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The Vocabulary of Exile

    by thesevenpercent

      Summary

      At twenty-one, Ilya Rozanov is the Soviet Union’s most perfect weapon, a soldier of the Red Machine who has spent three years locked in a silent, jagged war on the ice with Canada’s golden boy, Shane Hollander.

When the Montreal Metros claim him as a "wasted" mid-round draft pick, the rivalry transforms from a professional grudge into a desperate lifeline. On the final night of the 1988 Calgary Olympics, he risks everything, his family, his career, and his safety, to start a new life in the West. Forced into a high-stakes billet under the roof of his bitter professional rival, Ilya must navigate a world where freedom feels like a new kind of prison.

As Ilya struggles to adapt, the crumbling Soviet empire reaches across the ocean, searching for leverage to help pull him back.

OR: What if Ilya fled Russia in 1988 to play for the Montreal Metros?
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      Chapter 1: Rivalry
  


    Chapter Summary

    Ilya Rozanov is a masterpiece of Soviet precision, but the static in his head is starting to crack the machine.



    Chapter Notes

      This chapter occurs during the 1987 Ice Hockey World Championships.

Disclaimer: The Soviet Union is my special interest area, but I am 1000% not some kind of expert, nor do I have any secret insider knowledge. I'm reading and researching a ton, but I would take any inconsistencies with reality with a grain of salt. Maybe we can just pretend that's part of the AU. To keep things fun and moving with a specific amount of pacing and drama, I couldn't obsess over every single detail. My search history has been pretty wild though.


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  Rivalry (noun)
1. Competition for the same objective or for superiority in the same field.
2. A state of prolonged mutual hostility. 
Example: "Hollander, lose. Rozanov, win." - Ilya Rozanov, April 1987
Vienna was gray. Ilya was used to the gray. The barracks he lived in eleven months of the year were gray. The slush on the Moscow streets he'd soon see again was gray. The faces of the men deciding his future, also gray.
Inside the locker room of the Wiener Stadthalle, the silence was absolute besides the occasional barking of the coaches. Ilya Rozanov sat on the wooden bench, his head down, staring at the floorboards. He was twenty-one years old, and according to the Western scouts whispering in the tunnels, he might be the best hockey player on the planet. But according to the men in the room holding KGB-issued briefcases, he was a socialist ideal.
He felt like a bomb. His chest was tight, a band of iron constricting his lungs. He felt the high-frequency vibration in his bones that told him he was about to shatter. He looked at his hands. They were steady, but they didn't feel like his. They felt like tools borrowed from the Central Sports Club of the Army.
"Rozanov," the coach barked.
Ilya stood. He didn't think. Thinking was dangerous. He simply let the Red Machine take over.
The ice was a blinding, pristine white under the arena lights. On the opposite side of the red line stood the Canadians. They were loud. They were messy. They leaned against the boards with a casual, arrogant ease that made Ilya's stomach turn.
And there was Hollander.
Shane Hollander wore #24. He was skating in small, effortless circles, his jersey fluttering behind him. Ilya didn't need to look at the roster to know his name. He had been looking at Shane for three years. They had met in the freezing rinks of Quebec during the '84 tour, in the humid, salt air of Helsinki in '85, and under the watchful eyes of the Kremlin in Moscow in '86. For three years, they had been the twin suns of their respective empires. Every time they met, the world held its breath, waiting to see which version of perfection would prevail. 
Shane looked like he had never known a day of hunger, never known the fear of a correctional interview, never known the crushing weight of an entire empire's reputation resting on his shoulders. He looked like he was playing because he liked it.
Ilya hated him for it. It was a sharp, acidic jealousy that burned through the gray fog.
Hollander was there, on the face-off dot. He looked perfect. It was disgusting. His Team Canada jersey was bright, his hair messy, and his eyes shifted around the arena with an individualistic hunger. Ilya couldn't stop looking at him. 
But then the puck dropped, and the world became a blur of red and white. Ilya moved like a demon. He glided, his edges biting into the ice with a precision that was terrifying. He scored the first goal at the six-minute mark. A lightning-fast snap shot that the Canadian goalie never even saw.
But Hollander was there. Every time Ilya turned, Hollander was his shadow. The Canadian was fast, matching Ilya stride for stride.
The 1-0 lead Ilya had carved out in the first six minutes felt fragile. In the Soviet system, a goal was the expected outcome of a correctly executed algorithm, a box checked, never cause for anything so indulgent as celebration. Ilya skated back to the bench, his heart hammering in a rhythm that felt disconnected from his body.
The Canadians didn't play with algorithms. They played with a chaotic, desperate energy that Ilya found both baffling and offensive. Midway through the first period, Shane Hollander stripped the puck from a Soviet defenseman who had hesitated for a micro-second too long, looking for the correct pass.
Shane didn't look for a pass at all. He drove the net with a reckless disregard for his own safety. He took a heavy slash to the shins, stumbled, and somehow scooped the puck into the top shelf while falling.
The stadium erupted. Shane punched the air, screaming something at the rafters. Ilya watched him from the bench, the static in his brain spiking. How are you allowed to be that loud? Ilya wondered. How are you allowed to be that messy and still win? Still be loved?
Ilya caught the puck at center ice. He saw Hollander coming. A freight train of Canadian entitlement. Ilya didn't swerve. He wanted the impact. He wanted to feel something real, something that wasn't the static in his brain.
The crash was seismic. Hollander's shoulder drove into Ilya's broad chest. They slammed into the boards with a sound like a gunshot. For a second, Ilya was pinned against the glass, Hollander's face inches from his. He could see the fury in Hollander's eyes, the sweat dripping off his chin, the sheer life pulsing through him. The static in Ilya's head cleared, replaced by the sharp, electric heat of Shane's proximity. It was the first time in weeks Ilya had felt like he was actually inside his own skin.
The feeling lasted about two seconds. He felt his soul hovering above the ice, looking down at two boys fighting over a piece of rubber. He gripped Hollander's jersey, his fingers digging into the expensive fabric. He wanted to scream. How is it so easy for you? Hollander shoved him back, his mouth moving in a string of English curses Ilya couldn't translate, but the tone was clear: Get off me.
The second period was where the pressure began to cook Ilya from the inside out. He could feel the eyes of the minders in the luxury boxes. Every time he touched the puck, he felt the weight of his father's career, his future, and the glory of Russia pressing down on the back of his neck like a hand.
The static became a physical fog. Ilya saw a lane, but his body felt five seconds behind his brain. He fumbled a simple cross-ice pass. A mistake he hadn't made since he was eight years old. Canada pounced. A quick transition, a scramble in front of the net, and a Canadian winger, not Hollander, but someone just as boisterous, poked it home.
Ilya stood in the face-off circle, his vision blurring. He felt like he was looking through a telescope from a great distance. He saw Hollander skate past him and give him a little shove. A cocky, capitalist taunt.
"Wake up, Rozanov," Shane chirped.
Ilya didn't know the words, but he knew the smirk. It was the ease of it that hurt the most. Shane was allowed to fail, allowed to try again, and allowed to mock his opponent. Ilya was only allowed to be a machine.
The 2-2 goal was a moment of pure, terrifying focus. It came from desperation, not joy. Ilya took the puck in his own zone. He accelerated through the neutral zone, his edges screaming against the ice. He saw Hollander coming for the check. He pulled the puck through his own legs, a move that was strictly forbidden by his coaches for being showy and unreliable, and left Hollander grasping at empty air.
He knew where the net was by heart. He fired a backhand that seemed to defy physics, tucking it into the microscopic gap between the goalie's pad and the post.
The arena went silent for a heartbeat before the Soviet section let out a measured, rhythmic cheer. Ilya didn't pump his fist. He didn't scream. He simply turned and skated to the bench, his face a mask of cold, porcelain perfection. Inside, he was screeching. His hands were shaking so hard he had to tuck them under his armpits. He looked across the ice and saw Hollander staring at him, breathing hard, his face a mix of shock and renewed competitive fire.
The game was a stalemate until the final minutes. The 2-2 tie was a failure. Ilya could feel the coach's eyes boring into his back. The air in the arena had grown stale, heavy with the sweat of forty men and the mounting desperation of an empire. With less than three minutes on the clock, the static in Ilya's head reached a deafening pitch. It was a rhythmic pounding that matched the blood thrumming in his ears.
He saw the Canadian defense shifting, a momentary lapse in their aggressive posture as they looked toward the clock. Shane was deep in the Soviet zone, fighting for a puck that wasn't there. He looked tired. Humanly, beautifully tired.
Ilya didn't wait for the coach's whistle. He intercepted a lazy clearance at the red line, and for the first time in his life, he didn't look for a teammate. He didn't look for the correct pass. He looked only at the narrow, shimmering lane of white ice between him and the net.
He exploded.
His strides were long, predatory, fueled by a jagged hatred for the silence they expected of him. He felt Hollander's presence before he saw him. The familiar, heavy thunder of #24's skates pursuing him from behind. Hollander was closing the gap, desperate to fix the mistake of the turnover. Ilya could hear his labored breathing, a frantic sound that made Ilya's own heart ache with a cold, triumphant jealousy.
Twenty feet from the net, Hollander lunged. It was a desperate, diving poke-check, the kind of move a man makes when he has everything to lose and no system to catch him. Ilya felt the wind of the stick blade move past his ankle. He didn't swerve. He leaned into his edges, his body carving a trajectory that felt like it was tearing the world in half.
He pulled the puck to his forehand, lured the goalie into a split-second commitment, and then, with a flick of his wrists that felt like snapping a bone, he dragged it back. The puck hit the crossbar with a sound like a pistol shot and deflected straight down, burying itself in the netting before the goalie could even blink.
USSR 3, Canada 2.
The final buzzer was a mercy. Ilya didn't celebrate. He stood there, his heart hammering against his ribs, waiting for the humming in his head to stop.
He watched the Canadian bench. Hollander was slumped over his knees at the blue line, his stick snapped in two across the ice. A violent, physical manifestation of a loss he was allowed to feel. Ilya watched him, the static in his brain finally, mercifully, falling silent. He had won. He had proven the system worked. As he looked at Hollander's broken stick, he realized that the win felt less like a victory and closer to a stay of execution. The tournament wasn't over. The medal ceremony was over a week away, and there were more games to be played. Ilya didn't wait for his teammates to finish their post-game rituals. He turned toward the tunnel, his skates echoing on the rubber matting.
The tunnel was a throat of damp concrete, swallowing the sounds of the arena. Ilya waited in the shadows, his breath catching in his chest. When Hollander appeared, looking battered and radiating a loud, Western fury, the static in Ilya's head transformed into a cold, singing triumph. Ilya didn't wait for him to pass. He stepped out of the dark, blocking Shane's path.
He drove a finger into the center of Shane's chest, right over the embroidered maple leaf.
"Hollander," Ilya poked. His voice was a low, raspy scrape, but there was a smirk playing at the corner of his mouth. A razor-thin expression of pure, unadulterated vanity. "Lose."
Shane's eyes widened, flashing with a bewildered anger. "What? You got lucky, Rozanov. One bounce and we would have buried you. You played like a robot for two periods—"
Ilya didn't let him finish. He pointed to his own chest, his thumb hooking into the collar of his jacket with a possessive flare.
"Rozanov," he corrected, his voice dropping low. "Win."
His English was clumsy, garbled, but the blow landed. He saw the flicker of doubt in Shane's eyes. Ilya savored the silence.
"Next game," Ilya croaked, the English words tasting like iron and honey. "Hollander lose."
He walked away. Behind him, he could feel Shane's stunned, heated silence. As Ilya walked toward the Soviet locker room, he felt like a king, even if only for this moment.
That kingly glow lasted about forty seconds. It died the moment he walked into the locker room. Two men in gray overcoats stood in the corner, their faces expressionless, their presence pulling every molecule of warmth out of the air. 
One of them, a man with a thin, sharp nose and eyes like chips of flint, stepped forward. "Rozanov. Come."
And the static was back. A violent, high-pitched whine. He was still vibrating with the adrenaline of approaching Hollander, giving him a taste of his own arrogance. That adrenaline was fading quickly as he followed the men into a small, windowless office at the back of the arena. 
His coach was there, standing by a desk cluttered with Western newspapers, smoking a cigarette.
"Sit," the man with the flinty eyes directed.
Ilya sat. He kept his back straight, his chin up. If he was going to get chewed out tonight, he was going to take it like a man.
"A victory tonight," the official said, though his tone suggested he was discussing a spreadsheet error. "The State is...satisfied. For now." He leaned forward, sliding a newspaper across the desk. It was a Canadian broadsheet. Even without knowing the language, Ilya recognized the jagged logo: the Montreal Metros.
"There are reports," the official continued, "that this team—these Metros—intends to use one of their draft selections on you this June. They are making a public spectacle of it. They call it a bold gamble. We call it a declaration of war."
The official tapped the newspaper with a nicotine-stained finger. "They know you cannot leave. They know you are a soldier of the Red Army. They are choosing you as a joke, Rozanov. To show the world that they can own a Soviet hero on paper, even if they never see him in the flesh. They want to turn you into a publicity stunt."
"A wasted pick," his coach barked from the shadows. His voice was like grinding stones. "They will say your name in June and forget you by July. A ghost in their system. A name in a ledger that never hits the ice."
Ilya stared at the logo. Montreal Metros. Inside the gray fog of his mind, a single, illicit thought flared. What is Montreal like? Less gray? To the men in this room, Ilya was a symbol. To the Metros, he was a prank. For one fleeting, terrifying second, the idea of being a wasted choice felt better than being used. If he was a ghost in Montreal's system, at least he existed somewhere else besides this room.
"You will remain silent," the flint-eyed man said. "The Western press will try to find you to speak to you about this honor before the tournament ends." He spat the word honor like a curse. "You will say nothing. You are an argument for the power of the Soviet Union, and tonight, you won that argument. Do not make us regret your talent, Ilya."
The meeting was over. Ilya stood, his legs feeling like lead. As he walked out, back toward the locker room where his teammates were quietly packing their gear, the word Metros echoed in the static of his brain.
He wasn't a king anymore. He had never really been one.
He felt the pressure of the empire tightening around his throat again, and realized that if he was going to be a wasted pick in June, he might as well make sure he was the best one they ever made.
The second meeting between the USSR and Canadian teams was five days later. It was a sixty-minute exercise in mutual distaste and exhaustion. It had none of the fire of the first game. A cold war playing out on the ice, it ended in a 0-0 stalemate. 
Ilya skated through the game in a state of total dissociation. The static was so loud it felt like physical pressure against his eardrums. He moved through the motions. The perfectly angled checks, the clinical passes, the defensive positioning, but he wasn't there. 
Across the ice, Shane Hollander was fighting the puck, fighting the system, and fighting the fact that he couldn't break through the Red Machine. Every time their eyes met, Ilya saw a raw, simmering frustration in Shane. Shane was used to winning, and this tournament was stripping that from him, layer by layer.
After the final horn, the walk to the locker room was a gauntlet. The Western reporters were like sharks scenting blood in the water. They had heard the rumors. They wanted to know if the best player in the USSR was ready to become a Montreal Metro.
"Ilya! One question about the draft!" 
"Rozanov! Do you want to play in Canada?"
Ilya kept his head down, his gaze fixed on the rubber matting. His minders were a physical wall around him, their shoulders broad and their faces set in stone. One reporter thrust a microphone toward his face, and Ilya felt the urge to strike out, to scream, to say anything that wasn't a rehearsed line about Soviet collective glory.
He said nothing. He didn't even blink. He let the reporters see exactly what the Soviet authorities wanted them to see: a robot. A socialist ideal with no interior life.
The tournament ended quietly, with a cold, hollow thud. Sweden took the gold. The USSR, failing to secure the top spot, was relegated to the second tier of the podium. Canada sat in fourth, the cruelest position in international sport, watching from the sidelines, empty-handed.
Ilya stood on the silver tier, the medal feeling like a lead weight around his neck. In Moscow, silver was just a polite word for failure. He looked down at the Canadian team standing near the boards, waiting for the ceremony to end so they could escape to the airport.
He found Shane.
Shane was looking at Ilya. His face wasn't full of capitalist ease anymore. It was hollowed out, dark circles under his eyes, his Team Canada jersey looking heavy and wrong. He looked at Ilya's silver medal with a mix of envy and loathing. As the teams filed off the ice, their paths crossed one final time near the player entrance. 
Ilya slowed his pace. Shane was leaning against the concrete wall, his gloves tucked under his arm. Ilya didn't have a smirk today. The static was too heavy for vanity. But he still had the need to anchor himself to the only person who had made him feel any kind of sunshine in this gray city.
He stopped in front of Shane. The air between them was electric, charged with the shared trauma of a tournament that had broken them both in different ways. Ilya reached up and touched the silver medal around his neck, then pointed a gloved finger at Shane's empty chest.
"Hollander," Ilya rasped. The English felt like glass in his throat. "No win."
Shane's jaw tightened. He stepped closer, his breath hot against Ilya's face. "Yeah? Well, you got the wrong color, Rozanov." Ilya got the gist of that one, what with how Shane was gesticulating at the Swedish team. 
Ilya didn't flinch. He leaned in. He didn't mention the Montreal Metros. He didn't mention the June draft. He just gave Shane a look of such profound, arrogant pity that it felt like a physical blow.
"I win," Ilya said. It was a lie. They had both lost to the Swedes, but in the private war between #24 and the Red Machine, Ilya was the one standing on the podium. He didn't wait for Shane to retort. He turned and followed the gray coats into the dark of the tunnel.
The June draft was less than two months away. The Calgary Olympics were ten months away. The bus back to the barracks smelled like diesel and damp wool, and Ilya sat in the last row and stared at the window and thought about Hollander the whole way home. He realized the thing he was looking forward to the most would be beating Hollander in his own country.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Some notes and other bits from my research on this chapter:

Ilya probably could not speak more than a few English words, definitely not fluently, due to his limited interactions with foreigners or foreign media. Essentially every minute of his life would have been managed. During trips outside of the USSR the hockey team would have KGB escorts everywhere they went.

Canada and the Soviet Union had a really hideous rivalry all through the 80s when it came to hockey. There was a fight on the ice during the 1987 World Junior Hockey Championships that cleared both benches -- every player was involved -- for twenty full minutes. All the players involved were suspended for 6 months from play.

Thoughts? Questions? Leave me a comment!


  


      

  












      Chapter 2: Defection
  


    Chapter Summary

    Beyond all reason, the Montreal Metros are trying to draft Ilya Rozanov, and even more surprisingly he’s actually entertaining it. But the road to leaving the Soviet Union is difficult, and Ilya only knows a few sporadic words of English.



    Chapter Notes

      Sexual content in this chapter.


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  Defection (noun)

	
The abandonment of one's country or cause in favor of an opposing one.



	
The physical crossing of an international border to seek political asylum.




