he’s not okay, you asshole,” one of the other defensemen replied, as if Ilya was personally responsible for the hit and the consequences.
As if Ilya hadn’t been the only one there with Shane while the rest of them were keeping their distance. As if Ilya hadn’t personally wanted to murder Cliff Marlow himself and had to work to keep that under wraps, since Marlow was his friend too.
So maybe Ilya should have taken a moment for himself before doing this, but they were already here. 
Thankfully, Marlow at that point took over. “Did you hear anything from the hospital?” he asked. “Have there been any updates?”
Much to Ilya’s chagrin, it was Hayden Pike who appeared seemingly out of nowhere. He’d already showered (unsurprisingly, none of the media wanted to talk to him so he got a headstart on Cliff and Ilya) and was halfway putting on his gameday suit again. He stood in front of Marlow and Ilya, seemingly just to glare at them at first.
“He’s concussed,” Pike said. “They were still looking him over when the game ended, but I’ve heard he’s probably sprained a part of his arm too. At least that. He’s out for the season.”
Beside Ilya, Cliff winced. “I really did not mean to -” he started.
“It was a clean hit, Marlow,” Pike said, sounding tired but also surprisingly reasonable. “Coach watched it back. The refs were right on it.”
Cliff nodded. “What hospital did they take him to?”
Pike narrowed his eyes at the two of them. “Why?”
Ah, there was the Hayden Pike that Ilya found so annoying. Ilya knew he’d still be in there somewhere. 
“Because it is customary for the captain from the other team to visit an injured player,” Cliff said with emphasis, gesturing at Ilya as if to remind Pike that Ilya was that captain. “Our teams might be historical rivals and Hollander and Roz might be rivals, but that doesn’t mean he won’t show up.”
Pike looked like he swallowed something sour that he wasn’t expecting. “I’ll make sure that someone lets your team know,” he said. Then he turned to Ilya specifically and said: “My condolences for the loss of your father.”
“Thank you,” Ilya said stiffly.
It was time to go, thankfully. They got everything they showed up for and another thing that they definitely didn’t show up for.
In the hallway, Marlow said: “It was nice of Pike to offer his condolences.”
“Yes,” Ilya agreed. “Too bad he’s such an asshole.”
That startled a laugh out of Marlow as they walked back into their own dressing room.



Ilya spent his shower and the drive back to the hotel in the team bus agonising about Shane. Sure, Pike told them what he knew about Shane’s state, but what did Pike really know? Did they just tell the team the two most obvious things about Shane’s injuries to get them off their backs? Maybe Pike had just lied to Ilya and Cliff to get them out of the dressing room. Ilya knew he would have lied to get Hayden Pike out of his dressing room, so he had to assume the sentiment was shared. 
Were Shane’s parents at the match? Ilya knew almost nothing about them, which he guessed made sense. It wasn’t something that Shane and he talked about until very recently. He knew Shane’s parents were both still alive and cared about his career. They cared about his game. Ilya assumed they were there and would be in the hospital with him. Shane wouldn’t be alone. Shane had people around him that cared about him.
Once he got ready for bed in the hotel room that Ilya shared with Marlow, he sat down on his bed and tried looking for more information as Marlow moved around him to get ready for bed as well. All the hockey and general sports websites he checked told him the same thing. Shane collided with Marlow, fell into the boards and was taken off the ice and into an ambulance. It was the same information over and over again in different words, pretending like this was brand new information to Ilya rather than an event he’d watched with his own two eyes.
Beside him Marlow wasn’t sleeping either even as time passed. Ilya knew he was angry at himself for the hit, although everyone kept telling him that it was a clean hit, that it could have happened to anyone and that it was just an incident. This was hockey. Incidents happened. But Ilya knew how it worked. He knew it wouldn’t get through to Marlow right now. Marlow needed time and space and the best way Ilya knew how to give that to him was by not acknowledging any of it. 
He stood up from the bed, headed for the window and stared through the window, thinking back to the last time they played Montreal. It’d been back in January and Ilya had been in a horrible mood because Shane wasn’t acknowledging him. So they went out. Him and Marlow, Carmichael and St-Simon. And they somehow managed to stumble into the club that Shane was with Rose Landry. He hated Montreal then and he hated Montreal now. Maybe he should just never come back here. 
“Roz,” he heard Marlow say behind him. He apparently did not have the same radar as Ilya for when his roommate needed space. “We need to talk.”