Example: "Whatever it takes, I will go to Montreal." — Ilya Rozanov, August 1987
June in Moscow was a suffocating, dusty yellow. But at least it wasn't gray. The air in the Central Sports Club barracks was thick with the smell of boiled cabbage. It was supposed to be comfort food, they said. The kind of thing your grandmother would have made for you.
Ilya sat on his narrow cot, staring at the ceiling. Since Vienna, the static had settled into a low, jagged thrum at the base of his skull. This life wasn't new. He had been recruited into the Red Army before his 18th birthday, and he would be twenty-one in just days. In those three years, he had learned that excellence was the only thing that kept him safe, and even that was a fragile shield. 
He thought of Maksimov, their veteran defenseman, who had been forcibly retired after a poor showing in Prague. No one saw him anymore. He thought of Kiselyov, relocated to a factory team in Siberia for ideological inconsistencies. The locker room was getting quieter. Every season, the faces changed, not through trades, but through erasures.
Ilya was getting nervous. He was a senior lieutenant, but he couldn't shake the deep, sinking feeling that his rank would not protect him. He could feel the gaze of the minders even when he was alone. He was a socialist ideal, but even ideals could be discarded if they started to crack.
When the summons came, it was to the administrative wing. Heavy oak doors and the aggressive clicking of typewriters. Major Ivannikov sat behind a desk cluttered with intelligence reports and Western newspapers.
"Sit," Ivannikov directed. He didn't look up. He slid a single sheet of paper across the desk. It was a translated telex from North America.
NHL ENTRY DRAFT – JUNE 13, 1987 ROUND 4, PICK 82: ILYA ROZANOV (RW) – USSR TEAM: MONTREAL METROS
"They are fools," Ivannikov said, his voice hard and cold. "The Montreal Metros have used a fourth-round selection on you. A wasted pick. They know you live in the Soviet Union, not Canada. They know you are a soldier. But they want to show the world they can claim you on paper."
Ilya stared at the name: Montreal Metros. He felt a jolt of sharp, acidic clarity. Shane Hollander had been playing for the Metros for three years. Shane was a star there. They could be teammates. For three years, Ilya had watched Hollander from across the red line, and now, he belonged to the same colors.
"They are mocking us," Ivannikov continued, finally meeting Ilya's eyes. "They want to turn you into a publicity stunt. You will remain silent. You will not answer questions from the foreign press. You are not a 'Metro.'" He spat the word.
As Ilya walked back to the barracks, the word Metros felt like a brand on his skin. He realized with a terrifying shudder that the draft hadn't just made him a prospect. It had made him a target. If the minders thought he was even considering the Metros, he would end up like Maksimov, or worse.
Yet, the thrumming in his head began to reshape itself around a new, impossible image. He imagined the locker room in Montreal. In his mind, it was bright, noisy, and chaotic. The opposite of the grim, silent halls of the CSKA. He saw himself pulling on a jersey that was blue, not the red that had been assigned to him before he was old enough to choose. He saw Shane Hollander sitting in the stall next to him.
In this fantasy, they weren't crashing into boards or snarling insults in broken English. They were a unit. Ilya could see himself flying down the wing, knowing exactly where Shane would be without looking. He imagined the ease of Shane's game rubbing off on him, softening the rigid, mechanical edges of his own. To play with Hollander would be to finally stop fighting the ice and start living on it.
The thought was a fever dream, beautiful and lethal.
Ilya needed out. He waited until the breathing of his teammates became even and synchronized. Slipping out of the barracks required a sequence of movements that he had perfected over months of reckless necessity. He avoided the main gate, instead choosing to scale the chain-link fence behind the equipment shed. 
Sasha was waiting for him in the shadows of a crumbling apartment block three streets away. Ilya had met Sasha when they were very young. Twelve? Thirteen? A lifetime ago. Sasha's father was one of the assistant coaches at CSKA, and had been very involved in Ilya's early training, and still now. 
Sasha gestured at the idling Zhiguli and Ilya moved to hop in. Sasha didn't keep the car idling near the barracks. As soon as Ilya was inside, Sasha threw it into gear. "How long do you have?" Sasha asked.
"An hour, maybe two."
"Someone covering for you?"
"Volkov," Ilya nodded. "He thinks I'm with Sveta." Living in the barracks was required year round, except for a few short breaks, even for married players. Ilya's teammates were always willing to cover for each other if it meant the opportunity to get laid. Everyone assumed he was seeing Svetlana Vetrova when it was Ilya's turn to escape, which was true sometimes. Svetlana's father was a hockey legend who had retired and now worked for the government. A match between Ilya and Svetlana was the dream of both of their fathers, and Ilya genuinely liked her. Maybe even loved her. She was smart. She was beautiful. With her, Ilya was building a state-approved life. With Sasha, he was burning it down. 
Sasha drove to his own walk-up, a cramped, third floor flat. As the son of one of the Soviet Union's most loyal achievers, Sasha was provided a little more privacy than most, but the walls were still very thin. Nevertheless, as soon as the door was shut, Ilya grabbed Sasha roughly by the face and began kissing him. Devouring him. It was pure adrenaline. Ilya didn't have the patience or the time to go slow tonight. The static in his head demanded a physical outlet, and the proximity of the KGB agents who were always watching just a few miles away only sharpened the edge of his desire.
He didn't wait. He didn't ask. He reached into the pocket of his thin summer tunic, his fingers brushing against the sharp metal edges of the Vaseline tin. He flicked the lid open with a practiced thumb, the medicinal, cloying scent of the jelly cutting through the smell of Sasha's cheap tobacco.
Ilya spun Sasha around, forcing him over the edge of the small wooden kitchen table. The wood groaned under the weight. Ilya's hands were large, calloused from years of gripping a stick, and they were none too gentle as he pushed Sasha's trousers down. He worked the jelly hastily, opening Sasha up, his mind a blur of wasted draft picks and the sharp memory of Shane Hollander's eyes in the Vienna tunnel.
"Ilyushenka," Sasha gasped, his forehead pressed against the scarred tabletop as Ilya started to push inside him. "Slow down, you're—"
Ilya froze. The word slow blindsided him, momentarily cutting through the roar. His heart was hammering against his ribs, but he forced his muscles to unlock. He didn't pull away, but he stilled, his large, calloused hands softening their grip on Sasha's hips. He took a ragged, shuddering breath, burying his face in the crook of Sasha's neck.
"I am sorry," Ilya rasped, the apology sounding raw and unpracticed. He waited until he felt Sasha's tension bleed out. Even in his most desperate, danger-fueled states, he wouldn't hurt Sasha.
Sasha reached back, his fingers tangling in the hair at the nape of Ilya's neck, pulling him down. "Don't stop," Sasha whispered, his voice thin but steady. "Just...stay with me. Don't go to that place in your head."
Ilya nodded against his skin. When he moved again, the punishing edge was gone, replaced by a slow, serious pace. He moved with a bruising honesty, every thrust a silent acknowledgment that this heat, this vulnerability, and the terror of discovery were the only things that made him real.
He kept his eyes open, watching how Sasha's fingers gripped the edge of the table, making sure he was present for every second of it. When the end came, it was a quiet, mutual shattering. Ilya slumped over him, the slick Vaseline and their shared sweat cooling in the stagnant air.
Ilya stayed there for a long moment, feeling hollowed out, as if he had left a piece of his soul behind.
He buried his face in the crook of Sasha's neck, grounding himself in the masculine scent. He thought of Svetlana. The polite, choreographed life they shared. With her, it was a performance for the future. With Sasha, it was different. Dangerous. Exhilarating. Ilya liked them both. The sharp, athletic wit of the woman and the thrilling vulnerability of the man. But the Soviet Union only had room for one version of Ilya Rozanov.
"Volkov thinks you are with her," Sasha said, his voice returning to a cautious whisper as he adjusted his clothes.
Ilya stood up, his joints aching. He didn't look at Sasha as he pulled on his boots. "Let him think it. It is the only thing keeping us both out of a cell."
Sasha hesitated, his fingers fiddling with Ilya's shirt. "My father was shouting on the phone. The draft. Ilyusha...would you ever consider it? Actually going?"
The lie was instantaneous. "No," Ilya said, the word cold and final. "It would be suicide."
Sasha exhaled in relief, but Ilya held him tighter, his fingers digging into Sasha's back. The lie tasted bitter. In reality, the danger of wanting Montreal was the only thing keeping him alive.
Sasha didn't speak as he drove Ilya back to his barracks. The car's engine hummed a low, mournful tune against the silence of the Moscow outskirts. When they reached the shadow of the equipment shed, Sasha kept the headlights off. "Ilyusha," Sasha whispered, his hand trembling as he reached across the gear shift to touch Ilya's knee. "Be careful. My father… he's looking for reasons to be proud of you. Don't give him reasons to be suspicious."
Ilya didn't answer. He couldn't. He just leaned over, pressed a hard, lingering kiss to Sasha's mouth. It was one last hit of the adrenaline that came from being inches away from a military patrol, then he slipped out of the car.
Scaling the fence was easier this time. The friction of the wire against his palms felt like a grounded wire, bleeding off the excess charge of the night. He dropped into the dirt, moved like a shadow past the floodlights, and slipped through the side door of the barracks. Volkov was sitting on his cot. He looked up, a slow, knowing smirk spreading across his face.
"Back already?" Volkov teased, his voice low enough not to wake the others but sharp enough to sting. "What happened? Did Sveta find her father's stash of Western perfume and knock you out? Or did you just finish before she could even unbutton her blouse?"
Ilya pulled off his tunic, the smell of Sasha's cigarettes clinging to his skin like a second uniform. "The Major wanted me back," Ilya lied easily. "Security sweep."
"Right," Volkov snorted, rolling onto his side. "Next time, tell the Major to let you stay for round two. You're vibrating, Rozanov. You're going to burn a hole through your mattress."
Ilya lay back, staring at the cracks in the ceiling. Volkov was right. He was vibrating. But it wasn't because of Sveta, and it wasn't because of the sex. It was because the world had just cracked open, and he could see the light on the other side.
The announcement of the Pre-Canada Cup Exhibition series, two games on Canadian soil in August, hit the Central Sports Club barracks like a physical shockwave. For the State, it was a chance to humble the NHL stars on their own ice before the tournament officially began. For Ilya, it was a countdown.
The humming in his head had reached a fever pitch since the draft notice. He was nervously excited, a neurotic energy that made his hands twitch during drills. He was going to stand across the red line from Shane Hollander again, but this time, he'd be in Shane's territory. He realized with an abrupt clarity that he was currently mute. If he was going to survive, he needed to speak the language of the enemy.
A week before the team was set to fly to Canada, Ilya used a rare four-hour officer's pass to disappear into the heart of Moscow. He shed his uniform for a stiff, ill-fitting civilian button-down and a pair of trousers that felt like a costume.
The Arbat District was a labyrinth of crumbling history and whispered exchanges. It was the only place in the city where the black market breathed in the open air. Ilya moved through the crowds with his head down, his instincts screaming at him to turn back. But the danger was a narcotic. Every time a militsiya patrol glanced his way, he felt that dark, electric spike of arousal lodge itself behind his sternum.
He found what he was looking for in a narrow, damp alley behind a bakery. A man with skin like yellowed parchment sat behind a folding table covered in approved Soviet poetry. Beneath a worn, grease-stained tarp, however, lay the real commerce.
"I need English," Ilya whispered, leaning over the table. The smell of yeast from the bakery mixed with the metallic tang of Moscow's industrial lungs.
The vendor didn't look up. "Dangerous. English is for spies and traitors."
"I am neither," Ilya lied, his voice low. "I am a student."
"Students go to the state libraries." The man's eyes flickered to Ilya's hands. Calloused, powerful, the hands of a soldier, not a student. "It will cost you."
Ilya reached into his bag. He had spent days scavenging. He produced three cartons of Kosmos cigarettes. The filtered, high-quality kind only available in the officer's commissary, and a small, precious tin of imported Maxwell House coffee he'd swiped from a diplomatic reception.
The vendor's gaze sharpened. He reached under the tarp and pulled out a tattered, 1968 edition of an English-Russian Lexicon. The spine was held together by layers of yellowed tape, and the pages were the color of weak tea.
"Take it," the man hissed, swiping the cigarettes into a crate. "And if you are caught, I have never seen your face."
Ilya tucked the book under his arm, the weight of it against his ribs sending a surge of heat through his body. He walked back to the barracks with his heart hammering a harsh rhythm.
Back in his bunk, he realized the dictionary was a death warrant if found during a snap inspection. He needed a place where the minders would never look—somewhere so steeped in dogma that it became invisible. He reached for his Field Manual of Soviet Infantry Tactics. It was a thick, olive-drab tome that sat on his bedside table, a symbol of his rank and loyalty.
Using a sharpened skate blade, Ilya spent the next three nights in the dark, listening for the cadence of the boots of the sentry in the hallway. With surgical, soldierly precision, he carved out the center of the manual. He sliced through pages of troop formations and Marxist-Leninist theory, hollowing out the heart of the book. He slid the dictionary into the hollowed-out space. It fit perfectly. He could sit on his cot, apparently studying the tactical superiority of the Red Army, while actually memorizing the words he would need to survive the West.
The irony of it, hiding his treason inside his duty, fed the dark arousal that kept the static at bay. He traced the letters of the first word he looked up, his fingers trembling. Defect. The translations seemed…dark. To desert. To betray one's country. To commit treason. He closed the manual and lay back, staring at the cracks in the ceiling. He would be ready for Canada. He would be ready for Shane Hollander. 
The air in Ontario didn't taste like Moscow. It was thick with the scent of diesel, lake water, and something sickly sweet, popcorn and caramelized sugar, that Ilya would later learn was the smell of a North American arena. To Ilya, it was the smell of excess. It was the smell of the enemy. He had been to Canada before, but this felt different. 
The Soviet delegation moved through the Hamilton airport like a single, multi-headed organism. They were surrounded by minders in ill-fitting suits, scanning the crowds for anyone who looked too friendly. Major Ivannikov walked at the front with Coach Tikhinov, his presence a silent reminder that every Senior Lieutenant was a soldier first, a hockey player second, and a person not at all.
Ilya clutched the strap of his duffel bag. Inside, buried beneath his damp skates and spare laces, was the Field Manual of Soviet Infantry Tactics. The weight of the hollowed-out book felt like a live grenade. He was terrified, a cold trembling in his knees, but beneath the fear, that dark, addictive heat was blooming. He was a spy in a city of glass.
The arena was a riot of color. Red, white, and the deep, haunting blue of the Montreal jerseys in the stands. Ilya stood on the blue line for the anthems, his heart hammering against his ribs. The static was being drowned out by the electric boom of being here.
He played with blind intensity. Every time he hit a Canadian, he felt the friction of the risk. He wasn't only playing for a win today. He was playing to prove he was worth the effort.
The interaction happened in the second period. Ilya and Shane Hollander collided at the red line, a bone-rattling hit that sent them both spinning into the boards. Shane was up first, his gloved hand catching Ilya's shoulder to steady him, or to keep him from moving.
The minders were watching from the glass, but the roar of the crowd provided a wall of sound.
"You staying in Canada?" Shane hissed, his words simplified and enunciated. His breath was hot against the side of Ilya's helmet.
Ilya's pupils dilated. He looked at Shane, seeing the intense, focused shine of his eyes. The danger of the moment, of being seen speaking to the Metros' star, made Ilya's blood turn to liquid fire.
"Rozanov from Soviet Union," Ilya replied. "Not Canada."
Shane's mouth twisted into a grim, knowing smile. He leaned in closer, his visor nearly touching Ilya's. "Until you defect."
The word defect hit Ilya with the force of a cross-check. He had spent hours in the dark of the barracks, tracing that word in his hollowed-out manual. He knew that word.
Recognition flashed in Ilya's eyes, followed by a wave of terror. He pushed Shane away, his hands shaking, and skated toward the bench. He could feel Ivannikov's eyes burning into the back of his neck.
The Soviets won 9-4, a complete dismantling of the Canadian defense, but Ilya felt like he was the one being taken apart. After the final whistle, as the team was being ushered toward the locker room, a man in a Montreal Metros polo shirt stumbled into the line of players. In the brief, chaotic moment of the collision, he shoved a small, thick envelope into the pocket of Ilya's tracksuit.
"Wait for the Olympics," the man whispered in Russian.
Ilya walked into the locker room, the weight of the envelope against his hip feeling like a live wire.
That night in the Hamilton hotel, Ilya waited until Volkov's breathing was heavy and rhythmic. He slipped into the bathroom, locking the door and turning the shower on to its highest setting to mask any sound.
He pulled the envelope from his pocket. Inside were three high-gloss photographs. The first photo was a locker room stall. It was pristine and empty, but for the nameplate at the top. In bold, sharp Latin characters, it read ROZANOV. The second photo was a blue Montreal Metros jersey hanging in that stall. The crest, the stylized 'M', looked like a shield. On the back, the number 81 was emblazoned above ROZANOV again. The final photo was an image of the Montreal skyline at night. 
Ilya stared at them until his eyes burned. The Metros were building a life for him while he was still trapped in a cage. The sheer, ruinous risk of holding these photos sent a wave of heat through his chest. Ivannikov finding them during a room sweep would mean the end of everything. he reached for his Field Manual of Soviet Infantry Tactics, opening the hollowed-out center to slide the photos beneath his tattered dictionary.
He pressed the manual tightly to his chest. It felt like the weight of the future. He looked at his reflection in the steamed-up mirror, his eyes wider and brighter than they ever were when he was at home. He knew what it would cost. "Whatever it takes," he whispered. "I will go to Montreal."





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Some research notes and other bits I found while working on this chapter:

Svetlana's father is very loosely based on Vladislav Tretiak, who was a hockey player for CSKA Moscow from 1968-1984. He was also drafted by the Montreal Canadiens in 1983, but did not defect to Canada at the time. He did join Chicago as a coach starting in 1990. I assume he's the same inspiration that Rachel Reid/Jacob Tierney used.

Ilya and Sasha don't use a condom because it would have been fairly hard to come by them, unless you were purchasing foreign, imported condoms on the black market, or, potentially if Ilya was able to purchase them abroad. There were some very thick, low-quality condoms available but they were not great. I've seen one in person and I can't see Ilya being really jazzed about using them. Due to attitudes around homosexuality and the time period, they probably wouldn't have thought about HIV/AIDS much either. It was largely considered an "American Plague". They would have had a lot of access to vaseline though! The amount of research I did on this was frankly embarrassing.

CSKA Moscow, under coach Viktor Tikhonov, required players to sleep in the army barracks due to needing to practice six to seven days a week, eleven months of the year. Tikhonov was notably incredibly concerned about defection, especially later in the 1980s and early 90s...and rightfully so...because some of his best players were defecting.

Sending images of customized jerseys or locker room stalls to convince players to defect was a real thing. It was supposed to be a “See? You’re part of the team!”

Questions? Thoughts? Leave a comment and I'll reply!


  


      

  












      Chapter 3: Asylum
  


    Chapter Summary

    Ilya wasn't expecting a surprise gift from the Montreal Metros, but as he takes his place on Team Russia to battle it out in the Canada Cup, they make sure he receives one. Defecting is a death wish, but why does it seem more and more possible by the day? And why can't he stop thinking about Shane Hollander's charmed Canadian life?



    Chapter Notes

      
        See the end of the chapter for notes
      






  Asylum (noun)

	
Protection granted by a nation to someone who has left their native country as a political refugee.



	
A sanctuary or place of safety for a person who is being pursued or is in danger.




Example: "He traced the word for asylum with his finger. In Russian, the translation was supposed to evoke feelings of sanctuary. Of a calm peace." - August, 1987
Calgary was a punishingly higher altitude than Hamilton. Ilya felt the sting of the thin air in the back of his throat, a dry, metallic rasp that made every breath feel insufficient. The team bus pulled up to the Saddledome and Ilya pressed his forehead against the cold glass. The building was a concrete marvel. It was a sweeping, hyperbolic paraboloid that looked like a giant horse had dropped it onto the landscape. Ilya shuddered. In six months, he was hoping to walk out of this building and not look back, assuming the West would still want him.
He was practically exploding with nerves. He felt the weight of the Field Manual in his lap. He had spent the flight from Ontario silently repeating the English words he had been studying in his head, tasting them like contraband. He didn’t need the dictionary to know the word for what he was doing: Treason. But he needed it to find the word for what he hoped to find on the other side, assuming there would be an other side for him.
The Saddledome was a maze. During the pre-game warmups, Ilya could not focus on the puck. He skated wide, lazy circles. His eyes tracked the red EXIT signs and the robust metal doors that led into the bowels of the arena. He was mapping the distance from the visitor’s locker room to the loading docks. That’s how he would escape, right? To his new life? Or maybe just the route to his own execution? He told himself it was reconnaissance. He told himself he wasn't scared.
Ivannikov stood by the plexiglass. He was a silent, dark shadow in a gray suit. He was watching Ilya, his gaze dissecting him. Had Volkov tipped him off? No, couldn’t be. Ilya had helped Volkov sneak out last week. He wouldn’t betray his trust, unless the fear had finally broken him too. Ilya hammered a puck into the boards, a gunshot-like sound in the cavernous rink. He knew that Montreal would try to make contact again. The adrenaline of waiting for that moment was a hot spike in his veins. It was a dangerous arousal that made his skin feel tight. The risk of being caught looking, of scouting an escape route, made Ilya’s pulse race with an addictive, ruinous fever.
The contact happened during the second intermission of their game. The Soviet line was being marched back to the dressing room like prisoners to a block. A man in a blue janitor’s jumpsuit with a wide dust mop was working the concrete floors. The man accidentally bumped into Ilya. A sharp, quick collision of shoulders that sent a jolt of electricity through Ilya’s spine. “P2,” he said in low, guttural Russian, his eyes never leaving the floor. “Gray sedan, February.” He walked away, pushing the mop, leaving Ilya standing in a wake of sudden, terrifying clarity.
Ilya’s heart leapt dangerously. He repeated the letters and numbers like a prayer, anchoring them to the map he was drawing in the back of his mind. What would happen when he disappeared? Would they denounce him? Make an example of him? Pretend it never happened?
The game was a blur. Canada played with an intense Western hunger, trying to win on their land, and they were successful. The score was 5-2. Ilya tried his hardest, using the game to vent the pressure building in his brain. His hits rattled bone, his eyes searching for Shane Hollander.
Ilya was obsessed with him. There wasn’t any other word for it. It wasn’t just the rivalry. It was how Hollander moved with a reckless grace that Ilya had never been allowed to experience. He watched Hollander and saw endless possibilities. Maybe he too could enjoy the charmed, uncomplicated existence of just playing hockey for fun. Hollander didn’t know about P2 or about the gray sedan that would be waiting. But he had to feel the way the air was pressurized between them, the way the oxygen seemed to vanish when they were together, right?
They tangled late in the third period. Shane pressed his forearm against Ilya’s chest, holding him against the boards for a moment too long. "Back to Soviet Union, right?" Shane panted, his voice a low rasp behind his visor. “Not staying in Canada?” 
Shane wasn't part of the logistics, but he could feel the specter of Ilya's intent. Ilya looked at him. His pupils were blown wide with recognition. He didn't have the English to explain the janitor or the elevator or the breathless panic that was now part of his daily life. He only had the name of the place where they stood.
"Calgary," Ilya rasped, his eyes darting to the minders on the glass. "February. Olympics. I see you."
That night in the hotel, Ilya sat on the floor of the bathroom with the shower running. He opened the Field Manual. He moved the photographs to the side and reached for the dictionary. Basement. Podval. Asylum. Ubezhishche.
He traced the word for asylum with his finger. In Russian, the translation was supposed to evoke feelings of sanctuary. Of a calm peace. He thought about the silence that had claimed his mother. It would claim him too if he stayed here. He was supposed to feel overwhelming pride about the Soviet Union, and he didn’t. He was suffocating. He didn’t know if Canada was any better. It was very possible he was trading one cage for another. Maybe in Canada the air would be cleaner, or maybe it would just be different.
After Calgary, the team was back in Hamilton. Ilya envied Hollander with a deep bitterness that seemed to radiate from his soul. He was sure Hollander went home to his family between games. Probably a mother who cooked for him. Maybe even a wife who slept with him on silk sheets? Someone who called him sweetheart and ran their fingers through his hair.
Ilya did not get to go home. It was too expensive and too logistically difficult to return to Moscow in between games. Instead, they were sequestered in a series of roadside motels as far out of town as they could, specifically to keep them isolated. Ilya loved it.
Compared to the barracks, these hotels were a luxurious gift, even as the rooms were stripped down. Televisions removed. Newspapers forbidden. Phone lines disconnected. But his shoulders didn’t touch both edges of his bed, so that was something. The Canadians probably considered this place a dump, but he had his own bed that didn’t creak, a bathroom that was his own, and occasionally an hour or two of tenuous privacy. 
It wasn’t all great. To help save money and to prevent what Colonel Tikhonov referred to as ideological softening, they had their own food, straight from Moscow. Black bread, hard salami, tinned fish. The motel’s kitchenette was a canteen where they were served boiled salt beef and canned beets. The scent of a nearby McDonald’s teased him like a cruel joke. He could smell the hot tallow and salt. What would it be like to eat their food every day? When he was a Canadian, would he grow tired of it? Would he miss pickled beets? When he was a Canadian. The thought echoed within him, but he quickly tried to shake it away. He wasn't really thinking of going through with it, right?
Ilya spent most of his time at practice watching Coach Tikhonov. The man was unraveling. His hands shook when he held the stopwatch, the metal clicking against his wedding ring. Tikhonov didn’t scream anymore so much as he sounded like he was drowning. His face turned a bruised, alarming purple as he stalked the bench. He didn’t look like a tactical genius to Ilya anymore. He looked like a terrified jailer during a prison revolt.
"You move like old women!" Tikhonov’s voice tore through the rink, the spittle landing on the plexiglass in front of Ilya’s face. "You look at the stands! You look for the shiny cars! You think you are stars? You are nothing without the Union! You are assets, and I will not have my assets stolen!"
Ilya realized that he was likely not the only person being courted by western teams. He saw it in the housekeepers who lingered too long, or the janitors who appeared only once. Maybe Tikhonov had a reason to be panicked. Ilya and his teammates would be jolted awake at 3:00am, pulled into the parking lot, the Canadian air biting through their pajamas. Ivannikov paced the lines, his flashlight beam dancing over the player’s faces while they tossed the rooms, looking for contraband. Ilya would stare straight ahead, the English words he had memorized before bed burning behind his eyes like a brand. The risk of the dictionary was a physical sensation on his skin.
On September 6th, they played the Canadians again. Hollander wasn’t there, much to Ilya’s dismay. In a lot of ways, he was able to focus on the game more, when he wasn’t picturing Hollander’s charmed life. Without the distraction of the dark-eyed star across the line, he was able to treat it as a mathematical exercise. He didn’t wonder if Hollander’s house had a white picket fence. He just worried about the fact the Soviet machine was grinding its gears.
The game was a brutal and scoreless exercise for two full periods. Every time Ilya hit the ice, he felt Ivannikov’s gaze like a physical pressure on the back of his neck. His brain had a low, constant hum, a warning that the walls were closing in.
In the second intermission, the locker room was a tomb. Tikhonov sat in the center, his eyes bloodshot, clutching a clipboard so tightly the plastic began to warp. He didn't speak. He just stared at the floor, his jaw working as if he were chewing glass. The silence was more terrifying than the screaming. It felt like the air was being sucked out of the room, leaving only the smell of sweat and the metallic tang of institutional fear.
The third period was a chaotic scramble. The Canadians played recklessly and the Soviets met them with a wall-like defense. Ilya scored the second goal. It was a blistering wrist shot that seemed to release of all the air trapped in his lungs. He didn't celebrate. He skated back to the bench. In the final minutes, a scrum broke out near the Soviet net. In the tangle of sticks and gloved fists, a Canadian defenseman, a man with a jagged scar across his nose, shoved Ilya into the boards.
"The sedan is ready," the man grunted, the Russian words were mangled but unmistakable. 
Ilya froze. The contact wasn't supposed to be here. Not in a tie game. Not with the minders practically leaning over the glass. The realization that the Metros had "assets on the ice, men who played for the other side but worked for his escape, sent a jolt of pure, icy adrenaline through him. He just pushed off, gaze fixed on the scoreboard, terrified that Ivannikov had seen the exchange.
The game ended in a 3-3 tie. A stalemate. It felt like a death sentence to Ilya. Tikhonov would make them pay for it. They all knew it.
That night, Ilya sat on the floor of the bathroom, shower running again. He was working on new words. Stalemate. Tupik. Betrayal. Predatel’stvo.
He thought about the janitor in Calgary. He thought about the defenseman with the scar. He thought about his father’s proud uniform in Moscow. He reached for his pen and, in the very back of the manual, he wrote a single word in English, his hand shaking so hard the letters were barely legible. SOON.
September 10th, the bus pulled up to the Montreal Forum. If Calgary had been a concrete marvel, the Forum was an impressive cathedral of wood, tobacco-stained history, and a brand of prestige that didn’t require a government decree to exist. Ilya looked at the bronze statues and the banners of the Metros’ past championships. This could be my home, Ilya thought. God, he would be proud if this was his home. It was beautiful. The air didn’t smell like tinned fish. It smelled like western excess in the best way.
The contact happened during a lull in practice. Ivannikov was ten feet away, distracted by a conversation with a French-Canadian official. Ilya skated toward the boards, his heart hammering frantically against his ribs. A teenager in a Metros jersey, too young to be a threat, was leaning over the rail, holding out a program. Ivannikov nodded at him. Permission to sign the autograph. As Ilya reached for the pen, the boy’s hand didn't just release the paper. It pressed something firm and rectangular into the palm of Ilya’s oversized hockey glove.
"Welcome to Montreal," the boy whispered in Russian, a line surely coached by whoever had sent him.
Ilya shoved the object deep into the padding of his hockey pants. It felt like a live grenade. It was a Walkman with a pair of tiny, flimsy headphones.
The game itself was a battle of see-sawing scores. 3-2, 4-4, 5-5, as if the universe itself couldn't decide who deserved to leave victorious. Ilya played with a manic energy, the plastic box rubbing against his skin a constant reminder of the treason he currently was in possession of. The Soviets finally clinched the 6-5 overtime win, and the locker room was a place of relief so profound it felt like grief.
That night, Ilya locked himself in the bathroom, turned the shower to a scalding roar, and sat on the cold tile. He pulled the device from its hiding place. It was a sleek, silver Sony. There was a tape already inside. He slid the foam-covered headphones over his ears and pressed PLAY.
The tape hissed, and then a voice cut through the static.
"My name is Shane Hollander." There was a brief pause, then a different, older voice spoke in Russian. Menya zovut Shane Hollander. 
Ilya gasped. It was a lesson. The Metros' front office was teaching him how to speak. Ilya paused the tape. "My name is Ilya Rozanov," he practiced, his voice nearly inaudible. He knew the words were heavily accented even as they fell from his lips, but he could say them. Someone would be able to understand him.
"I play for the Montreal Metros." Ya igrayu za Montreal Metros. 
“We are teammates." My tovarishchi po komande. 
The word teammate in English sounded musical compared to the harsh, militaristic tovarishch. Shane's voice was bright and unaware, but the way he said the words, slowly, as if he were speaking directly into Ilya’s ear, made the static in his brain go silent. He stayed there until the water ran cold, rewinding the tape over and over. He reached for his manual and added a new word to his ledger, his hand trembling. Teammate. Tovarishch.
The move back to Ontario for the second game of the Canada Cup finals felt like a retreat. The high of the Montreal victory, which Ilya was quickly conceptualizing as his city, was smothered by the reality of the obstacles he still needed to overcome. Ilya sat in the back of the bus, the Walkman a hard, rectangular secret pressed against his thigh. Every time the bus hit a pothole, his heart stuttered, terrified the device would clatter to the floor and reveal the treason he was carrying. He watched the passing Canadian landscape. Endless trees, the bright neon of gas stations, the freedom of people driving cars to destinations they chose for themselves.
At the roadside motel, the atmosphere had shifted from disciplined to desperate. Tikhonov’s correction sessions became more frequent, his voice a raw, jagged edge that scraped against Ilya’s nerves. Tikhonov looked through them, his eyes fixed on some invisible point of failure on the wall. "If you lose," he whispered, and the quiet was somehow worse than the screaming, "You are not just losing a game. You are losing your right to be called men of the Union."
The game was a brutal three-hour marathon that felt like a slow-motion car crash. Ilya played on the top line, his shifts stretching into agonizing minutes of end-to-end sprints. He was hitting anything in a white jersey until his shoulders throbbed. By the end of the third, the game was tied. It was 5-5. They headed into overtime, the minutes scraping by agonizingly slowly. Two minutes. Then five. Then ten. Then twenty. It was still fucking tied. There were a million close calls. Hollander battled Ilya constantly, but the goaltenders were too good. Too sharp. 
They moved into a second overtime period. This was insanity. Then Shane Hollander. At 10 minutes into the second overtime, he found an opening, passed to another player, and he buried the puck. The arena erupted in a tectonic roar of capitalist triumph. Ilya slumped against the boards, his chest heaving, watching the Canadians celebrate. He looked for Hollander. He was buried under a pile of teammates, his dark eyes bright with a victory that cost him nothing but sweat. They made eye contact and Shane nodded at him. A brief, understanding jerk of the head. Did Shane know the tapes he recorded were for him?
Ilya felt a hollow, aching envy. Hollander was going home. Ilya was going back to a roadside motel to wait for the 3:00 AM rap on his door.
The final game of the series was the death knell for Tikhonov’s composure. He paced the small locker room like a caged tiger, his hands twitching at his sides.
"They are watching you!" Tikhonov hissed, his voice cracking. "The Metros. The Admirals. The Raiders. You think they want you for your skill? They want to peel you like an orange to see how the Soviet heart beats. If you fall today, do not expect a warm welcome at home."
The game was a mirror of the others. A 6-5 war of attrition. There was no overtime this time. With 1:26 left on the clock, Canada scored. The series was over. The Soviets had lost.
As the Canadians hoisted the Cup, Ilya stood on the blue line. He looked at the scouts in the stands and then at Ivannikov, who was already scribbling in his little black book. The soon he had written in his manual now felt like a desperate, ticking clock. At long last, it was time to return to Moscow. They were returning as failures. 
The night before the flight, Ilya had carefully hidden his cassette player, as well as the Field Manual. His hefty, team-issued leather equipment bag had a false bottom. It was a rigid piece of reinforced particle board wrapped in thick canvas. It was designed to protect the fabric from the sharp edges of skates or pads. With a small knife, he sliced a four-inch opening into the seam of the canvas lining. He wrapped the manual carefully with a piece of foam excised from his helmet. The Walkman was a tougher call. He had meticulously unpicked the stitching on the underside of the breastplate of his shoulder pads. He carved a nest into the dense foam and gently nestled the cassette player inside. Using a needle and heavy-duty thread, he sealed his treason into the dense padding. He hoped it would be enough.
The departure from the motel was a hurried dismantling of any kind of privacy. Ivannikov and his minders conducted a final, brutal room sweep at four in the morning, tossing mattresses and emptying equipment bags onto the gravel parking lot. Ilya stood in the biting dawn air, his jaw set, hoping that none of his hidden items would be found. He watched as his comrades had their contraband seized. Snickers bars. Condoms. Revlon lipstick. Levi’s jeans. In Ilya's bag, nothing. His secrets held.
The team was marched toward the chartered flight at the airport like prisoners to a block. As they reached the bottom of the air stairs, a man in an airport parka fumbled a crate of hockey sticks, causing a momentary scramble. In the confusion, a ramp attendant slipped something into Ilya’s pocket. 
A second tape.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Did I go to my parents' place and dig through their selection of ~vintage~ Walkman technology? Why yes I did. There was more than one from the mid to late 80s for inspo. Thanks dad!

The second final game of the 1987 Canada Cup did end with two overtime periods. Wayne Gretzky had the assist on the final goal, scored by Mario Lemieux, to break the tie. It's considered one of the most important moments in hockey history.


  


      

  












      Chapter 4: Erasure
  


    Chapter Summary

    The pieces are falling into place, but Ilya is starting to get cold feet. Who will care for the people he loves when he is gone?



    Chapter Notes

      
        See the end of the chapter for notes
      






  Erasure (noun)

	
The removal of writing, recorded material, or data.



	
The process of being forgotten or intentionally deleted from history, memory, or society. 