What in the world did Marlow need now? “No, we do not,” Ilya replied. “We can do it later, yes? I am not in the mood, Marley.”
“Well, neither am I, but this is time sensitive!” Marlow half-snapped at him.
Ilya turned around to face him, scowling and raising his hands as if he was ready to fight. “What do you mean, time sensitive?” he asked.
“I mean we need to talk about this tonight,” Marlow replied with emphasis. “This can’t wait, Rozanov.”
Ilya sighed deeply, wondering how he could convey that he was not in the mood and that they were not going to talk about anything. “Is someone dying, Marley?”
Marlow glared at him. “Are you doing that thing where you’re listing possibilities that you know aren’t true to get people off your back? Because that doesn’t work on me.”
Ilya did do that. He wouldn’t put it the way Marlow just did because the English language did not work the same for him as it did for Marlow, but Marlow was right. Marlow had undoubtedly heard him do it multiple times to their teammates at this point and once or twice to Marlow himself too. It usually worked like a charm.
But what else was Ilya supposed to do? Tell Marlow to fuck off because Ilya wanted to spiral in silence? Go downstairs to the hotel lobby to ask for another room because his mandatory roommate wouldn’t leave him alone? Maybe bother Carmichael and St-Simon and force them to swap? The two of them should be asleep by now. 
He groaned and sank back down on the bed, where he put his hands in his head again. “Fine. Marley. Talk.” Those were the three words he got out in between gritted teeth.
The mattress dipped when Marlow sat down next to him. “Look, I know you don’t want to talk,” he started.
“Then why are we talking?” Ilya interrupted him.
He couldn’t see it, but he could hear in Marlow’s voice that he was glaring at him. “I know you don’t want to talk,” he repeated, pointedly ignoring the fact that Ilya interrupted him, “but I need to ask you this question and I think you want to answer me honestly. Because whatever the answer is, I’m fine with it.”
Okay, what in the world was Marlow even getting at right now?
Ilya lowered his hands. He leaned back against the headboard of the bed and turned to look at Marlow directly. Marlow was already looking at him. He looked tired. He looked like the game had taken it out of him too. The part of Ilya that wanted to smash Marlow into the boards was getting smaller by the minute simply because Marlow so obviously felt terrible about it.
“Ask,” Ilya said flatly, trying not to admit to himself that he probably knew what he was about to be asked.
“What is your relationship with Shane Hollander?” Marlow asked. 
He didn’t ask ‘are you and Shane Hollander in a relationship?’. If he asked that, Ilya might have laughed and told him everything. As it was, he considered lying. He was pretty sure that at this point, Marlow would believe whatever Ilya told him. It was apparently clear to Marlow that something was different about Shane and Ilya, so if Ilya told him they were friends and that Shane had been reaching out to him about his father, Marlow would believe him. It technically wasn’t untrue.
It also wasn’t covering the part where they’d been fucking since they were nineteen years old. 
“I can see in your face you’re about to lie to me,” Marlow said when Ilya was still considering his words. “And if you don’t want to tell me that’s fine, but it worries me that it’s something to lie about, Roz.”
God, where was the overly macho and somewhat idiotic version of Cliff Marlow that showed up often, but apparently not when Ilya needed him present?
“You can recognise my lying face?” Ilya asked.
“Yes, I’ve done interviews right beside you for years,” Marlow said like it was obvious.
Ilya considered this. He guessed he knew out of Marlow’s tells too. He knew in the way Marlow moved his stick if he was going to shoot or pass. He knew in the way Marlow moved his eyebrows that he either agreed or disagreed with the speech their coach was giving. He knew that if Marlow said ‘Let’s go!’ he was generally ready to win a game, but if he said ‘Let’s fucking do this!’ he was especially eager to get on the ice.
“What do you think my relationship with Hollander is?” Ilya asked, testing the waters.
“You two are far closer than the charade of two men the entire NHL calls rivals, I know that,” Marlow replied, humouring him for once. “And you’ve been weird about Hollander and Rose Landry.”
“What’s ‘charade’, Marlow?” Ilya asked. “I only know of the game.”
“It’s the idea that the two of you are putting on some kind of play together,” Marlow said. “Like the two of you are only pretending to be rivals, but you really aren’t.”
Since the moment they met, Marlow had never dumbed down his use of English for Ilya. He had that in common with Shane. Neither one of them ever changed how they talked, but always explained whenever Ilya asked when they used a word he didn’t understand. In this instance it looked like Marlow didn’t quite know how right he was in describing the word ‘charade’ and Ilya didn’t know how to tell him.
“We are rivals, Marlow,” Ilya said. “This is all the NHL talks about every time Boston plays Montreal.”
“Not all,” Marlow protested mildly. “But you can be rivals in public without being actual rivals, Ilya.”
Marlow was using his first name. They didn’t do that. Alas, they didn’t talk like this either and Ilya guessed that Cliff felt like the situation called for it. Fine, then.
Ilya pulled up his legs and wrapped his arms around them before just asking what he wanted to. “Do you think me and Shane are in a relationship?”
“If you’re calling him Shane, I am thinking that,” Marlow replied. 
“We are -” Ilya started and then paused. What were they? He didn’t think he knew it. He didn’t think Shane knew it. Then what was he supposed to say to Marlow? “I don’t know, Marley. It’s late. I’m tired. He’s in the hospital.”
“Are you in a romantic relationship with Shane Hollander?”
Ilya hated that he specified ‘romantic’. He didn’t need to do that, but he did. “We were trying to figure it out,” he said softly. “After Rose Landry. During the All-Stars weekend. But my father was dying and everything was so fucked.”
If Marlow was surprised by that, he didn’t show it. He merely took it as an invitation to scoot closer on Ilya’s bed. He nudged Ilya in the side and, when he moved, sat down with his back against the headboard next to Ilya. 
“Were you supposed to go see him after the game so you could figure it out together?” Marlow asked.
Ilya nodded. “I was going to break up with him, actually.”
Marlow frowned at him. “Why? You clearly care about him. You’re here frantically googling if there are any updates, you’re moping and agonising about him and I kind of expected you to leave the hotel room and go to the hospital the moment that I fell asleep.”
Ilya felt called out and didn’t hesitate to side-eye Marlow. “I was not moping. I also did not plan to go to the hospital tonight.” The latter, at least, was truthful.
“You don’t fool me, Roz, fuck off.” Marlow was unimpressed. “Why were you going to break up with him?”
“Are we talking about our feelings now? Is this what we do now? Do we need ice cream and alcohol for this? Should I order room service?”
“Stop talking around the subject, you asshole.”
Ilya sighed deeply. “It’s too complicated,” he said. “When we started, I thought Shane was interesting. I thought it was fun. He liked me. I like him. We make each other better on the ice. But then -”
But then.
Feelings started getting involved, Ilya guessed. That was the problem. As long as it stayed fun without any strings, he could have done this with Shane for years. He’d continued to do it as feelings got involved because he happily denied their existence. Then when he finally tried to gauge if Shane felt the same way with tuna melts, Shane fled from Ilya’s place without even putting all his clothes back on, making it all too clear how Shane felt.
Shane felt it too, but Shane at the time was more afraid of it than Ilya had been. It was a feat that Ilya hadn’t considered could be accomplished, but Shane very much did. 
“I guess we got scared,” Ilya finished the sentence lamely.
“Did Hollander start dating Rose Landry to make you jealous?” Marlow asked. According to his expression, that was a question he’d wanted to ask for a bit already. He’d just been waiting  for Ilya to work through his thoughts first.
“I don’t think so,” Ilya replied. He had been jealous, but he was never going to admit that. “I think Shane wanted to have girlfriend and Rose Landry was interested in him. But they were not - what is the word? - compatible.”
“Rose Landry, though,” Marlow said. “He’d rather have you than Rose Landry?”
Ilya shoved him. “Fuck off, Marls. I am far better than Rose Landry.”
“I don’t think that’s true,” Marlow had the audacity to argue.
Did Marlow want to win a game on the ice with Rose Landry and then get back to Ilya? 
To be fair, Ilya did understand what Marlow meant. Rose was objectively beautiful. According to Shane she was also very kind and she was fun. Rose was also a safe choice. Shane could date her in public and people would compliment him, as they had. If Shane was seen with Ilya in public, people would assume they both lost their minds.
“So if Hollander is not compatible, as you put it, with Rose Landry, and he wants you, then why were you planning to break up with him?” Marlow asked, unfortunately still very invested in Ilya’s relationship with Shane. “Were you leading him on, Roz?”
“No,” Ilya said immediately. “I just thought it would not get this far. And now I have other things to think about.”
“Like what? If he wants you and you want him, what other factors are there to consider? The league? They will get over it, Ilya. Maybe not easily, but they will get over it.”