Example: "Ilya could walk out of this door, fly to Canada, and his father might never even realize his seat at the table was empty." — December, 1987
The return to the Soviet Union was a suffocating descent back into gray. The transition from the neon-lit freedom of Ontario to the industrial, soot-stained reality of Moscow was a sensory amputation. Ilya moved through his days with the automated precision of a man who had already given up. He was a phantom in a green tunic, performing the duties of the hockey captain he needed to be while his future was currently being held for ransom by two plastic cassettes stitched into his gear.
The barracks offered no privacy. Every breath was logged, every letter was opened before it reached his hands, and every glance felt like a deposition. Ilya found his only sanctuary in the communal showers of the CSKA training facility at 2:00 AM.
He sat on the damp, concrete floor, the roar of the hot water masking the rhythmic click-hiss of the Sony Walkman. He had retrieved Volume Two from the lining of his equipment bag with extreme care, using the edge of a coin to unpick the stitches. He slid the headphones over his ears and pressed PLAY on the second tape.
It started with that voice. Shane Hollander. It was clear the recording had been made in a studio. Shane sounded bright, professional, and utterly unaware that he was participating in a clandestine extraction. To Shane, he was likely just recording a "Welcome to Montreal" PR package for the team's new prospects.
"The city is very big," Shane said, his voice light and friendly. Gorod ochen' bol'shoy
"I need to find a taxi," he continued. Mne nuzhno nayti taksi, the Russian translator followed, his voice dry and devoid of Shane’s warmth. 
"Help me, I am lost." Pomogite mne, ya zabludilsya.
“Can you take me to the Canadian embassy?” Vy mozhete otvezti menya v kanadskoye posol'stvo?
Ilya’s breath caught in his throat. Asking for the embassy. If anyone knew he had this tape, he was dead. Shane didn’t know that “I am lost” was the first step towards abandoning his home forever. This was the script of his disappearance. The way Shane said lost as if it were temporary made him feel a strange sense of longing, like this would be a quick detour and not a permanent removal from his whole world.
Ilya repeated the words until his throat was raw. He was obsessed with the meter of Shane’s voice. He didn't just want to learn the language. He wanted to inhabit the ease of his life. He imagined Shane in Montreal, sitting in a warm kitchen, eating food that didn't come from a tin, blissfully unaware that a man in Moscow was listening to his voice on repeat. Ilya looked at his own calloused hands and wondered if, once he crossed that line, he would soften into that effortless Canadian grace too. 
On the ice, Coach Tikhonov had not forgiven the loss in Canada. Practice was no longer about hockey so much as it was about systematic punishment.
"You are soft!" Tikhonov would scream, his face the color of an overripe plum. "The Canadians fed you their poison and you swallowed it! You think you are stars?"
He pushed them until they vomited, then pushed them further. Ilya took the abuse with a mechanical stoicism that seemed to infuriate the coach even more. Ilya wasn't there. He was at P2. He was in a gray sedan. He was a Metro. 
Ilya usually looked forward to the early December break. It was an opportunity to sleep in a room by himself, on a real bed, and have sex as much as he wanted. It also meant a formal dinner held by his father, Colonel Grigori Rozanov, who insisted the Soviet Union was a granite mountain that could never crumble, despite Ilya’s growing body of evidence to the contrary. 
Ilya stood in his dress uniform, the gold stars on his shoulder feeling like sharp lead weights. Thank God Svetlana was there. He was also grateful when she could serve as his buffer between himself and his father. It was perfect, until Svetlana’s father pulled her away to talk to some of his friends. 
Grigori was pinned with more medals than anyone in the room but his eyes were vacant. He sat in a velvet armchair, his hands trembling with a fine palsy. He lifted one and beckoned Ilya over, his face contorted in a mask of fury. 
“She’s late again,” Grigori hissed, pointing a shaking finger at the door. “Your idiot mother. She thinks I am a fool. She thinks I don’t know where she goes.” 
The inside of Ilya’s head was humming. “Papa, mother isn’t out right now.”
“Don’t lie for her!” He slammed his fist onto the chair. “Always lying for her. I know she’s out fucking the butcher.” Ilya’s throat went dry. His mother had been dead for nine years. He remembered the funeral. The biting wind. The way his father had refused to shed a single tear.
“Papa, look at me,” Ilya said. “Mama died. 1979. Remember?”
Grigori blinked. His rage was evaporating. “In the winter. It was very cold.”
“Yes, Papa. In the winter.”
Ilya walked away then, finding his brother in the narrow hallway. He was leaning against the floral wallpaper and nursing a glass of expensive cognac. Alexei looked every bit the rising star of the Moscow police force. His uniform was pressed with a severity that mirrored their father’s old silhouette. Alexei was always the good son, following in Papa’s footsteps. Not like Ilya, who spent his youth playing games. “He needs a doctor, Alexei,” Ilya muttered, his voice low and urgent. “He thinks Mama is alive. He is coming apart.”
Alexei didn’t look up from his glass. He swirled the deep liquid, watching the light catch in the crystal. “Papa is tired. The winter has been long.”
“It is barely December,” Ilya insisted, a spike of frustration cutting through his practiced stoicism. “He didn’t recognize Sveta.”
“He doesn’t see her as much as you do.” 
“We can’t ignore this Alexei!” Ilya’s temper was getting the best of him.
Alexei met his eyes, his gaze cold and harsh. “We can, and we will. Do you have any idea what it would do to the family if people knew? Do not mention this again.”
Alexei pushed past him, a dismissive shoulder-check that reminded Ilya of the minders at the roadside motels. Ilya realized then that he was truly alone in this. Alexei wouldn't help their father because there was nothing in it for Alexei. That was the whole of it.
Ilya’s father called to him from the main dining room. Dinner. Grigori sat at the head of the table. His medals clinked softly every time he spoke. He told stories of when he was a new officer, reliving the glory days, his voice booming with a confidence that didn’t match the dead-eyed stare he gave the empty air.
"To the Olympics," his father toasted, raising a crystal glass. "To the gold that will wash away the shame of September."
"To the Olympics," everyone echoed.
Ilya raised his glass, the liquid burning like lye. In the hallway, just ten feet from the table, sat his equipment bag. He had brought it home under the guise of needing repairs. Really it was to come up with a more impenetrable place to keep the Walkman. 
Alexei played the part of the devoted son perfectly, nodding at the right intervals and refilling glasses. Ilya sat across from him, barely tasting his meal. He looked at the empty chair at the end of the table and wondered if his father was seeing his mother sitting there, or if she was still out with the butcher in his mind.
"Papa, I’ll take Svetlana home," Ilya said as the meal wound down into a haze of cigar smoke and half-finished vodka.
Grigori didn't even look up. He was busy tracing the pattern of the tablecloth with a fork, his brow furrowed as if he were mapping a power play from a decade ago. "Yes, yes. Tell your mother to lock the door when she returns."
Ilya’s heart felt like it was being squeezed by a cold hand, watching his father's finger trace the flowers in the cloth. He looked at Alexei, but his brother was already standing. The erasure was already beginning. Ilya could walk out of this door, fly to Canada, and his father might never even realize his seat at the table was empty.
Ilya liked staying in Svetlana’s apartment. It smelled like imported perfume and surrounded him like a hug every time. They had grown up together, children of the elite. It let a comfortable, weary honesty live between them. Svetlana understood his life. She was more like a sister than a lover, and was frequently his co-conspirator. He knew her secrets, and she knew his. Occasionally, that closeness turned into a casual physical intimacy. The best way to ward off the crushing expectations of their fathers.
“What is bothering you tonight, Ilyushka?” Svetlana crooned. They had made it inside of her flat, and she had draped her long arms around him in a sensual embrace. 
“My father thinks that Mama is still alive. He thought she missed the dinner because she was out fucking the butcher we used to get our pork from.”
Svetlana pulled him to sit on the bed. She shifted, propping herself up on one elbow. “He is an old man who has lived a hard life. Sometimes things slip through.”
“This isn’t slipping, Sveta, and you know it. How do you forget your wife is dead?”
“Where was your stepmother tonight?”
Ilya sighed. Polina. She was only twenty-four, younger than Alexei. Only a few years older than Ilya. “I doubt she is even in Moscow.” He flopped back onto the bed. “I’m worried, Sveta. I’m worried that he’s going to wake up one day and the world won’t make sense anymore. And I...I’m concerned I won't be here to help him find his way back."
The admission hung in the air, heavy and dangerous. Ilya wasn't talking about the long hours at the rink or the trips to international games. He was talking about a permanent absence, and she knew it. 
“You’re doing it then?” Svetlana’s voice had dropped its teasing lilt.
“I don’t know,” Ilya lied. He did know. He couldn’t tell her about the Walkman or the plan for the Olympics. Svetlana didn’t push him for the truth. She knew the truth of it. Instead, she reached for the buttons of his uniform, pulling his body onto hers.
Sex with Sveta was familiar. Safe. It was like coming home. Ilya made sure it was good for her. He knew what she liked. The speed. The places he should touch, kiss. She arched beneath him, moaning his name, and he wondered what Shane Hollander was doing at this exact second.
Was Shane is his fancy bed with silk sheets? Ilya imagined him in a cavernous Montreal mansion, where every room smelled of maple syrup. Sleeping peacefully surrounded by beautiful women. Was Shane’s life as effortless as his skating? Did he ever have to lie just to live his life?
Ilya closed his eyes, feeling the visceral shame of his own thoughts. He was disgusted by the way his mind had fled to Shane Hollander like a dog seeking a master. Here he was, with a beautiful woman who loved him, a woman who was the only person in the world who truly understood the weight of his uniform, and he was thinking of a Canadian he hardly knew.
Svetlana felt the shift. She always did. She was the only one who could hear the static hum beneath his skin. She tightened her grip on his shoulders, her nails digging in just enough to anchor him back to the room.
"Ilya," she whispered, her voice sharp enough to cut through the fantasy of Montreal. "Look at me. Not the ceiling. Not the window. Look at me."
He forced his eyes to meet hers. She was flushed, her hair fanned out across the pillow. She looked at him with a fierce clarity that made him feel exposed.
"Stay here," she commanded, her breath hot against his jaw. "You are in my bed. Be here with me."
It was the same pull Sasha had used, the same tether to the present. Ilya exhaled, a ragged sound of surrender, and let the image of Shane's mansion dissolve into the dark shadows of the flat. For a few more minutes, he allowed himself to be nothing more than a normal man in a room with a woman he loved.
When it was over, Svetlana curled into his side, her heartbeat slowing into a satisfied rhythm. Ilya lay there in the dark, staring at the cracks in the ceiling. He felt like a traitor twice over. Once to the State he was planning to abandon, and once to Sveta, holding tight to him. He would be leaving her behind too, he thought with a pang. Would they speak again?
"Ilya?" Svetlana’s voice was a soft whisper, breaking the silence of the room. She reached up, her fingers tracing the jagged scar on his shoulder. "Have you seen Sasha lately? He’s been...quiet."
The mention of Sasha hit him like a cross-check to the throat. If Sasha was quiet, it meant he was scared. If Sasha was quiet, it meant the walls were closing in on both of them.
"Not in a few months. I am sure he is laying low," Ilya rasped, his voice thick with a sudden, crushing guilt. "He is being careful. We all are."
The break always felt too short. Before Ilya knew it, he wasn’t in the warm arms of Svetlana. He was inside the Luzhniki Palace of Sports. The Izvestia Trophy was a round robin with just six teams, so he would only play each team once. He was high off of the first two wins, a 10-1 slaughter of West Germany, and a more modest 4-1 against Finland. But this was the game he was really interested in. Canada. 
The Ministry had spared no expense for the visitors. As Ilya skated his warm-up laps, he could see the performative opulence every corner of the arena had been given. The ice was perfectly white, the boards scrubbed of every single puck mark. The air in the VIP boxes smelled impossibly of fresh oranges and expensive French tobacco. It made him feel ill. The abundance was a fragile shell of prosperity designed to trick everyone into thinking the Union was flourishing. Ilya had received one single orange last year on New Year’s, and he knew how much better off he was than so many others. And there was a pile of two dozen of them, right there. Every time Ilya saw a Canadian official biting into a piece of smoked sturgeon, he felt a wave of moral vertigo. It was a theft. Taking the best of a starving nation to buy the respect of the rest of the world. 
This tournament felt more intense. Ilya had been given his very own attendant who behaved like his shadow, never leaving is line of sight. A new and intensifying paranoia took root in his chest. Did they know about the tapes? About the plan? About his father’s failing mind? The whir in his brain peaked when the Canadians took the ice in their bleached white jerseys, a stark contrast to the crimson of his own. 
Hollander looked pale, is dark eyes shadowed. They briefly crossed paths at the red line, a deliberate collision of their respective orbits. The minder was watching from the bench, but the roar of the crowd gave them a momentary veil. Shane skated close enough that their jerseys brushed, his voice a low rumble. 
“Ready for the Olympics?” he asked. Ilya’s heart felt like it was going to explode. How much did he know? Was this a test?
“Olympics, very good, yes. Rozanov to win gold.” He managed a smirk.
Ilya was pleased that Shane seemed to understand him, but the fear still gripped his stomach like a vice. He had a thousand questions for Hollander. Do you have to hide your books? Your cassettes? Does your father know who you are? Does the air in Montreal always smell like candy?
“Maybe Canada will win.”
“Maybe,” Ilya repeated. “No.”
Shane grinned at him. It was gorgeous. Carefree. 
“Canada Cup,” Ilya asked. "Why…not play?” Where had Hollander been? Shane’s grin didn't vanish, but it shifted. The carefreeness flickered, replaced by a momentary flash of professional bruising. He looked surprised that Ilya had even noticed, or that he cared enough to ask months later.
“Injured,” Shane said, his voice dropping as he matched Ilya’s pace. He gestured at his shoulder. “Coach said no.”
In Shane’s world, a shoulder injury was a reason to sit out, a temporary setback managed with ice and rest. In Ilya’s world, an injury was a vulnerability to be hidden, a crack in the armor. Ilya had played on broken bones and sprains more than once. To hear Shane say it so casually, as if his body belonged to himself, made Ilya’s stomach turn.
“Injured.” Ilya swirled the word on his tongue. “Good now?”
“Yes, good now. Ready for Calgary.”
“I see you there.” He wanted to ask Shane about the tapes, about the way his father’s mind was turning into a snowstorm, about the shadow-minder currently burning a hole in his back. Instead, he just skated away.
The game was brutal. Canada played with a hungry energy that didn’t suit the script the Soviets were trying to follow. Ilya struggled to keep up, constantly tracking number 24. The score sat at 2-2 late in the third, but the feeling of impending failure was creeping in. In the final minutes, one of the Canadian wingers passed the puck to Hollander, and the puck hissed past the Soviet goaltender. The buzzer seemed to shatter the arena. 
3-2, Canada.
The Soviet team lined up for the post-game handshake. The Machine had been broken on home ice, and the air in the Luzhniki felt thin, as if the oxygen were being sucked out of the room by the Ministry's disappointment. When Ilya reached number 24, he searched Hollander’s face for a sign. A wink, a meaningful grip, a hidden package. But he just looked like a kid who had won a hockey game. He looked tired, sweaty, and genuinely thrilled.
“Good game, Rozanov,” Shane said, his voice bright and easy. He shook Ilya’s hand with a firm, uncomplicated grip. No secret handoff. No whispered instructions. He just moved on to the next player, leaving Ilya standing in the middle of the ice with his heart hammering against his ribs. “See you in Calgary.”
The handshake line moved on without him for a half-second before Ilya collected himself and followed. Had he imagined it all? Did Shane know about the secret plans? Apparently not. Ilya felt…abandoned? Had he hoped that Hollander was part of the plan?
It wasn't until they were back at the barracks that Ilya found it. He was pulling his gear into his bag, when his fingers brushed something stiff inside his spare glove. His handler would have tossed his bag, his locker, his coat, but maybe would have avoided the disgusting, sweat-stained hockey glove.
He didn't look down. He waited until he was under his blankets at 3:00 AM to pull out the items. There were two things. First, a third tape. Ilya’s heart soared. Second, a tight roll of paper, held together by a thin rubber band. Ilya felt the texture with his calloused fingertips. It wasn't the rough, flimsy paper of the ruble. It was smooth, crisp, and had a distinct, linen-like quality. American Dollars. Five hundred of them. This amount of money was enough to get him ten years in a labor camp. If he was caught, his life was over. But it was a miracle. It was the power to bribe a border guard, to buy a car, to disappear. It was the most dangerous thing he had ever touched. He tucked the money into the hollowed-out heel of his dress boots and padded to the shower to listen to what he suspected was his final tape. The firing squad, he thought, was starting to feel very real.
The tape started with a sharp click-hiss. Then, the voice. It was Shane, but he sounded bored, as if he were reading from a dry textbook in a small, cramped room. It lacked the professional polish of the previous tapes. You could hear the distant scrape of a chair and the faint sound of a television in the next room.
To anyone listening, it was perfectly, painfully innocent. It was just a list of phrases for a tourist who didn't want to get lost in a new city. But to Ilya, who had spent months mapping out the geography of his own disappearance, every word felt like a coded instruction.
"The weather is very cold today." Segodnya ochen' kholodnaya pogoda.
"I have lost my group." Ya poteryal svoyu gruppu.
"Where is the nearest taxi stand?" Gde nakhoditsya blizhayshaya stoyanka taksi?
"Can you take me to this address?" Vy mozhete otvezti menya po etomu adresu?
Ilya’s breath left him. I have lost my group. Shane read it with a flat, instructional cadence. He likely had no idea that for Ilya, those five words weren't a traveler's mishap. They were a declaration of war. The ambiguity made the room feel as if it were spinning. Shane sounded so casual, so helpful. He was probably just being the good guy the Canadians always were, reading a list of phrases for the Russian captain who wanted to learn English. He didn't know he was providing the soundtrack for a treasonous escape. He didn't know that "Can you take me to this address?" was the question Ilya would ask when he finally reached the gates of the embassy.
And the last sentence.
“I am afraid.” Mne strashno.
The phrase hung in the steam of the shower room, vibrating in the foam of the headphones. Unlike the previous lines, which Shane had read with the bored tone of checking items off a grocery list, this last one was different. There was a microscopic catch in his throat, a softening of the vowels that sounded less like a lesson and more like a confession. A cold sweat broke out across Ilya's skin under the hot spray of the water. Did Shane know? Or was the scriptwriter, whoever was behind this clandestine gift, a master of emotional manipulation?
He thought of his father, tracing patterns in a tablecloth because he couldn't remember his own wife’s death. He thought of Svetlana, sleeping in her bed just a few miles away, dreaming of a future that Ilya was currently planning to delete. Sasha, who had so few people to confide in. To save himself, he had to leave them in the gray.
The door to the showers creaked open. Ilya froze, the Walkman disappearing into his towel in a single, practiced motion. Through the swirling steam, a silhouette appeared. Tall, thin, and wearing the unmistakable shape of a civilian suit. One of the KGB attendants. The man didn't speak. He just stood there for a full minute, a dark pillar in the white mist, watching the water fall. Ilya didn't breathe. He kept his eyes on the floor, his heart hammering against his ribs with the rhythm of a trapped bird.
Finally, the shadow turned and walked away, the click of his shoes echoing on the concrete like a judge's gavel. He knew. Or he suspected. In Moscow, there was no difference.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    All Russian translations are from Google Translate.

Some thoughts on Article 88. I don't think a lot of people in the west know that US dollars were illegal to own without express state approval. Having only a few dollars could get you up to five years in a labor camp, and $500 would be punishable by 15-20 years in prison. If you were smuggling foreign currency in, it was punishable by death for "economic interference". Ilya would have been put in a VERY difficult position by receiving this money. There is also some precedent: Detroit notably smuggled sums of cash to the tune of a few thousand (1980s!) dollars to their players pre-defection.


  


      

  












      Chapter 5: Dissonance
  


    Chapter Summary

    Shane can't stop thinking about Ilya Rozanov. His life of caviar, furs, and beautiful blonde women. Or at least that's what Shane imagined his life to be. Whatever Rozanov's home in Russia looks like, it has to be better than the crippling pressure to be Canada's Golden Boy.



    Chapter Notes

      This chapter is Shane's perception of events from the first chapters. As a result, I would say this chapter is, due to its nature, repetitive. If that bothers you, it's skippable, but I think it leaves some good texture and context.


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  Dissonance (noun)

	
A tension or clash resulting from the combination of two disharmonious or unsuitable elements.



	
The psychological discomfort felt by a person who holds two or more contradictory beliefs, ideas, or values.



	
The agonizing vibration felt when your public perfection does not match your private anxiety.