“I mean Russia, Cliff.”
Those words caused Marlow to frown. He leaned forward as he seemingly considered it, leaning his elbows on his knees and his chin on the palm of his hands. It stayed silent between them until Marlow said: “I keep forgetting that you’re Russian.”
Ilya stared at Marlow for a couple of seconds, utterly speechless, before he broke into a surprised laugh. Marlow glared at him, trying to be mad at Ilya for laughing at him, but eventually started laughing as well. Marlow laughing was what made Ilya laugh harder in turn, doubling over with it. 
It took a minute before they both got it together again. By that time Ilya finished a glass of water and Marlow had moved over to his own bed in their attempts to be serious or at least keep it down, because they were sharing a wall with two teammates that might have been woken up from their hysterical laughter. It would surprise Ilya if they didn’t hear about this tomorrow morning.
“I take it Russia is not cool with you being into men?” Marlow asked.
Ilya shook his head. “No,” he said. “It is not safe. I could not go back to Moscow if it came out.”
“That really sucks,” Marlow said. “That’s absolutely horrible. What about your family?” Ilya leveled him with a glare. “I don’t mean your father, obviously, and not your mother, but -” Ilya kept glaring at him, so Marlow gave up. “Do you have family in Russia?”
“None that I talk to,” Ilya said dismissively. “Or talk about.” 
Marlow nodded. “And I guess staying here is not that simple either,” he concluded. Ilya assumed he meant ‘here’ as in the United States, though they were in Canada right now. “Unless you marry someone, maybe. You can marry Hollander. Or you can marry me.”
“You would marry me?” Ilya asked, finding himself grinning at Marlow.
“Oh, of course,” Marlow said. “If it meant you could stay and we could play more hockey? In a heartbeat, man! I don’t think Hollander would like that, though.”
“No, probably not,” Ilya agreed. 
“You should talk to Hollander first, though,” Marlow said. “Maybe once the season ends. Are you going back to Russia after we win the cup?”
Ilya always went back home to keep up appearances. He mostly went back home for his father, who had been deteriorating for years at this point. He loved Moscow and he loved Russia, but it didn’t love him back. It was a painful reality to be faced with now more than ever. This year he didn’t have his father to go back for. When he was there for his father’s funeral it had been awful and he leaned on Shane heavily just to get him through it mostly in one piece. 
“I don’t know,” Ilya said honestly. “Hollander wants me to come and stay with him. He has a cottage in God-Knows-Where, Ontario.”
“You should stay with Hollander,” Marlow said immediately. “And then you two can talk once Hollander is all healed up.”
“If he’s going to be okay by then,” Ilya said. They still didn’t know, after all, and the longer Ilya was left in doubt, the more he started doubting Hayden Pike too.
Marlow moved to sit beside Ilya again and placed his hand on Ilya’s leg. “Ilya, I’m really sorry about the hit,” he said. “I didn’t think -”
“No, Cliff,” Ilya said, interrupting him. “You didn’t know. I know you feel bad about it. I know my -” he waved his hands, “thing with Shane isn’t helping. It is not your fault.” He covered Marlow’s hand for a moment, then let go. “I just don’t know how he is. I don’t like it.”
“You need to see him for yourself tomorrow,” Marlow said, like it was a decision he just made instead of something that was expected of Ilya as the captain of the team that accidentally seriously injured a player. It would hardly be the first time Ilya showed up at a hospital to see a player from another team. 
“Yes,” Ilya said.
“I will go with you,” Marlow said as he got back up from Ilya’s bed. “We’ll wake up early, have breakfast early and go see your man.”
“I do not need you to go see Hollander, Marlow,” Ilya told him.
“No, you don’t need me, but you get me,” Marlow explained. “I’ll be of use. You’ll see. Are you going to be able to sleep?”
Ilya doubted it. “Not much, I think,” he replied honestly.  “But I will have to try.”  
“If not, you can sleep on the way to Toronto,” Marlow offered. “The guys will leave you alone.”
He was probably right. The team had definitely been a bit more cautious around Ilya since he returned from Moscow. He appreciated it, but he also thought it was annoying. If Marlow already started to question Ilya’s behaviour surrounding last night’s game, the others might have noticed something too. None of them would be able to draw the correct conclusion, though. Marlow had the closest look at Ilya by far and even he didn’t quite get there. 
“We will have to try and sleep now,” Ilya conceded regardless, turning around and falling face-first in his pillow. “A few hours would be nice.” They definitely talked far past their scheduled bedtime.