Example: "He watched his teammates win the trophy without him. He wasn't playing. He wasn't the hero. If he wasn't on the ice, he didn't exist at all." — December, 1987
What Shane would remember most about Vienna on that April day was the light. The overexposed, blinding white that made his head ache and palms sweat inside your gloves. Inside the locker room at Wiener Stadthalle, the air was a thick soup. The pressure was so immense that Shane felt like he was breathing through a straw. He sat on the bench. His jersey, the thick, storied wool of Team Canada, sat heavy on his shoulders. He was a fraud. Every scout in the building was talking about his natural talent, but Shane knew the truth. He was barely held together by sheer, agonizing willpower. He never missed a curfew. Never missed a pass. Never let anyone down. 
"Hollander," his coach barked. "Lead 'em out."
Shane stood, the persona of the perfect captain clicking into place. He wasn't a hero. He was a porcelain doll waiting for someone to swing a hammer.
Facing the Soviet team was always an exercise in withstanding psychological torture. They played aggressively, but as one. They passed frequently, the puck flying between players, the shifts long. It was harsher and such a marked departure from the Canadian team's own, more individualistic style of play. They were everywhere, and Shane always felt like he was playing catch-up. Their faces were stone cold. No wasted emotions there. No emotions at all. And in the center of it all was Ilya Rozanov.
Shane had been following his career for years, a twin flame to his own. They were the same age. They had crossed paths across the countries, across the years. Every time, Shane felt the same, sickening jolt. Jealousy, sharp and corrosive. Rozanov was bigger than him, with broad shoulders that seemed to block out the light. He was faster. He was the better player. Shane hated himself for knowing that. He hated how much he knew about him.
Beneath the jealousy was something else. An odd electric spark that made Shane's throat go dry. Every time he saw Rozanov, there was a magnetic pull he was terrified to name. Shane had never understood the locker room. He'd sit on the bench while the guys swapped stories about getting laid. Graphic, tall tales that were the currency of their brotherhood. He would nod and grin, performing the role of the appreciative teammate. He was horrified that they would discover his lack of interest in sex, like a defect that would eventually be exposed. 
He thought of Lisa, his girlfriend back home, and how he felt nothing but polite boredom around her. Lisa didn't seem all that interested in sex either. She always apologized about it, but to Shane it had been a relief. He got to play the good guy, telling her he didn't want her to feel pressured, when in reality he was having a hard time summoning up the interest. She had blown him a few times in the back of his car while he stared at the headliner and counted the seconds. They had tried to have sex on a few rare occasions, but he had gone soft halfway through, filling the moment with apologies about the stress of the game and overtraining. 
Lisa was nice. He liked talking to her. He didn't feel the electricity that was between him and Rozanov. He'd felt that spark before, briefly, when he was sitting in a movie theater in Montreal with Lisa last year watching Tom Cruise play volleyball. He had shaken it aside. It must have been admiration, not arousal. Fighter pilots were cool. Elite hockey players were cool. It had nothing to do with how muscular they were. Shane thought of how the guys in the locker room used slurs in every breath, and he knew he couldn't be that thing. But he did go see Top Gun two more times.
Their first game together of the series started as a high-speed blur. Rozanov was everywhere, and six minutes in, he scored with a shot so perfect it was insulting. Shane felt the failure in his marrow. I'm a step behind. Again.
The Canadian game was chaos, and Shane was the engine of that mess. Midway through the first, there was a microsecond of hesitation from a Soviet defenseman. He pounced. Shane drove the net with a reckless, frantic drive. He took a slash to the shins that turned his vision white, but he scooped the puck into the top shelf as he fell.
He screamed at the rafters, his heart trying to punch its way out of his chest. Then came the hit.
Rozanov hovered at center ice and didn't swerve. He wanted to break him. He wanted to prove he was still the Golden Boy. They slammed into the boards with a sound like a gunshot. For a heartbeat, they were chest-to-chest, the glass vibrating behind them. Shane's face was inches from Ilya's. Sweat glistened on the Russian's lip, a gray fire in his eyes, and the spark hit Shane again.
Rozanov was all angles and sharp corners. Shane shoved him back, his mouth spitting out curses he didn't mean, terrified that if he stayed in that proximity for one more second, the world would see him for the fraud he was. Shane watched as Ilya pulled the puck through his own legs. It was a move that was pure, arrogant magic and left Shane grasping at air. 
Of course Canada lost the game. Shane could not compete with Rozanov. Shane slumped over his knees at the blue line, his stick snapping under the weight of his own fury. He had lost. He had let everyone down. The disappointment felt like it was carved into his forehead.
He was heading for the tunnel, radiating a loud, desperate anger, when a shadow stepped out of the dark. Rozanov. The Russian appeared porcelain-perfect, a smirk playing on his mouth that made Shane want to scream. Shane could have admired him all day, and that was the problem.
Ilya poked a finger into Shane's chest, right over the word Canada.
"Hollander," Ilya rasped. "Lose."
Shane's vision tunneled. "What? You got lucky, Rozanov! One bounce and we would have buried you—"
Ilya hooked a thumb into his own collar. "Rozanov," he corrected, his voice a silk-wrapped threat. "Win."
Shane stood there, stunned and heated, watching the Russian walk away. It wasn't just the loss that stung. It was the way Rozanov looked at him, like he knew exactly how much Shane was performing, and could see straight through it.
Five days later, the rematch was a 0-0 stalemate. Shane fought the puck, fought the system, and fought the tendency of his eyes drifting to Rozanov. He felt like he was being stripped of his talent, layer by layer, in front of a global audience.
The tournament ended in a hollow thud. Sweden took the gold. Canada sat in fourth. The loneliest place on earth. During the ceremony, Ilya stood on the silver tier to represent his team. The Russian looked like he was wearing an anchor around his neck, not a medal. As they filed off the ice, their paths crossed one last time.
Ilya stopped. He touched his silver medal, then pointed at Shane's empty chest. "Hollander," Ilya rasped. "No win."
Shane's jaw tightened, his breath hot against the Russian's face. "Yeah? Well, you got the wrong color, Rozanov." He gestured toward the Swedes, his voice shaking with a mix of envy and loathing.
The Russian didn't flinch. He gave Shane a look of such profound, arrogant pity. "I win," Rozanov said. Shane loved the way the w came out closer to a v. It lodged itself somewhere in his chest and stayed there.
Shane watched him disappear into the tunnel, wishing they could have talked more. What was Rozanov like when he was off the ice? It didn't matter. He didn't speak Russian, and judging by Rozanov's conversation with him just now, he wasn't quiet, as Shane had suspected. He didn't speak English. Maybe Shane could learn Russian? No. That was a stupid idea. Why would you learn Russian for someone you're only going to see a couple of times a year?
Shane returned home to Canada and tried to put Ilya Rozanov out of his mind.

He was at his parents' lakeside cottage when he got the news. Shane had desperately needed to get out of the city. His face was plastered across billboards everywhere he turned. The perfect athlete, a chaste captain with no scandals. 
The Metros had spent one of their draft picks on Ilya Rozanov. Shane knew that it was primarily symbolic. Other teams had tried this in the past. You draft top players from the USSR, but they are unwilling or unable to move. Shane knew Rozanov was an enlisted member of the army. He couldn't just go to Canada. It was mostly meant as a show of faith. We acknowledge you are the best player and you can come play for us any time. 
Shane knew Rozanov wouldn't be on his team, logically. He was a star in the Soviet Union. His family was there. Probably, anyway. Shane didn't actually know much about him. But Shane kept imagining his locker room, filled with the sound of Rozanov's voice. His hulking body in the showers. He told himself it was about what they could do on the ice together. He was mostly convincing. But what…what if it was great? He imagined himself flying down the wing, Rozanov as his center. What would they be like together? They could be unstoppable. He shook it away. Impossible.
The news acted like a catalyst, making the gravity of his own life feel unbearable. Lisa was there, sitting on the dock beside him, talking about throwing a party in West Island. Shane looked at her, pretty, kind, easy, and was overcome by a wave of visceral nausea. He couldn't do it anymore. He couldn't keep pretending that this was the life he wanted while his brain was screaming about a man in a red jersey thousands of miles away.
"I can't do this, Lisa," he said, his voice trembling.
She met his eyes, confused. "Do what? The party? Shane, it's just a–"
"No. Us."
He dumped her right there under the pines. He used the Olympics as an excuse. The pressure, the focus. Needing to be the best captain Canada has ever seen. It wasn't exactly a lie, but it also didn't ring of truth. When she left, crying quietly into her sweater, Shane felt like a villain who had just cut the last tether keeping him in the real world.

Hamilton wasn't all that far away for Shane, but it still felt foreign. It had the stagnant scent of lake water and arena popcorn. Usually Shane loved that smell, but today it was making his stomach turn. He was anticipating meeting the Soviet team again. 
He stood on the blue line for the anthems, the maple leaf on his chest feeling like a brand. He could practically feel the expectations of the crowd, demanding him to be the fastest, the strongest, the best. Across the ice, the Soviet delegation appeared in rigid formation. Rozanov was looking at him. Was this intimidation, or was it the same thing Shane was doing? Shane felt that familiar, acrid jolt of jealousy. If anything, Rozanov had gotten better since their last game together. He moved with synchronized grace that made Shane's own skating resemble a series of desperate stumbles. Every time they collided, Shane felt the friction of a rivalry he was losing. 
The interaction happened in the second period. They collided at the red line, a bone-rattling hit that sent them both spinning into the boards. Shane was up first, his gloved hand catching Rozanov's shoulder. There was heat radiating off the Russian's jersey, tension in his frame.
"You staying in Canada?" Shane hissed, the words simplified and enunciated. He didn't know why he said it. Maybe it was a taunt, or maybe it was a probe to see if the robot across from him was actually human. "Until you defect," he added, leaning in closer until their helmets nearly touched.
Recognition flashed in Rozanov's eyes, followed by a wave of terror that made Shane's heart stutter. Rozanov pushed him away and skated toward the bench, looking like he'd seen a ghost. Shane stood there, his own hands shaking, wondering why the word defect felt like it had been pulled from his own lungs. Rozanov steered clear of him the rest of the game. 
Shane eagerly anticipated seeing Rozanov in Calgary. If only to apologize for chirping him about defection. Maybe that was a step too far. Something that couldn't be joked about. They had just announced that Shane was going to be the captain for Team Canada at the Calgary Olympics in February. This was an incredible honor to get to lead his team to victory on home soil. If he could lead them to victory, that is. He told himself that was why his hands were shaking when he thought about it.
Shane was practically exploding with nerves. He spent the warm-ups skating wide circles, his eyes tracking the red EXIT signs, wondering what it was like to want to run toward them. Rozanov was across the ice. He looked like he was mapping the arena too.
During the second intermission, Shane was headed back to the tunnel when he noticed it. A janitor in a blue jumpsuit accidentally bumped into Rozanov. It was a sharp, quick collision, but Shane saw the jolt go through the Russian's spine. He saw the janitor whisper something, and Rozanov's face went pale. What was that about? A janitor. Or not a janitor. Who knows? Shane shook it off, trying to get his head in the game.
The game was a 5-2 win for Canada, but Shane felt hollow. He played with a reckless hunger, his hits rattling teeth, his eyes constantly searching for Rozanov. He was obsessed. In Ilya Rozanov, he saw a man living with intensity, the best at this game. He was everything Shane wanted to be. Yet, the oxygen seemed to vanish whenever they were together.
They tangled late in the third. Shane pressed his forearm against Rozanov's chest, holding him against the boards. "Back to the Soviet Union, right?" Shane panted. "Not staying in Canada?"
He saw the Russian's pupils go wide. Rozanov didn't have the words to explain, and Shane knew it. "Calgary. February. Olympics. I...see you."
Shane replayed those four words on the bus back to the hotel. He replayed them getting ready for bed. He replayed them staring at the ceiling at two in the morning. He was living for their next game together. This year, he luckily was playing the Soviet team more than typical. Anything for those few precious moments in Rozanov's orbit. Learning from him. Trying to play like him. Becoming the elite player he should be. 
The injury happened in September, and it was born entirely of Shane's obsession. They were playing an exhibition game in Ottawa, and Shane was trying to push himself into the same level of play Rozanov used. A terrifying, high-speed crossover that defied physics. He wanted to be bigger, stronger. He wanted to prove that he wasn't just a step behind. He overextended on a turn, his center of gravity shifting an inch too far, and caught a hard check from a defenseman he should have seen coming. The shriek of his AC joint separating was the loudest thing Shane had ever heard. He hit the ice hard. 
"I'm fine," Shane gasped in the training room, his face flushed. "Tape it up. I can play."
But the coach, seeing Shane as a national investment rather than a person, wasn't having it. "You're done for the month, Hollander. You play through this now, you're useless to us in February. You rest. That's an order."
The forced rest was a special kind of torture. Shane sat in the stands during the final games of the Canada Cup series. He watched his teammates win the trophy without him. He sat at home in Montreal, watching the grainy tapes of the Soviet team, the dissonance in his head growing louder. He wasn't playing. He wasn't the hero. If he wasn't on the ice, he didn't exist at all.
While his shoulder healed, Beaulieu, one of the Metros' office managers, asked for the favor. Shane sat in a sterile studio in downtown Montreal, the silver Sony recorder spinning in front of him.
"We are expecting quite a few players coming from Europe who may not speak English. Can you help us record some travelers' phrases that will help them when they are in Canada?"
"My name is Shane Hollander," Shane began. He read the script, but as the sessions went on, the phrases started to feel...specific. 
"I need to find a taxi."
"Help me, I am lost."
"Can you take me to the Canadian embassy?"
Shane's stomach twisted. He wasn't an idiot. These weren't for just anybody. They were for a single person. He thought of Rozanov. He began fantasizing about Ilya's life as he spoke into the mic. He imagined Ilya living a charmed, aristocratic life in Moscow. Ballet, caviar, grand apartments with high ceilings. Draped in furs, surrounded by ice-blonde women draping their long limbs around his chiseled frame. He felt the stab of jealousy again. 
"Is this for him?" Shane asked during a break, looking through the glass at Beaulieu. "Rozanov?"
Beaulieu just smiled. "It's for anyone who needs it, Shane. Just read the line."
Shane looked down at the last sentence: "Help me. I am afraid."
He swallowed hard. He thought of the billboards with his face on them, the way his parents looked at him when he played hockey, and the terror that he would eventually fail them all. He thought of how uneasy he was in his own skin. The way his own body felt like a secret he was barely keeping.
If this was for Ilya, why would he need this sentence? Ilya was the Machine. Ilya was the winner. The thought that he might need these words, that he might be just as hollowed out by his country as Shane was by his own expectations, made the room feel like it was spinning.
When Shane finally spoke the line, it wasn't a performance. It was the only honest thing he had to give. "Help me. I am afraid." His voice was a raw whisper. He was recording a lifeline for a titan, but as the tape hissed in the silence, Shane realized he was the one who was drowning.
When Shane arrived in Moscow in December, he was struck by the overwhelming beauty, even in the drab winter. The Canadians were funneled into the Kosmos Hotel, a sweeping horseshoe of glass and steel that was more like a palace than anything they had at home. At the arena, the opulence was equally staggering. Shane walked through the VIP corridors and saw tables groaning under the burden of smoked sturgeon, crystal bowls overflowing with fresh Moroccan oranges, and the thick, expensive haze of cigar smoke.
He must be treated like a god, Shane thought, a sharp, bitter pang of envy blooming in his chest. He was dazzled by the red carpet and the ornate wood paneling. He thought of his own suburban life. The station wagon, the grocery store runs, the constant, low-level grind of being relatable to the Canadian public. Here, Ilya was a hero. A soldier-prince.
He doesn't need my help, Shane thought as he laced his skates. He probably lives better than the Prime Minister.
Then he saw him.
They met at the red line during warm-ups. Shane looked for the prince he'd been imagining, but the man in the crimson jersey looked beaten down. Ilya's skin was sallow, his eyes shadowed with a fatigue that went deeper than hockey. A man in a gray suit stood behind the bench, watching Ilya with a predatory stillness that made the hair on the back of Shane's neck stand up.
"Ready for the Olympics?" Shane asked. His voice was too loud in the chill of the arena.
Ilya's smirk was there, but it didn't reach his eyes. It was a jagged, desperate thing. The opulence in the corridors was suddenly a cheap stage set, and Shane felt like an idiot for ever believing it.
Winning the game 3-2 felt like a betrayal. Shane stood on the ice, having just defeated the local hero, and felt a wave of visceral complicity. During the handshake, he gripped Ilya's hand hard.
"See you in Calgary," Shane said, his voice a low, desperate rumble. He wasn't sure what he was trying to communicate, but he hoped Ilya understood him. 
As he walked off the ice, Shane caught the scent of an orange someone had peeled in the front row. The smell, once sweet, now made him want to gag. He had spent months imagining Ilya's perfect life, only to realize that the better Ilya was at hockey, the tighter the cage became.
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      Chapter 6: Transgression
  


    Chapter Summary

    The stakes have never been higher, and the days are ticking down to the Olympics. Ilya needs to make his final arrangements to leave home for the final time.



    Chapter Notes

      
        See the end of the chapter for notes
      






  Transgression (noun)

	
An act that goes against a law, rule, or code of conduct; an offense.



	
The act of crossing a boundary or limit: physical, moral, or political.




Example: "My life has been a series of lines drawn by other men, and for the first time, I am crossing one of my own." – February 1988
The retreat was announced at three in the morning. Why can't we ever do anything at a normal time? Ilya thought. But he knew why. It was all to keep them on their toes. The team was loaded onto a bus with blacked-out windows and driven into the silent birch forests. Novogorsk was a concrete prison. Ilya had been here many times. It always started the same way. The coaches got nervous that the team would lose, so they needed to go somewhere with zero distractions. For four weeks, the world was reduced to the shriek of skates on hard ice and the watchful, predatory eyes of Coach Tikhonov. 
The twelfth day was the worst. Ivannikov and his men moved through the barracks. Ilya stood by his cot, completely expressionless. A soldier with a shaved head and cold eyes dumped Ilya's gear bag out in front of him. He picked up items one after another, shaking them, feeling them, one by one. He picked up the shoulder pads, his hands roaming over the seams where Shane Hollander's voice, the Sony Walkman, was nestled in the foam. The soldier paused. He felt a rigid, unnatural lump in the breastplate.
Ilya's heart hammered, the blood roaring in his ears. This is it, he thought. I'm fucking dead. Firing squad tomorrow morning.
The soldier pulled a small, wicked-looking utility knife from his belt. The blade hissed as it caught the light, moving toward the irregular stitching.
"Is there a problem, Private?" The voice came from the doorway. It wasn't the Colonel, but it was one of the senior minders. Ilya had spent the last few weeks preying on his vanity, talking down about the Western teams and how they would fall under the Soviet discipline. How much he loved being here, at Novogorsk. 
"The padding is irregular, sir," the soldier muttered.
"Everything about Rozanov is irregular," he snapped back, bored and wanting to finish the sweep. "He is the best player in the world. This is custom gear. Do not damage it because you are bored. Move to the next cot."
The soldier hesitated, then dropped the pads with a thud. The Walkman remained silent and undiscovered. Ilya didn't breathe for what must have been a full minute, the screeching in his ears so loud his skull was splitting. I need to get the fuck out of here.
If the training was intense before, it was completely abusive the last weeks before the Olympics. Tikhonov was obsessed with purity of movement. They were on the ice for seven hours a day, followed by three hours of dry-land drills that left Ilya's muscles screaming and his vision tunneling into a gray haze. Every meal was a silent, hurried affair under the buzzing fluorescent lights, everyone trying to cram in as many calories as possible to get through the pain of the workout. Every morning began with the scale. A medical officer in a white coat would record their weight to the gram. If a player dropped even half a kilogram, Tikhonov would accuse them of weakness. It made Ilya sick. Elsewhere in Moscow, there were food shortages, but in here, they were eating victory porridge of oats and lard, more beef than a normal person would see in a year, and imported vitamins, all while being carefully watched.
Ilya was no longer himself. He stopped trying to learn new English words. The risk was too high. The watchers were everywhere, their shadows stretching across the barracks walls like ink stains, all day, every day. Even the tapes in his shoulder pads felt like they were vibrating, humming a frequency of treason that surely someone else could hear. He didn't dare touch them. He didn't dare think of Shane Hollander's warm, Canadian voice. He only thought of the ice, the puck, and winning. He became the machine they wanted him to be. He could do this. 
They were released, finally, back to Moscow for 48 hours before the team flight to Calgary. A short leave to settle any final affairs. For Ilya, it was a race to his escape. Sasha's apartment was a place that Ilya felt comfortable, but standing in there for what was probably the last time made it feel somehow alien. There were no minders here, no hidden microphones in the floorboards. Just the quiet hum of a radiator that barely worked. Ilya didn't wait for Sasha to offer him a drink. He didn't have time for the ritual of being a guest. He needed him, just once more, before everything changed.
The intimacy was frantic, Ilya's attempt to memorize the shape of Sasha's shoulders and the way the light from the streetlamp filtered through the thin curtains. They didn't speak. In the silence of the room, Ilya dropped to his knees, his hands finding the familiar line of Sasha's waist. He tried to bury the screaming dissonance of his looming defection beneath the physical reality of the people he was leaving behind.
Sasha's hand rested on the back of Ilya's head, his breath hitching as he leaned back against the edge of the small wooden table. For those minutes, Olympics were a world away. There was no gold medal at stake, no Shane Hollander waiting across an ocean. There was only the salt-skin taste of a goodbye that Sasha didn't even know he was saying. When they eventually pulled apart, the room felt colder. Ilya sat on the edge of the narrow cot, watching Sasha adjust his clothes. Sasha looked soft in the dim light, his eyes wide and full of a quiet, unearned hope that Ilya was about to shatter.
Ilya reached into the inner lining of his wool coat. He pulled out a small, thick envelope. Inside were two hundred American dollars. It was a fortune, but less than half of what Ilya had been given. There was also one single sheet of paper. A letter. A farewell. He pressed the envelope into Sasha's hand, his fingers lingering against Sasha's palm.
"Do not open this," Ilya rasped, his voice a low, jagged scrape. "Not tonight. Not tomorrow."
Sasha looked down at the weight in his hand, his brow furrowing with sudden concern. "Ilyushka, what is this?"
"It is a letter," Ilya said, gripping Sasha's jaw, forcing him to look up. "And some...protection. But you do not read it yet. You keep it hidden. Under the floor, in a book, I do not care. Just keep it safe."
"When do I open it?" Sasha's voice was barely a whisper.
"You will know when," Ilya said. He felt the words leave his mouth like pulling a weed out by the root. Sasha swallowed hard, the envelope crinkling in his grip. He didn't ask again. He saw the finality in the set of Ilya's jaw. This was the end.
Ilya adjusted his clothes and walked to the door. "See you after the Olympics, then?" Sasha called out, trying to sound light. His voice was cracking.
Ilya's hand hesitated on the doorknob. He turned to face Sasha, trying to sear the image of Sasha's messy dark hair and tired eyes into his mind. He was worried about what would happen to him when Ilya wasn't around to keep him safe. He was leaving him naked in a snowstorm. When Ilya was gone, they would try to find everyone who could possibly have known. They would almost certainly find Sasha. Ilya couldn't help it. He let go of the latch and crossed the room in three strides, crushing Sasha's face to his own. It had never been love. Just lust. Companionship. But Sasha was his friend, and he would never see this face again.
"Goodbye, Ilyushka," he said softly.
"Goodbye, Sasha. Take care of Sveta while I am gone."
Ilya didn't look back. He couldn't. Every step away from Sasha's door was a step toward a world where he had no history, no friends, and no safety net. 