“Good night, Roz,” Marlow said from the other bed.
“Good night, Marley.”






      

  












      Chapter 2: The morning
  








  Ilya woke up - with Cliff Marlow. He freshened up in the bathroom, checked his phone for news about Shane (there was no news) and then went downstairs in the hotel for breakfast - with Cliff Marlow. He’d emphasized three times that he didn’t need Marlow for any of his plans, but Marlow disagreed with that assessment and just invited himself along for Ilya’s plans and was not to be stopped.
“I have visited injured players in hospitals before,” Ilya told Marlow for the umpteenth time. “I do not need you to stand next to me for it.”
“Well, I’m not going to stand next to you while you talk to Hollander,” Marlow said, like it was obvious what he was going to do. “Just trust me, Roz.”
Point in Marlow’s favour: he’d been a very good friend last night. He hadn’t judged Ilya for any of it, not the being in love with his rival, not the being into men and not the not knowing how to handle it, and instead tried to help him. He’d also offered to marry Ilya if that at any point became necessary, which Ilya assumed wasn’t legal but had been very nice regardless.
Point not in Marlow’s favour: he was Cliff Marlow. He was an absolute idiot. 
As a general rule, ‘just trust me’ didn’t inspire any trust in Ilya. Especially not if it was Cliff Marlow saying it.
Ilya leaned back in his chair and rubbed through his eyes. He knew he was bleary-eyed, pale and exhausted, and sitting in front of him Marlow didn’t look much better. They were both going to have to catch up on sleep on the way to Toronto later. He hadn’t slept much and he heard Marlow tossing and turning until the very early hours as well. 
Marlow was drinking coffee like he was afraid it was going to be taken away from him later. Ilya glanced at him and said: “Maybe we should have gone out last night.”
“Why?” Marlow asked between two sips of coffee.
“Because at least hungover you have excuse to look like that.”
Marlow scoffed. “I look far better than you,” he said. “I look good. You look like shit.”
“You look like shit.”
It wasn’t a debate they were going to settle anytime soon, realistically. Ilya reckoned they both looked like shit, but he wasn’t going to admit that. Vainly, he would have liked to look better coming face-to-face with Shane, but odds were very high that Shane would hardly remember what he looked like after the visit. The hospital probably would have dosed him up with painkillers similarly to how Marlow was drinking coffee right now. 
The bruise that Hayden Pike was responsible for had come out on Marlow’s face overnight, right by one of his eyes, making him look like some sort of frustrated panda. Ilya definitely looked better than Cliff. 
He was going to tell Marlow the panda thing, but at that point their head coach came by their table. Apparently they even beat him to the hotel’s dining room. He was also holding coffee and narrowed his eyes at the sight of both of them. “Gentlemen. Did we break curfew last night?”
“No,” Ilya said miserably. “I wish we did, then at least we would have had fun last night. Now we felt bad yesterday and today.”
“Roz is fine,” Marlow said. “He’s being dramatic. We’re just short on sleep. We figured we’d go to the hospital to see Hollander early, so we can get it over with.”
Their coach nodded. “Just make sure to be well-rested before the game,” he said. “And get back from the hospital before we leave for Toronto.”
That was the point of getting up early. “I don’t want to spend more than five minutes in the company of Hollander anyway,” Ilya said with emphasis. “Marlow is coming to make sure we don’t kill each other.”
Their coach nodded sagely. “It’s good to have a buffer,” he agreed.
When he left, Marlow raised his eyebrows and smirked at Ilya. “Don’t you think you’re overcompensating?”
It was a word that Ilya knew he heard before and knew the meaning of before, but it being early and him being short on sleep were not helpful factors right now. “What?” was therefore all he got out.
“Don’t worry about it,” Marlow said with a throwaway gesture and took yet another sip from his comically large coffee cup. “I’m overthinking it.”
“You’re also overthinking about going to the hospital with me.”
Marlow completely ignored him. Alright then.




The cab ride to the hospital that they’d been referred to by the Montreal Voyageurs was both too short and too long. Ilya messaged Svetlana, who he didn’t message the previous evening anymore despite promising he would. She was cross with him, but she also seemed to take it in stride like so many things lately. On Ilya’s other side, Marlow had stared out of the window for a minute before settling in on the other half of the backseat, eyes closed.
Ilya considered just leaving him there when the cab arrived at the hospital, or perhaps telling the cab driver to drop Cliff back off at the hotel. He still didn’t understand why Marlow was here.
That plan failed, because Marlow surfaced from his nap the moment the hospital came in sight through the front window, like he had radar for it. He sat up straighter, peered through the window as well and sighed.
“I really don’t like hospitals,” he commented.
“No one likes hospitals, Marlow,” Ilya pointed out. “But you did not need to be here.”
“Oh, I really did, though.”
The cab driver let them out near the front entrance and promised he’d wait for them, since they shouldn’t be long. Ilya hardly waited for Marlow before making a beeline for the entrance. There was a small line at the front desk, so Ilya stood at the end of the queue and was joined by Marlow seconds afterwards.
“God, I want to smoke,” he complained. 
“Then you should,” Marlow replied, but he did look around him as though to check if anyone heard him. “Do you have cigarettes with you right now?”
Ilya tried the pockets of his jacket and nodded. “I do.” He glanced over his shoulder at the entrance. He’d seen the ‘no smoking’ signal near it. “Smoking by hospital, though. Is it not - what is the word?”
“Ironic?” Marlow offered. 
Ironic. He was probably right. “Weird, too,” Ilya added. 
“You routinely smoke at ice skating rinks,” Marlow pointed out. “I don’t think you’re even worried about smoking being weird or ironic.”
Ilya scoffed. “I do not like you when you make logical point, Marley.” 
Marlow had the audacity to look proud that Ilya thought he said something logical. What he should be proud of was talking Ilya out of exiting the queue to go for a smoke, though Ilya didn’t think that had been his intention at all. Marlow usually joined him and sometimes smoked with him. 
Shane would hate it, though. Shane always complained when Ilya smoked before they hooked up. Ilya never did it near him or in his sight if he could help it, but Shane always swore he could smell it on him and on his clothes and of course could taste it in their kisses. Even when Ilya started carrying peppermints to take after he smoked on days he would see Shane it wasn’t good enough. It wasn’t a conversation he wanted to have with a drugged up Shane Hollander, realistically. It wasn’t what he wanted the focus to be on.
“We can smoke when we get out of here,” Ilya decided. “Before we take cab back to hotel.”
“I don’t think you’ll want to smoke once you get out of here,” Marlow predicted. “You’re stressed for the hospital visit, not for the game in Toronto.”
Ilya wanted to tell him to fuck off and mind his own business, rather unkindly actually, but it was their turn at the front desk. He tried to smile kindly at the man behind the desk. “Hello. We are here visiting a -”
“Colleague,” Marlow helped him. 
“Colleague. Yes,” Ilya went along with him. “His name is Shane Hollander.”
The man looked up from his screen and studied them. “You’re hockey players?” he asked, his eyes narrowing.
“Yes,” Ilya confirmed. “This is Cliff Marlow. I am Ilya Rozanov.” Surely front desk hospital workers had heard his name before, at least. 
It might have been arrogant to assume that he’d be recognised, but it actually happened. The man looked him up and down before a small smile appeared on his face. “Mr Rozanov,” he acknowledged. “Mr Marlow. Let me take a look for you where the two of you can find Mr Hollander.”
The man had been very helpful with the room number and instructions on how to get there, so three minutes later they were standing in front of the door of Shane’s room. Ilya huddled into his jacket like he was cold (he wasn’t), while next to him, Marlow shot a glance through the door of Shane’s room and abruptly turned away. 
Why was Marlow acting like he needed to talk to the man that he’d been having sex with for years that he also had feelings for? 
“Go,” Ilya said, gesturing to the door. “Go apologise.” It was a bit of a mean thing to say, but he was stressed.
“No, you go,” Marlow replied. “You actually need to talk to the guy. I’ll apologise once you’re done. I’ll stay outside the door.”
Ilya scowled and watched how Marlow moved to lean against the wall next to the room. He folded his arms over one another and got his phone from his pocket. If he was just going to be looking at his phone, then why was he here? He could have done that in his hotel room bed.
Ilya decided this was a good time to lay down the law. “When I go in here, you can’t watch through window of door,” he said with heavy emphasis. “And you can’t listen either.”
Marlow rolled his eyes at Ilya. “I didn’t come with you to spy on you, Roz. Now go. We don’t have a lot of time and you’re wasting it.”