Sasha,
By the time you read this, the world will have told you many things about me. I will either be dead or starting a new life in Canada. They will use words like traitor and coward. They will tell you I have been kidnapped or that I lost my mind. Do not believe them. But do not defend me, either. In the eyes of the Soviet Union, I am dead. You must let me stay dead.
In this envelope is two hundred dollars. It is American. Buy what you need to survive the winter. Buy a heater. If things get worse, and they will, save as much as you can and use the rest to leave Moscow. Do not stay. 
I am sorry I could not take you with me. I am sorry I am leaving you. My life has been a series of lines drawn by other men, and for the first time, I am crossing one of my own. Forget my face. Burn this paper until only the ash remains. Live a long, quiet life, Sasha.
— I.

Before returning to the apartment, Ilya took the Metro to the edge of the city. The Vagankovo Cemetery. He walked until his lungs burned from the cold, finally reaching the simple stone that marked his mother's rest. He knelt in the snow, his gloved hand brushing the frost from her name. There were no minders here, just the wind whistling through the bare branches.
He didn't come here often, but sometimes he just wanted to talk to her. 
"I am going, Mama," he whispered, the words puffing into white clouds. "I am going to Canada, to play hockey there. They will say I was a bad son. They will say I was a coward." He leaned his forehead against the cold granite. "Do not believe them. I am doing it so I can finally be who you wanted me to be. I wish you could come to my games again." He kissed his fingers and pressed them to the cold stone.
He left a single, small coin on top of the marker. A Russian kopek he had carried for years. Mama had given it to him to buy some candies at the store. He had saved it, to buy her some flowers for her birthday. She had not made it to that birthday. It was the last gift he could ever give her.
The walk from the Metro station to the apartment block was a blur of gray slush and flickering streetlamps. Ilya's legs were lead. When he finally turned the key in the lock, the sound echoed in the quiet hallway. The apartment was home, a place he had spent years trying to escape, and now, the only place he wanted to stay. Svetlana was here. He knew she came to check on his father when Ilya could not, and she had wanted to be here for his last night at home. She looked thinner, her shoulders hunched with the invisible weight of the life he was about to leave her to manage alone. "Ilyushka," she said, not turning around. "You are late. I thought the bus might have been delayed by the snow."
"It was," Ilya lied, his voice sounding thick to his own ears. He crossed the small space and leaned his forehead against her shoulder.
"You are so cold," she whispered, turning to cup his face with her damp hands. "Go. Have a nap. We will talk later."
He went to his bedroom, and for the last time, she followed him. In the narrow cot that was too small for him, they found each other, tangling limbs, Ilya burying his face into her neck, smelling the soft perfume of her hair. There was no romance in it, only the need to anchor themselves against the coming storm. To Ilya, she was everything. The loyalty of a sister. The heat of a partner. The care of the mother who had left him too young. He lost himself her, trying to drown out the static in his head.
Ilya woke to the sound of the radiator's rhythmic clanking and the low murmur of voices from the kitchen. The nap had been a temporary escape into a darkness that felt safer than the light. When he walked into the dining room, the table was set for three. 
After four weeks of high-calorie force-feeding, Ilya was delighted to have something that looked like it was made with care. Ilya wasn't sure where she found all the ingredients. There was proper borscht, deep crimson and thick with beets and potatoes, topped with a dollop of real smetana that she must have stood in line for hours to find. There was black bread, crusty and smelling of rye, and even a small plate of salo, cured pork fat, sliced thin and sprinkled with salt.
It was a meal meant for a hero. It was the best thing Ilya had tasted in months, and every bite was a stone in his stomach.
"Eat, Ilyushka," she said, her voice soft but firm. She looked at him with an intensity that suggested she was trying to memorize his face before the light changed.
At the head of the table, Colonel Grigori Rozanov sat in his high-backed chair. He looked small in his wool sweater, his hands trembling as he tried to navigate his spoon. He was a shadow of the titan who had once commanded regiments. "The Americans," the Colonel muttered, his voice a dry rasp. "They think they can skate. But they have no soul, Ilya."
"I will remember, Father," Ilya replied.
Svetlana stayed. She wouldn't have let him spend his last night alone even if he'd asked. As she finally fell into a heavy, exhausted sleep beside him, Ilya stayed awake. He watched the rhythmic rise and fall of her shoulders, the guilt weighing on his sternum. He was leaving her to care for a dying man. He was leaving her to answer the questions that the KGB would inevitably ask.
Before the sun rose, Ilya was writing. He finished three more letters. One to Sveta, one to his father, and one to Alexei. He hid the two to his father and Alexei under a book. It wouldn't take long for them to find, but undoubtedly they would be uncovered when the KGB came to toss his room after they realized he was gone. Before Ilya tucked the letters into the greatcoat, he pulled a small, thin booklet with a tattered green cover from his desk. It was his sberknizhka. It contained his officer pay from the past years, plus the accumulated bonuses from his years with CSKA. Money the State had given him for being a good soldier, a good player, and a good symbol. It wasn't as valuable as the American cash he'd hidden, but in the eyes of the Soviet authorities, it was the only legitimate money he had. He opened the book to the last page. He had already signed it in the three places required for a transfer of funds. He tucked the booklet inside the envelope with the letter to Alexei.

Alexei,
I am not going to sugar my words for you. By the time you find this, I will be gone and you will be the only son the Rozanov name has left. 
I am staying in Canada. Don't be a fool and try to find me, and don't be a martyr and try to defend me. If you open your mouth, you are dead, and Svetlana is dead. You tell them I am a traitor. You tell them you spit on my name. You say I am dead to you. This should not be a hardship for you. You survive.
But hear me, Alexei—if you let our father die alone in that apartment, or if you let Svetlana carry his weight until she breaks, I will find a way to make you regret it from across the ocean. You are his son first. You were my brother first. I am leaving you everything. All of the money in my accounts, all of my things, the shame of my departure. Use the money for his medicine. Keep him fed. Do not spend it on vodka and women.
I am a coward for leaving, and you are a hero for staying. That is the way the world has decided it will be. Live with it. Take care of them, Alexei.
— I.

He stepped into his father's room, leaving a sleeping Svetlana behind. 
"Father," Ilya whispered.
The Colonel turned his head, the fog in his eyes clearing for a heartbeat. "The flight. Today?"
"Today," Ilya replied. He took his father's hand. It felt like dry parchment over bone. "I am going to win. I will play with the strength you gave me."
"The Union expects it," the old man rasped.
"I know," Ilya said, leaning forward to press his forehead against his father's hand. "Forgive me. For letting you down."
"You will win. You will not let me down."
"Yes, sir." Ilya turned to leave, but hesitated. "Papa, I love you." He couldn't remember ever saying those words before.
"Your mother made you soft," his father replied, his voice harsh. Ilya stood, gave the specter of his father one final, rigid nod, and walked into the hall. 

Father,
You told me once that a soldier's life is not his own, that it belongs to the State and the soil that birthed him. I have tried to believe that. I have worn the uniform, I have played the games, and I have carried the weight of your medals on my own shoulders.
I cannot breathe anymore.
By the time you find this, I will be gone, and I will not be coming back. I am going to find out what it is like to be a Canadian. I am going to play for myself, for the first time in my life. I know what they will say to you. They will say I am a traitor. They will say I have disgraced the Rozanov name and the uniform of a Senior Lieutenant. I am sorry, Father. I am so deeply sorry for the shame this will bring to your door. I am sorry I cannot be there to hold your hand when the fog in your mind grows too thick to see through. I am sorry I am leaving you in the care of Alexei.
You taught me to win at any cost. I am taking that lesson with me. I am going to win the gold medal in Calgary. I will play with every ounce of strength and discipline you beat into me. I will give the Union their victory, but I will not give them my life. I am keeping that for myself. Do not hate me if you can help it. Try to remember the boy who used to skate on the frozen ponds behind the barracks, before the world became made of concrete and ice. I am doing this so that boy can finally grow up to be who he should be.
Forgive me, Colonel. Forgive me, Father.
Your son,
— Ilya

Svetlana was at the door, her face a mask of weary endurance. Her coat was draped over the chair. As she went to fetch his gear bag from the kitchen, Ilya moved. He pulled the thick, envelope from his inner pocket. The letter to her and the $200. Maybe he would regret giving so much of the money away, but he didn't think he would. He would feel better knowing that he had left them with something to guard against the months to come. He slid it deep into her coat pocket. It was a grenade that wouldn't go off until he was safely over the Atlantic.
She walked back in and pulled him into a crushing embrace. She didn't say don't go. She didn't ask when are you coming back? She only held on a little too long.
"Do not look back, Ilyushka," she whispered. "Just go."
He turned and walked out the door, the sound of the latch clicking into place echoing in the stairwell. As the Aeroflot jet banked to fly northward, the cabin lights dimmed. Ilya looked out the window at the receding lights of Moscow. This was it. He was really doing it. He was an Olympian. He would soon be a defector. 

Sveta,
I am writing this because I do not have the courage to say it to your face. If I looked at you while I said these words, I would never be able to leave. I would stay in this gray apartment until the walls closed in on us both. By the time you find this, I will be gone. I think you know already that I am not coming back, Sveta. Not after the games. Not ever. I am crossing the line. I know what this means for you. I know the weight I am dropping onto your shoulders, and it is the greatest cowardice of my life. In the lining of this envelope, there are two hundred American dollars. Do not go to the state bank to change them. Use it wisely. Go to France like we always talked about. Meet a rich American and move to New York. Live a beautiful, spectacular life.
You have been everything to me. You were the sister I needed, the partner who kept me warm when the world was ice, and the only person who loved Ilya, the man, instead of Rozanov, the hockey player. You are the best of us, Sveta. You deserve a life that isn't lived in the shadow of anyone else. When they come, and they will come, tell them I am a traitor. Tell them you hate me. Tell them I was a cold, selfish man who used you. It will be the truth, because only a selfish man could leave you like this.
If there is a God, I hope He watches over you, because I am no longer there to do it. Do not look for me in the news. Just live. Please, just live your life. I hope one day we are able to see each other again, but I doubt it. I will remember every single thing about you, forever, just as you were last night. 
Forgive me. 
I love you.
— I.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Some more fun research facts:

Tikhonov was really freaky about what the players were eating. There were people watching to make sure everyone was consuming ALL the food, usually around 6,000 calories a day. For breakfast, they would eat huge quantities of lard-based oat porridge (I don't want to yuck on anyone's yum, but this sounds horrendous) followed by large quantities of cottage cheese mixed with sour cream and honey. Then omelets, then black bread with actual butter (rare! normies ate margarine) and tea.

Lunch was soup, prime beef or chicken, and lots of carbs -- potatoes or some kind of pasta. Dinner was usually fish and yogurt, but was lighter so the players could sleep.

He also enforced mandatory naptime after lunch. All of this, while in general, the public was standing in lines for hours for basics like milk and bread. It was pretty normal to try to smuggle food home, punishable by beating.

Thoughts? Leave me a comment!


  


      

  












      Chapter 7: Severence
  


    Chapter Summary

    Ilya is facing the chance of a lifetime. The Olympics. But the pressure is on. Is he moving on to Montreal, or heading back to the Soviet Union?



    Chapter Notes

      Here we go.

Note: 7/30 - For full disclosure, this chapter was replaced today to better fit the facts of the Olympic Games as they actually happened. There was a pretty serious flaw in my coverage of the Olympic Games that Ilya plays in. I had made some decisions that involved downplaying the Round Robin nature of the games. There wasn't really a big final dramatic GOLD MEDAL GAME like I wanted, so I decided that there should be. That section has been lengthened and revised to read more like the actual play. It didn't affect the rest of this story, but it did alter Scott and Kip's story very dramatically, because Scott was also at the Olympics and the two works wouldn't match up, so I really felt the need to make the shift. If you are reading this for the first time after this date, great! If you're on a re-read and notice some changes, that's why! I make edits for typos or clarity periodically, but I don't want -big- edits like this to be common. But I know that every once in a while I'm going to get it wrong and have to do something like this.


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  Severance (noun)

	
The action of ending a connection or relationship.



	
The state of being separated or cut off.



	
The point at which something is divided, permanently and without the possibility of reunion.




Example: "Maks on the other side of that door, probably starting a fight with Belakovsky right now, choosing him with a hundred dollars and a look that had cost him something real." — February 1988
From the window of the Aeroflot charter, Ilya watched Calgary materialize out of the dark, a grid of amber and white light thrown across the prairie like someone had upended a jewelry box onto black velvet, spilling gems every which way. After the monochromatic, soot-stained blocks of Moscow, the sheer density of the brightness made Ilya's eyes water. The Red Machine was moved from the plane's pressurized cabin directly into a fleet of buses with tinted windows. No greeting party. No ceremony. Just the low diesel groan of the engines and the watchful eyes of Dr. Belakovsky, the team physician who sat at the front of the bus with his team of physical therapists. These were men who had never, in Ilya's experience, treated a single physical injury. They watched faces instead, searching for the first sign of a wandering mind.
The Soviet quarters in the Olympic Village were engineered to be a vacuum. While other athletes from Sweden, the US, and West Germany mingled in the common areas, traded pins, and flirted in the laundry rooms, the Soviet players were restricted to their designated floor like specimens in a jar.
The most jarring detail was the kitchen. The Ministry had shipped in its own chefs, its own crates of food, and its own water. The West's offerings were, officially, tainted. Every meal was served in a private dining hall, a room so aggressively sterile that the only sound was cutlery on plates, and even that felt surveilled. Ilya sat at the long table, pinned between Dr. Belakovsky and Maksim Pasternak. Maks was built like a wardrobe with a face, broad, soft-featured, and seeming perpetually surprised by his own size. He'd taken Ilya's old wing slot when Ilya moved to center. He played like a concrete wall, and, occasionally, in private, made Ilya laugh so hard his ribs ached.
"The sneakers, though," Maks whispered, looking down at his pristine white leather trainers. "Better than the ones we get at home. Do you think we get to keep them? Or is it like the jerseys?"
"State property, Pasha," Ilya said blankly. "Everything is."
Across the table, Dr. Belakovsky set his fork down. It made a small clink, precise and deliberate. Ilya didn't look up at him, but he didn't have to. Don't get used to the leather, Lieutenant. Don't get used to the fresh air.
The day of the Opening Ceremony arrived with a sky so blue it could have been a propaganda poster. Aggressively perfect, the kind of color you only dream about. Ilya stood in the staging area outside the stadium, feeling the familiar, smothering itch of expectation. For the march into the stadium, the team was stripped of their more humanizing tracksuits and dressed in their ceremonial best. The long tan wool trench coat, perfectly tailored and cinched at the waist, a red scarf tucked at the collar, a pale ushanka with its earflaps tied up. The coat was the most expensive thing he'd ever worn, but of course it technically belonged to the State. It fit him like it had been made for a specific body. It had been.
"You look like a movie star, Ilyushka," Maks murmured beside him, adjusting his own red scarf. "Or a spy. Probably both."
"Eyes front, Pasha," Ilya murmured back. His breath came out in a brief white plume and dissolved. Three rows behind him, he could feel Belakovsky's gaze like a hand between his shoulder blades.
As the Soviet delegation was announced, they marched into the stadium. Tens of thousands of spectators erupted, a sound less like applause and more like weather, like standing inside of a thunderclap. The Canadian delegation ahead of them was a chaos of red fringe and white Stetson hats. The Soviets moved through the noise in a column of tan and white. Ordered, stoic, and profoundly alone in the middle of all that joy.
After the ceremony was over, they were funneled through a series of tunnels back to the transport buses. It was as though a glass wall had formed around the Soviet team in the concrete bowels of McMahon Stadium. Ilya marched at the head of the tan-coated phalanx. Behind him, he could hear the rustle of a hundred pairs of white leather trainers on the rubber matting and the agents' watchful silence. As they rounded a corner, the line slowed. Ahead, the Canadian team was spilling out of a side corridor. The hum behind Ilya's eyes sharpened.
And there he was. Shane Hollander was leaning against a concrete pillar, laughing at something a teammate said, his head thrown back, throat moving. He appeared impossibly at ease in his garish outfit. It suited him in a way that made Ilya's stomach clench with something he couldn't seem to name. 
Ilya's gaze fixed on him with a predatory intensity he couldn't mask. He had never seen Hollander without at least some hockey gear. The hockey equipment did something. Compressed him, made him look interchangeable with the other bodies on the ice. Without it, the specifics of him were suddenly loud. The dark hair. The line of his jaw. The way he occupied space, as if the room had been arranged around him rather than him walking into it. For a heartbeat, the static in Ilya's brain went silent, replaced by a raw, piercing recognition. Shane's laughter cut off as he viewed the approaching Soviet line. His eyes locked with Ilya's and he gave him a sharp nod. Ilya kept his chin up and his eyes forward and walked past him.
They didn't have much time to relax after the opening ceremony. They were slated to play that evening and had to be on the ice by seven. The Saddledome locker room smelled of damp wool and ammonia and the sharp medicinal reek of the liniment the therapists worked into shoulders before games, a smell so deeply associated with violence that Ilya's body started preparing for contact the moment it hit his nose. He dressed automatically, like someone who had performed this ritual ten thousand times. The shoulder pads were heavier than usual. The CCCP jersey settled across his chest like a hand pressing down. Across the room, Maks laced his skates with focused attention. Dr. Belakovsky stood near the door, his hands behind his back, his unblinking gaze tracking the movement of every player's eyes. He wasn't looking for signs of fatigue. He was looking for a leak in the Machine.
The first opponent was Norway. Not a thing went in for twenty minutes, and Ilya watched the coaching staff become increasingly upset as the clock ticked through the first period. Then, as though someone had oiled the cogs of the Red Machine, it fired to life. They finished out the third period five to nothing in a complete shutout.
Once back on their restricted floor, the players were sent into the private dining hall. Ilya sat in his usual spot, pinned between Dr. Belakovsky and Maks.
"Roza," Maks whispered, barely audible over the hum of the industrial fans. "Did you see Hollander in the tunnel? He looked like he wanted to say something."
"He is a Canadian," Ilya replied, his voice flat and robotic, intended for Belakovsky's ears. "They are always talking. It means nothing." 
"He looked sick."
"Maybe he is not built for the thin air."
Across the table, Belakovsky adjusted his glasses and let his gaze settle on Ilya's hands. Ilya's fingers were still on the table. His pulse, however, was doing something complicated in his throat. There was a Sony Walkman nestled in the foam of his shoulder pads back in the room, with Shane's voice on the tape saying, "I am lost," in the careful diction of a man reading from a cue card, with no idea what he was actually saying.
That night, in the narrow room, the thin air of Calgary was like iron around Ilya's lungs. He lay in his stirrup-style tracksuit pants, watching the minders' shadows stretch across the walls like ink stains. Maks was already asleep. Ilya reached into the dark space beneath his bed. He didn't pull the manual out. He just pressed his palm against the gear bag, feeling the hard, rectangular secret of the book. The panic from the tunnel hadn't subsided, but it had settled, packed down into something dense and quiet behind his sternum. Shane had nodded at him in the tunnel. He thought of the way they had looked at each other. Two captains, two rivals. Maybe two teammates.
February 13. Seven games left. He had fifteen days left as Ilya Rozanov, Senior Lieutenant of the Red Army. After that, he would be someone else entirely.

On the fifteenth, they played Austria. It was another grand success, smashing through 8-to-1. Ilya scored twice, but couldn't have described either one of them if he tried. Everything was going perfectly. They were on track. No one would have a single complaint about his performance. There wasn't one to be found.
The morning of the sixteenth began with the metallic clatter of the private kitchen. Ilya woke before the sun, the pants of his tracksuit tugging at his ankles, the white leather trainers lined up at the foot of his cot like a pair of questions he couldn't answer. Twenty-one years of Soviet breath. Twelve days left of it. Six games.
The trip to the Chinook Centre was intended as a PR exercise, the Red Machine confronting the bounty of the West, found wanting, presumably returning home grateful for collective austerity. To Ilya it was a mild sensory emergency. The air was too warm. The pop music piping through invisible speakers was too bright. The colors, neon teals, hot pinks, electric yellows, assaulted his retinas like something designed to disorient an enemy.
The Ministry had issued each player two hundred and fifty Canadian dollars. They called this a modest stipend. On Moscow's black market, it was thirteen months' worth of wages, handed over on a Tuesday like it was nothing. Ilya watched his teammates move through the mall with the concentrated hunger of men who had been told their whole lives that wanting things was ideologically suspect. Maks gripped a pair of Levi's and a digital watch like they were artifacts of a better civilization. Even Larionov, controlled, deliberate Larionov, stood in front of a perfume display, tilting a bottle toward the fluorescent light and reading the label with his lips moving.
Ilya stood in the center of the atrium, his hands shoved deep into the pockets of his tan trench coat. A profound, freezing paralysis locked his joints. He looked at the stores, shelves groaning under the burden of things no one actually needed, and was overcome with another wave of nauseous panic. How could you ever decide what to wear, what to eat, when you were surrounded by such abundance? He didn't want anything.
"Roza, look!" Maks whispered, holding up a bright yellow pair of sneakers.
"I do not want those, Pasha," Ilya said, bored.
He walked to a small kiosk near the exit. He didn't look at the electronics or the clothing. He perused a display of candy. With a steady hand, he placed a single dollar on the counter and pointed to a Snickers bar.
He didn't buy jeans for Alexei. He didn't buy perfume for Svetlana. He didn't buy trinkets to remember his time here. To buy those things would be to admit he was going back to give them. He needed to save the money. He would need it. By purchasing nothing but a single, fleeting bit of sugar, Ilya was finalizing the plan. He didn't need anything to take home if he was never going back. He sat on a bench and ate the bar. Slowly, savoring every bite. It was like nothing he had ever had before. It was cloyingly sweet, the caramel sticking to his teeth. It tasted like the mall: overwhelming, unnecessary, and addictive. He dropped the wrapper in the trash. One of Belakovsky's men clocked it from across the fountain.
Someone on the planning committee had scheduled a joint press conference at the Big Four Building that afternoon. It was a calculated display of "sportsmanship," pairing the captains of the top-seeded teams. It was the first time Ilya had been officially authorized to sit within arm's reach of Shane Hollander.
He wore the team-issue cream wool sweater with the red stripe. It made him look approachable. It made him look like a lie. He sat at the long table, the bright television lights turning the dust motes in the air into glittering sparks.
Then Shane sat down.
He was in a red-and-white Canadian track jacket, and he smelled of soap, something citrusy and clean that didn't exist in any Soviet context Ilya had ever inhabited. It was sharp enough that Ilya registered it before he'd fully processed that Shane had arrived. Shane shifted to reach for his water glass, and his elbow grazed the sleeve of Ilya's sweater. Ilya kept his eyes on the reporter's table.
The freckles were worse up close. There was a whole atlas of them, scattered from the bridge of Shane's nose to his temples, disappearing into his hairline. Ilya had memorized them at twenty miles per hour on the ice. At this distance, they were almost overwhelming.
"Captain Rozanov," a reporter from the Toronto Star asked through the translator, "how does the Soviet team feel about the Canadian home-ice advantage?"
The translator, a man with a voice like dry paper, droned the Russian version into Ilya's ear. Ilya waited the appropriate beat.
"The ice is the same temperature in every country," Ilya said. "A Soviet soldier does not play against the crowd. He plays against the puck."
Beside him, Shane went still, not the stillness of offense, but the stillness of a man processing sound he can't quite decode. He turned his head and studied Ilya's profile.
"Captain Hollander?" the reporter prompted.
"I think Rozanov is being polite," Shane said. His voice had that ease, the Canadian broadcast cadence, bright, measured, built for cameras. But underneath it something was pulled taut. "But this is our house. By the time we play each other, the Soviets are going to realize that the 'Machine' doesn't have a home advantage here."
Ilya didn't need the translator for that. He heard Soviets and Machine and felt both land like two fingers finding the same bruise.
Under the table, out of the camera's frame and well clear of Belakovsky's sight line in the front row, Shane's foot tapped the side of Ilya's. Once. Twice. Three times. It was slow and intentional, like he had all the time in the world and knew exactly what he was doing.
Ilya did not move. His pulse drove hard into his throat. He turned to Shane, just for a second, just long enough, and his own mask slipped. He saw it register in Shane's face, the slight widening of his eyes, the fractional catch of his breath. Then Shane's hand moved under the table and pressed something into Ilya's palm.
In front of everyone? Ilya was drenched in sweat under the cream wool sweater. A thin scrap of paper.
Later, walking away, he unfurled it, the note sitting in his palm like a detonator. Laundry, 02:00.
The bus ride back to the Village was a blur of neon and tan wool. Dr. Belakovsky sat in the seat behind Ilya.
"You were very disciplined today, Lieutenant," Belakovsky said, his voice a silk-wrapped threat. "Though you looked flushed."
"The lights were hot, Doctor," Ilya replied, staring at the tinted glass.
Back in the room, Maks was already horizontal, sneakers aligned. "Shane Hollander is very loud," he observed. "Talks like he's already won. Does he know we're going to destroy them?"
Ilya didn't answer. He went to his gear bag and pressed his fingers along the seam of the shoulder pads, feeling the Walkman's hard edge. He thought of three taps under a table and citrus soap. Not much longer. After that, he was going to find out what it was like to live in a house where the air smelled like oranges, and the silence was peaceful instead of a threat.
That night, Ilya sat up in the dark, his heart beating like a drum. Beside him, the synthetic rustle of the bedding sounded like a landslide.
"Ilyushka?" Maks's voice was thick with sleep from the neighboring cot. "Where are you going?"
"Can't sleep," Ilya whispered, getting out of bed.
Maks chuckled, a low, weary sound. "A girl who caught your eye at the gate?"
"Something like that," Ilya agreed.
"Go. I'll cover. Tell them you have a stomach ache."
"Thank you, Pasha," Ilya murmured, the guilt settling in his chest like a stone dropped in still water.
Ilya moved through the hallway in socked feet, past the physical therapists' room where the light was still on under the door, and two voices murmured about something in low, satisfied tones. The laundry room was hot and loud, industrial machines churning in the dark, the air thick with chemical soap. A man in a Montreal Metros jacket was waiting behind a bank of dryers. No time for pleasantries. Ilya started in shock. He had expected Hollander, but he was nowhere to be found.
"We need to know if you're willing to defect. One million a year," the man whispered in Russian, sliding a single sheet of paper across a folding table. "Three-year guarantee. A bonus of two hundred thousand, deposited the moment your signature is on the contract. You will be the highest-paid player on the roster."
Ilya stared at the numbers. The zeros seemed to stretch across the page like a line of soldiers. One million dollars. In Moscow, the official exchange rate was a fiction maintained by the State to keep the people in the dark. But Ilya knew the truth of the streets. He knew a single American dollar could buy a week's worth of food. This was an astronomical sum of wealth that defied the laws of his gravity.
He did the math in the humid, soap-scented dark. A Senior Lieutenant in the Red Army might earn four or five thousand rubles a year if he were lucky and favored. This contract, converted at the black market rate, was equivalent to over eight million rubles a year. It was a figure of such obscene opulence that it was a boulder on his chest. The two hundred thousand dollar signing bonus alone was more money than his entire lineage had earned since the Revolution. What it could buy. What it could protect. His father's medical care. Svetlana studying abroad in Paris. Two hundred American dollars folded into Sasha's hand in a dim apartment in Moscow. He handed the paper back before he finished thinking about it.
"The plan is set," the agent continued, his eyes scanning the door. "We have to know if you are coming."
"I'm coming," Ilya said. “P2.” He returned to his room in socked feet, and the persistent vibration in his head had become a countdown. In eighteen hours they would face the Americans. There was a plan. He would win. He would be victorious. He would go to P2.
The Americans were not willing to go down without a fight. Ilya knew that this was supposed to be some sort of corrective measure for the 1980 loss. When they stepped onto the ice, the roar was a living thing. The "USA! USA!" chant hammered, a thumping wall of sound that reverberated, overwhelming Ilya, feeling it in his jaw. He skated his warm-up laps, his edges biting into the hard, pristine Canadian ice. He didn't look at the crowd. He didn't look for the red EXIT signs today. He looked for Shane.
Shane was in the VIP section in a dark coat, his dark hair sharp against the arena lights, watching the ice with an attention that had nothing to do with the Americans. Ilya did one full lap before he let himself look again. Then he stopped looking and played hockey.
His first goal was a snapshot from the left circle that the goalie didn't move for. A clean, joyless execution. Ilya turned and skated back to center without breaking stride. He thought about what it would cost, just once, to raise his arms. To scream. Hollander driving the net in Vienna, scooping the puck in while falling, screaming at the rafters as if the sound were something he was owed. He was a Senior Lieutenant. He was a hero. He was the Ice King. He needed to keep it up a little longer. How would it feel to scream in victory? Every time he circled the American net, he saw those dark eyes in the stands. He thought of the freckles and of the word teammate.
During the first intermission, the locker room was silent except for Tikhonov's low, rhythmic pacing. "They are weak," the coach whispered, his face a bruised purple in the harsh light. "They are individuals. You are the Machine. Do not let them breathe."
Ilya sat on the bench, his head down. The Walkman pressed against his collarbone through the foam. He realized that the Machine wasn't just the system or the team. It was the skin he was wearing, and it was getting tighter with every breath of Calgary air. He caught Belakovsky's eyes. The doctor was smiling, a thin, blade-fine expression.
"Excellent focus today, Rozanov," Belakovsky said, low and even. "It is as if you have nowhere else to be."
"I am where I belong," Ilya replied, the lie sitting flat in his throat.
It should have been finished by the middle of the second. Six to two, the Americans falling desperately behind. Tikohonov's face was purple with shouting. The bench looked bored. They had won it. They wanted to rest.
Then the third period happened. Ilya stood at the boards and watched a rookie defenseman move the puck with finesse that outpaced all the Soviets, and the scoreboard went from six-three to six-four to six-five before there was anything that could have been done about it. Suddenly, nobody on the bench was bored. With two minutes left, Ilya slid the puck into the five-hole and ended it, seven to five.
In the tunnel after, shuddering with the twitching adrenaline crash in his muscles that comes after sixty minutes of controlled aggression, Ilya passed the VIP gate and caught movement in his peripheral vision. Shane at the rail. He didn't wave or call out to Ilya. He was leaning there with his forearms on the barrier, watching Ilya's face with a concentration that felt like pressure.
Ilya turned the corner into the dressing room.
"Teammate," he said, to the concrete wall. Nobody heard it.
They had two more games after that before the medal rounds. West Germany on the nineteenth, a handy six-to-three win, but the Germans made them work every last second of the clock. Czechoslovakia on the twenty-first, six to one. Ilya heard a rumor that the Czech team had practiced at high altitude in the Tatras to prepare for Calgary, but it didn't seem to do them any good.
The air in the Saddledome was different for the medal rounds. It was electric, pressurized by the collective breath of a nation that treated hockey as a religion and the Soviets as the ultimate heresy. It was time. USSR vs. Canada. The building was full for the first time since they had arrived, twenty thousand people packed inside, louder than any game he had ever played. The Go Canada Go chant was a rhythmic pressure that Ilya felt deep in his stomach. Tikhonov sat on a trunk in the locker room and said nothing. His jaw moved. His eyes were the color of old blood. Ilya pulled the CCCP jersey over his head, and the Walkman shifted inside the shoulder pad's foam, landing over his heart.
When they took the ice, the noise hit like something physical, a wave that pushed against his chest. He skated his circles and found Shane Hollander in thirty seconds flat.
Hollander looked like he was vibrating on a different frequency. His face was pale and tight, the freckles more pronounced for it, his dark eyes moving with an anxious, scanning energy that Ilya recognized. The look of a man tracking too many things at once. They crossed paths at center ice, and Shane slowed to match his stride for a short moment. The minders were a wall of gray in the stands, but for this heartbeat, there was only the shriek of steel on ice.
"The mall," Shane said, low and fast. "I heard you bought a candy bar."
Ilya's pupils dilated. How did he know? The Metros had people everywhere. "It was sweet," Ilya replied. His English came out toneless and slightly wrong, like it always did under pressure.
"Will I see you?" Shane asked, his dark eyes locking onto Ilya's with a raw, terrifying honesty. "In Montreal?"
Ilya's grip tightened around his stick until the tape compressed. He was wearing a red jersey in a Canadian arena with his country's initials on his chest, and Shane Hollander was asking to meet him in another city like it was the most normal thing in the world, and it was, it was the most normal thing in the world, and Ilya had no idea what to do with that.
"Hollander," Ilya rasped, his grip tightening on his stick until his knuckles turned white.
"Yeah?"
"Lose."
Shane's mouth twisted into that gorgeous, effortless grin, the one that cost him nothing. "Not tonight, Rozanov. Tonight, we play."
The whistle went. The world contracted to ice and effort and a countdown of the days.
The game was an algorithm executed nearly perfectly. The Soviets were clinical and relentless and entirely joyless about it. Ilya moved like water finding the lowest point, inevitable, without apparent effort. Nothing went in for the first period. His first goal came halfway through the second. It was a backhand that the goalie only heard. He skated back to the bench and sat down and said nothing and felt his ribs working hard around the lump forming inside his chest.
Third period, Ilya drove the net and Shane stepped up. A full-body collision, two hundred pounds of Canadian obstruction arriving with the particular conviction of having something to protect. The glass shuddered behind them. For a second they were pressed together, chest to chest, helmets close enough that Ilya could see the sweat on Shane's upper lip, the vein moving in his throat, the particular shade of brown in his eyes that photographs had never once captured correctly.
"Soon," Ilya said. "Montreal."
Shane's gloved hand closed around the front of Ilya's red jersey, holding him in place. One second over the line in full view of everyone.
"Yes," Shane said. His voice was low and raw. 
The final score was 5-0. A dismantling. The crowd went silent in that particular Canadian way, not hostile, just gutted, a whole arena processing grief.
Shane was at the bench with his head down, dark hair plastered to his forehead, chest still moving too fast. He looked human, no longer a superstar. He looked like a boy who had wanted something and not gotten it and was deciding how to move beyond that.
At the handshake, Shane reached Ilya and took his hand in both of his and held it. No good game. No acknowledgment of the scoreboard.
"See you soon," he said.
"Soon," Ilya said.
He turned and followed the gray coats into the tunnel and did not look back.
In the light in the Olympic Village room, Ilya sat on the edge of his cot, the shiny synthetic polyester of his red tracksuit rustling with every shallow breath. Across the small gap of linoleum, Maks was meticulously cleaning his white leather trainers. He was a mountain of a man with the face of a bruised cherub, but tonight, his eyes were sharp.
"You only bought the chocolate," Maks said, finally. Low. Careful. "At the mall. You didn't want anything else?"
Ilya's pulse lurched. "Nothing my family would like."
Maks set the sneaker down. He leaned forward, his big frame blocking the light from the hallway, and viewed Ilya with an expression Ilya had never seen on him before. Something harder. Something that had been watching for a while. "In the tunnel today with Hollander, you looked like you were saying goodbye to someone."
The hum in Ilya's brain crested.
"You know what they do to captains who lose focus," Maks said. "Not just the rank. The name. Factory team in the Urals. Is that it? You're giving up?"
Ilya looked at his hands, trying to control the tremor in his fingers.
"Tikhonov is a butcher, Pasha," he said. Quiet. Tired. "I am tired of being the machine. I am tired of the weight of it. I look at Hollander and I want what he has."
Maks exhaled, a long, heavy sound of relief. He sat back, the tension bleeding out of his frame. "You think if we don't get the gold, they will use that Montreal report to bury you."
"They're already measuring the hole."
"The candy," Maks said. Not a question.
"For the boy I was. The one who used to skate on ponds for fun." Ilya held his gaze. "I don't want to go back, Maksik."
Maks reached across and gripped his shoulder, fingers digging in, solid and warm. "We win the gold. Colonel is satisfied. Tikhonov stays in his cage. You're the best player in the world — they won't touch you."
"Yes," Ilya said. "We win the gold."
Maks went to bed. Ilya stared at the ceiling until his eyes adjusted to the dark. The lie had stuck. The wall was back. He reached under the cot and pressed his palm against the Field Manual as the image of freckles and a warm home in Montreal danced in his eyes. Two games left to be a hero. After that, the Machine would finally stop.
They took on Sweden on the twenty-sixth. They came out defensive, but so did Rozanov. Ilya's goal went in off the far post, and then another, and then a third. They ended the game seven to one.
It felt anticlimactic to Ilya. The calculation didn't lie. They still had one more game, against Finland in two days, but it wouldn't matter. Finland could not catch them. Whatever happened on the twenty-eighth, Ilya would be standing on the podium accepting his gold medal on behalf of the team. The room knew it, but nobody was saying a thing, because that was Tikhonov's job and they weren't done until he said so. Ilya sat in his stall with his gloves in his lap. He had won the last game he needed to win as a member of the proud Soviet Republic, and now he could only see a number stenciled on a door. P2. Two days. One game.
The Saddledome during the final game was a strange place to be. There was nothing left on the ice for the Soviet Union to prove. The medals were already in a case under the stands waiting for him. For everyone, this was a game of obligation. For Ilya, it was the final sixty minutes of his life as a Senior Lieutenant.
Inside the locker room, the air was thick with the smell of orange-scented wax and the metallic tang of sharpened steel. Ilya sat in his stall, pulling the red wool jersey over his head. The CCCP across his chest for perhaps the last time. Behind the foam of his breastplate, the Sony Walkman was a weight against his heart, a physical manifestation of the treason he was about to commit. He reached into the pocket of his trench coat, hanging on the hook above him, and pressed his fingers against the worn spine of the dictionary. He had pulled it from its hiding place this morning. He would need it later.
"Ilyushka," Maks whispered as they lined up to head to the ice. "Stay in the center. I will stay on your wing. We finish this together."
"Together," Ilya lied.
Finland played like a team with only one thing left to gain, which was a victory over the best team in the world. Their goaltender was young, probably twenty-one or twenty-two, and Ilya practically handed him the puck four separate times. Nothing stuck. His name was Myllys. Ilya would remember that years later, in another country, when a reporter would ask him what this night had been like.
Nothing went in for twenty minutes. Finland scored in the second. In the third, Ilya put one past Myllys from the top of the circle with a slapshot that rang out. Then Finland scored again with under six minutes to go, and that was it. There was no coming back. The horn went. They had lost their last game, two to one. It hadn't mattered, but Ilya still knew that they would pay for the distinction.
He had won Olympic Gold. He was the best player in the world. He had still lost, and would certainly be punished for it, if he had planned on sticking around long enough to find out. His hands were shaking inside his gloves and he was already somewhere else.
As the teams lined up for the handshakes, Ilya moved through the motions like a ghost. When he reached the end of the line, he didn't look back at the Finns. He looked at the Canadian section again, instinctively. Shane Hollander was still there, his dark eyes wide and unblinking. He stood there, his dark hair a messy halo under the arena lights, watching Ilya.
The medal ceremony was an exercise in calculated optics. Ilya stood on the highest tier of the podium. He wore a bright red polyester puffer parka, the high collar zipped up against his chin. He had tucked all the money he had in the world into the waistband of his track pants. On the left breast, the circular Soviet State Emblem, the hammer and sickle globe, glinted under the arena lights, surrounded by the Cyrillic text for the Olympic Committee. On his head was a white knit beanie, the red-and-blue striped band and the small pompom on top making him look jarringly young, almost innocent. It was a costume of athletic accessibility, a soft shell for the hardest man on the ice.
When the weighty, gold-plated disc was placed around his neck, it pulled him down, feeling heavier than it had any right to be. The Finnish captain on the step below him was incandescent. They had lost the tournament, but won the night. It was the country's first Olympic hockey medal. That was enough for them. They hadn't needed to win. The stakes were not as high.
The State Anthem began to play. Ilya stood at attention in his dark red athletic trousers, his white sneakers planted firmly on the podium. The red flag climbed. Around him, his teammates sang. Maks sand the loudest, his face streaked wet with tears. Ilya couldn't tell if it was from the flag, or the moment, or the fact it was all over. Ilya didn't sing. He checked the Canadian section, the habit ingrained now. Shane was still at the rail. Still watching. He was a hero. He was counting minutes.
The walk back to the dressing rooms was triumphant, but the glass wall of security was at its most impenetrable. Dr. Belakovsky was at Ilya's elbow, his silence a localized cold front. Ilya hesitated, patting his bag.
"Bus is staged, Lieutenant. Ten minutes. Plane's fueled." Belakovsky snapped. "What is the issue?"
"I left my gloves in the equipment room," Ilya said. His voice didn't waver. "Thirty seconds."
Belakovsky's gaze moved across Ilya's face, slow and methodical. Ilya had been a machine for twenty-one years. He knew how to hold a mask. Belakovsky nodded. "Thirty seconds. I'll be at the bus door. Pasternak — go with him."
Fuck. The moment the door on the equipment room hissed shut, Ilya grabbed Maks by the arm, dragging him into the corner behind a stack of towels.
"Ilyushka, what—"
Ilya didn't let him finish. The rest of his cash came out of his waistband. Ilya pressed it into Maks's hand.
"Three minutes, Pasha. That's all I need."
Maks stared in disbelief at the bills, then at Ilya. The air between them went tight. "The mall," Maks said. His voice had dropped to almost nothing. "The candy bar. It wasn't about the boy on the pond."
"Tell Belakovsky I'm vomiting. Tell him anything. Don't let him through that door."
Maks stared at him. The money sat in his open palm like a verdict. A fortune. A car. A life. A future for people in Moscow who needed one.
"They'll erase you," Maks said. His voice cracked down the middle. "Name off the records. Tell us you never existed."
"I already don't exist, Pasha." And that was the truest thing Ilya had said in months. "Please."
Maks's fingers closed around the bills. He didn't look at it. He tucked it deep into his glove and looked at Ilya one final time. Ilya knew he would carry that face with him for a long time, the look that said everything that couldn't be said in a room with thin walls and a thirty-second window.
"I hope you are sure," Maks said, The emotion came out of his voice, leaving only a plain military bluntness. "I hear anything, I start a fight with Belakovsky. Tell him you fainted."
"Goodbye, Maksimka."
"Go," Maks said. "You idiot. Go." Ilya ran, his boots echoing on the rubber matting. 
P2 was a metal door with a faded stencil and a bar handle cold enough to sting through Ilya's palm. He pushed through into the loading dock, damp concrete, diesel exhaust, the thin high-altitude air cutting straight through his tan coat, and stopped.
A gray sedan idled under a flickering industrial light. He walked toward it. He had expected, somewhere in the irrational back of his mind, to see dark eyes through the tinted glass. To see Hollander.
The driver's door opened. The man who got out was older, anonymous, navy parka, knit cap pulled low, the unremarkability of someone professionally invisible. He held the rear door open and said nothing and scanned the loading dock with the attention of having done this before and expecting to do it again.
Ilya had never been so alone in his life. He thought of the Walkman. Maks on the other side of that door, probably starting a fight with Belakovsky right now, choosing him with a fistful of dollars and a look that had cost him something. He had to trust this man.
He got in. The back seat smelled of cheap tobacco and pine, and the door thudded shut behind him, and the man got back in front and put the car in gear, and the Saddledome's lights shrank in the rear window as they pulled away from the concrete mouth of the loading dock and into the Calgary night.
Ilya reached up and gripped the gold medal. The relief of the embossed crest pressed into his palm. The English words came up slow, like something he'd been holding underwater finally breaking the surface.
"Can you take me to the Canadian embassy?"
The man nodded once and pressed the accelerator. The city opened up ahead of them, amber and glass, a grid of light thrown across the dark, and Ilya exhaled for perhaps the first time in twenty-one years and watched it come.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Some little bits you might like:
The Canadian delegation's uniforms were famously truly terrible. White cowboy hats and red fringed jackets. Shane would have been a cute little tomato cowboy.