Marlow, yet again, had a good point. Ilya couldn’t possibly get used to that, so he quickly moved through the door of Shane’s room and closed the door behind him. He’d gotten a vague glimpse of him through the window of the door, but he could see far better now. Shane was awake, he was sitting up in the bed and he was hooked onto some machines. One of his arms was in a sling. 
He was awake, Ilya repeated to himself. He was awake and he seemed alright, all things considered.
“Ilya!” Shane said as soon as he saw him. His entire face lit up. “Hi!”
“Hello,” Ilya replied, lingering right in front of the door. “How are you doing?”
“Concussion and a broken collarbone. I’m out for the playoffs,” Shane said with an undertone like he was completely fine. God, those drugs must be good. Ilya didn’t think he’d ever heard him sound so cheerful.
“Marlow feels terrible,” Ilya said, wanting that out of the way. “He will tell you himself soon. He is waiting outside.”
Shane immediately leaned up in the bed, using the elbow of the arm that wasn’t in the sling, and tried to look through the window. Ilya had told Marlow to get away from the window, so he hoped that Shane couldn’t see him right now.
“You brought Marlow?” Shane asked,  seemingly confused.
“No,” Ilya said immediately, though the situation rightfully implied the contrary. “He invited himself. He’s weird guy.” That wasn’t fair to Marlow, but Ilya was still mad so he didn’t care.
“I am mad at Marlow,” Shane told him. “I was looking forward to last night. I’m mad he ruined that. I’m sorry I didn’t message you.” As he spoke, he reached out for Ilya after settling back onto the bed. 
Ilya didn’t think he could have messaged, with the concussion and people undoubtedly lingering around him. He was surprised to find Shane alone in a hospital room to begin with.
“It’s fine,” Ilya replied. “I was worried about you.”
Shane was still reaching out for him, so Ilya made his way over towards the bed. Shane started smiling again almost immediately and reached out for one of Ilya’s hands with his free hand. He leaned with his head against his pillow far more comfortably now, seemingly far more at peace now that he had Ilya within reach. It was absolutely endearing and completely terrifying. 
“You’re here now,” Shane said, sounding content. “Good. I wanted to talk to you.”
“Maybe you just need to rest,” Ilya suggested softly. His free hand had gone to caress Shane’s face without him fully registering it. “We can talk later.”
Shane was looking at him like despite all the drugs, he still knew exactly what Ilya was doing. Of course Ilya thought that Shane should rest and that they could talk later. They talked all the time in recent months. Shane wanted to talk to him face-to-face, though, so he could see Ilya’s reactions. And Shane wanted to talk to him because he had something to say and wanted an answer. 
Ilya knew what was coming. Ever since the All-Star game, a question was hanging in the air between them. It was a very simple yes or no. Are you in or are you out. Are we going to try this or not. It was something Ilya held off discussing during the All-Star game, because with his father still alive he couldn’t commit to anything. His family came first. His father needed him. But now that tie to Russia was gone too. Ilya wasn’t sure if he even planned to go back to Russia. 
Of course, Ilya could go back to Russia and spend the summer there, but there was no difference between spending the summer in Russia or in Boston. In Boston he had a better chance at being himself, whereas in Russia the people at least spoke a language that made sense to him. If Ilya went back to Russia, he was sure that he would be messaging and calling Shane all the same and wondering each day why he didn’t just agree to be with Shane instead. 
Ilya loved Russia and Russia didn’t love him back. But odds were that there was nothing left for him in Russia. Going back to Russia was like looking into the past in a painful way. What he should be doing was moving forward. What he needed to be doing was deciding how he wanted to do that.
Looking at Shane in the hospital bed and remembering how badly he’d felt last night and how much he agonised about not knowing how Shane was, Ilya realised the answer was actually fairly simple. It was also the most difficult thing in the world, because what kind of future could they even have?
He wasn’t going to find out that answer on his own, though. And they could at least have the summer.
In the meantime, Shane was completely unaware of Ilya’s inner turmoil. Instead, he was grinning up at him like the mere suggestion that he should rest was utter nonsense. No, they needed to talk right this instance. Ilya guessed he just had to get it out of his system.
“Last night, after we did what we always do when we meet, I was going to ask you about the cottage again,” Shane said. “Don’t you want to be alone together for longer than a night? We could take a week. Maybe two weeks! We could swim in the lake together. We could watch shows together. We could -”
Actually figure this out, Ilya reckoned.
“Maybe,” Ilya conceded. It was more than he thought he was going to give Shane.
“Maybe,” Shane repeated. “Ilya -”
“Shane,” Ilya repeated with the same undertone.
“We could have fun together, Ilya,” Shane repeated, like that was the argument that was going to sway Ilya. “I will make sure no one disturbs us. I will make sure that we’re alo-”
Shane was rudely disturbed by the sound of something hitting the door of his room. If Ilya had to guess, then he was going to say that it was Marlow’s elbow hitting the door. Seconds later, they also heard Marlow’s voice.
“Mr and Mrs Hollander!” he greeted them loudly. “It’s so nice to meet you.”
Oh, they did not think it was nice to meet Cliff Marlow and Marlow had to know it.
If Ilya hadn’t jumped from the sound, which he had, he definitely would have jumped at the announcement of Shane’s parents’ presence. As it was, he quickly let go of Shane’s hand and took another careful step back, so it looked like they were two friendly NHL rivals talking, instead of two people discussing whether or not they were taking a vacation together. 
Ilya realised he was an idiot. Marlow didn’t come to the hospital with Ilya to mind his business. No, that was just a side effect of the real reason: to stand guard outside of Shane’s hospital door and warn Ilya when someone was coming in. Cliff realised after the way that he saw Ilya worry last night that he would have his attention on Shane and Shane only and that would have gotten them caught. 
“Just come to the cottage,” Shane whispered to him.
“I will think about it more,” Ilya replied on the same volume.
Marlow came walking into the room, immediately followed by two people that Ilya knew were Shane’s parents. There was a woman with dark hair and a gaze that went to Ilya immediately. It was a questioning look. Behind her was a man with darker, maybe greying hair, who immediately walked to the other side of Shane’s bed. Marlow lingered by the foot end with Shane’s mother right next to him.
“Mom, dad, this is Ilya Rozanov,” Shane introduced him like it wasn’t completely obvious.
Ilya tried smiling. “Hello. I was just leaving. Marlow and I have plane to catch.”
“No, I need to apologise first,” Marlow protested instantly. “I am very sorry about the hit, Hollander. I did not think it was going to land that way.”
“Me neither,” Shane said with a smile. “It’s okay, Marlow. Occupational hazard.” Shane immediately turned to Ilya afterwards and explained: “English term for a risk that comes with a job,” without having to be prompted. 
Ilya was pretty sure that both of Shane’s parents were looking at him. It really was time to go. “Get well soon, Hollander,” he said with emphasis as he moved away from Shane’s bed and in the direction of the door. “Marlow. Anything else?”
“No, my work is done here,” Marlow said with a very unhelpful grin. 
“Great,” Ilya said, reaching Marlow and gently pushing him in the direction of the door. “It was nice meeting you, Mr and Mrs Hollander.”
“You too, Mr Rozanov,” they replied almost in unison. Ilya didn’t believe either one of them. 
When he managed to usher Marlow out of the door, he was still grinning like a madman. Neither one of them dared to break the silence very close to Shane’s room, though. They both waited until they were far out of earshot and in the elevator alone before either one of them spoke.
“Now that I see it, I can’t unsee it,” Marlow said.
“What do you mean?” Ilya asked.
“Hollander is not subtle. That man is in love with you.” Marlow shook his head a little. “It’s very cute, actually. Womanizer Ilya Rozanov falling for Canada’s boy next door is also very sweet.”
“I will push you into the boards in Toronto,” Ilya warned him. “I will knock out a few of your remaining teeth. I will -”
“Will you relax? I won’t tell anyone.” Marlow gently shoved him. “Now that you’ve seen that he’s alright, can we focus on winning the cup?”
“I’m always focused on winning the cup, Marlow.”
“You’re always focused on winning something. Shane Hollander’s heart, for example.”
“I never should have told you anything.”
The elevator arrived at the ground floor. Ilya shot Marlow a look that was supposed to communicate ‘another word of this and I’ll knock you out’ before making a beeline for the entrance doors. Marlow wordlessly followed him, just as eager to get out of here as Ilya was.
Ilya hadn’t forgotten, though. 
“Thank you,” he told Marlow as they crossed the parking lot to where their cab was still parked. “For watching the door.”
Marlow smiled. “I told you that I needed to be here.”
“Yes, yes, you were right,” Ilya said. “Would have been disaster getting caught by Hollanders.”
“I don’t know,” Marlow said. “Maybe they would have liked you.”
Promptly, they both started laughing again.
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