Ilya's story here is inspired in part by Alexander Mogilny, who defected to the Buffalo Sabres in 1989. He had a very similar escape to Ilya here. Ducked into a car on the loading dock at the World Championships in Stockholm, then directly on a plane to the US. His story is pretty wild, in case you want some foreshadowing of what could possibly come in future chapters, or you can let yourself be surprised.

The information on the exchange rate and the proposed salary are somewhat exaggerated. A million dollars a year wouldn’t make him the highest-paid player, but most of the Russian Five made less than $400k in their first year playing. A million just sounded cooler, and wasn’t outlandishly impossible if they were serious.

Lots of use of nicknames here. Ilya would have likely been Roza to his teammates in the USSR.

At the end Ilya refers to going to an "embassy" since those are the words on the tape. I chose those in the event the Canadians wanted him to defect early, he would have a better range of vocabulary terms. There are no Canadian embassies in Canada. It also reads better than "Take me to the nearest federal immigration office."

Since I got a deeply bad-faith comment about it: yes, I am aware that NHL players were not permitted to play in the Olympics in 1988. I needed Shane there, so he’s there. It was a deliberate decision, because this is fiction and I can make mostly inconsequential changes like that for the sake of the story. If you're looking for actual, 100% fact-based work, might I suggest non-fiction?

Hope you liked this one!


  


      

  












      Chapter 8: Processing
  


    Chapter Summary

    Ilya begins the asylum process, only to find that the land of joy and light is not what he was expecting.



    Chapter Notes

      
        See the end of the chapter for notes
      






  Processing (verb)

	
To perform a series of mechanical or bureaucratic operations in order to change the status of a person or object.



	
To subject raw material to a series of operations in order to change or preserve it.



	
To acquire and interpret information; to take in data and arrive at understanding. 




Example: "Each time Ilya asked a question, it traveled through the interpreter and arrived at the supervisor and came back as a variation of the same answer: when the process is complete." — February 1988
The gray sedan descended into a parking garage beneath a nondescript office building on the edge of the city. The transition from the biting, thin air of the Saddledome to the stagnant, fluorescent-lit warmth of the bunker was like being plunged into lukewarm water.
Ilya sat in the back seat, his fingers white-knuckled around the gold medal in his pocket. He was still wearing the long, tan wool coat over his podium gear. Beneath it, the red parka was a suffocating second skin. The dictionary was a hard rectangular weight in his coat pocket. No bag. No spare clothes.
The Walkman was gone. He’d had to leave the shoulder pads behind, the silver device still stitched into the foam. They would find it immediately. He knew they would find it. And when they did, they would tear through every piece of his equipment looking for more. He thought of Maks, who was probably standing at the bus door right now, explaining to Belakovsky that Ilya had fainted, that he would be out in a moment, that there was nothing wrong. Maks's face. What happened to Maks when the moment never came.
The rear door opened. Two men in dark suits stood in the fluorescent wash of the garage. They didn't have Belakovsky's predatory stillness, but they possessed a similar efficiency. 
"Mr. Rozanov," one of them said. His Russian was perfect, accented with the soft, rounded vowels of a man who had studied the language at a university, not a military academy. "Welcome to Canada. Please step out of the vehicle."
Ilya stepped onto the concrete. His white sneakers made a soft scuff that echoed in the silence. They led him to a room with no windows. The fluorescent lights buzzed overhead at a frequency Ilya recognized from the administrative wings in Moscow. The sound of a machine waiting to be fed. He stood in the center of the room and understood, with a sinking precision, that the machinery here was different only in its paperwork.
"We need to verify everything on your person, Mr. Rozanov."
"Where are we?" Ilya asked, in Russian. "This is not the embassy."
The interpreter translated. The supervisor, a trim man in a gray suit who had the particular stillness of someone accustomed to waiting out other people's discomfort, looked up from his clipboard. "A secure processing facility. The embassy is the next step."
"When?"
"That depends." The supervisor's tone was not unkind. It was simply sealed. He nodded at the table between them. "Your belongings, please."
They asked him to remove the tan wool coat first. He handed it over with a sharp, involuntary sense of nakedness. The coat wasn't his, technically. He would have had to return it after the Games, but it had been his for three weeks and the loss of it was surprisingly hurtful. The official reached into the pockets, finding the battered dictionary and laying it on the metal table. 
"What is this?"
Ilya's throat was dry. "I was learning English."
The supervisor picked it up. He opened it to a random page. He looked at the cramped annotations in the margins. Phonetic Russian, underlined English words, months of secret vocabulary accumulated one word at a time. His face was completely expressionless as he set it aside. 
"We will need to examine this."
"It is a dictionary," Ilya said. 
"I understand. You will get it back." 
Ilya looked at the interpreter. The interpreter looked at the table. The supervisor nodded at the red puffer parka, and the process continued. The parka. The white knit beanie. The white sneakers. Each item placed on the table in a row, catalogged, tagged, set aside. Each time Ilya asked a question, it traveled through the interpreter and arrived at the supervisor and returned as a variation of the same answer. When the process is complete.
"My teammates," Ilya said, as they tagged the sneakers. "The Soviet team. Do they know where I am?"
"No."
"Do they know I am safe?" He paused before saying the word safe. The interpreter paused for a moment before translating. The supervisor listened.
"They know you have not been located," he replied. "That is all."
"One of them," Ilya said. "Pasternak. He was with me when I left. He covered for me. Will they–" He stopped. Ilya didn't know how to finish the sentence. Will they punish him? Erase him? Put him in a room like this one and ask him questions until he gives up the information. Ilya finally said: "Will he be all right?" 
The interpreter translated. The supervisor looked at Ilya for a long moment, the first time he had looked at him instead of a clipboard. He said carefully, "We have no information about individuals on the Soviet team at this time."
"That is not an answer."
"No," the supervisor agreed. "It is not." He nodded to the official beside him. "Now please remove your trousers."
Ilya stood in his underwear under the buzzing lights. There was a high-frequency vibration in his bones that reached a deafening pitch. He was no longer a Senior Lieutenant or a gold medalist. He was just a body. A man in a white lab coat entered. He didn't look like Dr. Belakovsky. He didn't look for ideological vibrations. He looked for scars.
"Medical clearance," the interpreter explained. "Standard procedure for the asylum claim."
The doctor was distantly professional, documenting all of Ilya's history. He noted the jagged ridge on Ilya's left shoulder from a high speed collision in Prague four years ago. He noted the surgical line on his abdomen from an appendectomy Ilya had at seventeen. A constellation of smaller marks that mapped the violent history of playing hockey at a professional level. The doctor noted each one without comment. He drew blood, three vials that looked impossibly red against the white sleeve of his coat, and then he was gone. 
Ilya stood in the center of the windowless room and thought, I did this. I chose this. The thought was not comforting. 
They brought civilian clothes in a plastic bag with a swirling yellow logo that Ilya didn't recognize. Jeans, real ones with copper rivets and a leather patch. The kind that would cost a month's wages on the Arbat. A flannel shirt in red and black. A plain white t-shirt to wear underneath. He dressed with fingers that didn't fully cooperate, the denim stiff and unyielding against his skin, the flannel two sizes too large. In his Soviet uniform, every inch had been tailored to project the power of the State. Now he looked like he had borrowed someone else's clothes. He looked like a nobody. That, he supposed, was the point. 
He reached into the pocket of the red parka before they took it away and transferred the gold medal to the pocket of the jeans, feeling it settle against the rough denim of his thigh. Then they took that too.
"It needs to be logged," the interpreter said. "You will get it back."
Ilya watched them seal it into a plastic evidence bag. The embossed edge caught the fluorescent light for a half-second and then it was gone, swallowed by the same clinical efficiency that had taken the coat, the dictionary, the clothes off his back.
"When?" Ilya asked.
The interpreter opened his mouth.
"It depends," Ilya said flatly. "Yes."
The interpreter looked at him. For a moment, something passed across his face that wasn't professionalism. Then it was gone. "Yes," he said. "It depends."
The fingerprints came next. A glass plate, a bottle of black ink. A suited man took Ilya's wrist with a grip that was firm and not violent and rolled each finger across the glass, then onto a white card. Ilya watched the whorls of his own skin become data points on a Canadian government form. Left hand. Right hand. The ink was cold.
Then the camera. A white wall marked with height increments in inches and centimeters. Look at the lens. Do not smile. Flash. Front view. Flash. Profile. The jagged line of his nose, broken three times in the service of the Union, stark against the white background. The supervisor entered again, this time with the air of closing a file. He nodded to the interpreter, who cleared his throat.
"Representatives from your team have contacted the local police. They are claiming you were abducted. They say you are having a nervous collapse and are mentally unwell, and that agents of the West are holding you against your will. They are demanding your return."
Ilya's ink-stained fingers curled against his thighs. He thought of Belakovsky's blank, methodical face, and the physical therapists who had never treated a physical injury. And then, underneath that, quieter and more honest, Maks. What are they doing to Maks right now?
"I am not kidnapped," he said, in Russian. Then, in English that came out slightly wrong, "I stay. Montreal Metros."
The supervisor's expression didn't shift.
"What happens now?" Ilya asked.
"The claim for asylum is filed with the federal government in Ottawa. A review period follows."
"How long?"
"Several days. Possibly weeks."
"Where will I be during that time?"
"At a secure location."
"Where?"
"Better if you don't know."
Ilya looked at him steadily. "Can I speak to someone from the Montreal Metros?"
The supervisor consulted the clipboard. "Not at this time."
"Can I speak to anyone?"
A pause. "Not at this time."
"Can I see a newspaper?"
"Not — "
"At this time," Ilya said. "Yes. I know." He looked at the interpreter. The interpreter was looking at the middle distance with the focused attention of someone choosing not to have an expression. Ilya was familiar with that look. He wore it himself frequently.
"I know you have questions," the supervisor said, through the interpreter. "I'm sorry I can't answer them." He checked his watch. "It's time to move. The Soviets have people looking and they're pressuring local authorities to conduct searches. We need to be out of the city before dawn."
"And my dictionary?"
"It will follow you to the next location."
"And you will not tell me where the next location is?"
The supervisor looked at him. Something in his face that wasn't quite a smile. "It's secure," he said. "And it has a bed."
They drove out of Calgary before dawn in a dark blue SUV with tinted windows and a reinforced frame. Ilya climbed into the back with nothing in his pockets. The emptiness of them was its own kind of information. It made him feel profoundly unprepared. 
"Gordie," the driver said, catching Ilya's eye in the rearview mirror. He pointed to himself. Then to his partner. "Benny."
"Ilya," Ilya said.
Benny didn't turn around. Gordie nodded once and faced the road. He was a broad man with a face like weathered oak and a thick mustache that gave him the look of someone who had spent decades being underestimated. Benny, in the passenger seat, was wiry and quiet, as though he had learned to take up very little space.
They conversed in low, fast English that Ilya couldn't follow. Ilya pressed his forehead against the cold window and watched Calgary recede. The amber grit of it, the same grid he had watched materialize out of the dark from the Aeroflot window, what felt like a hundred years ago. 
He thought about Maks, trying to explain that Ilya wasn't coming. The moment Belakovsky would push past him. The face that Maks would make when everyone realized it was too late, and there was nothing more to be done. What would Maks say? Sasha, who had known since Vienna that something was coming and had never brought it up even once. Was he spending the American dollars now? What about his father, who sometimes didn't know where he was, watching the television with no understanding of what the men on the screen were saying about his son? This was, in its way, the only mercy that existed.
Ilya's stomach gave a loud, involuntary growl. Gordie reached into a paper bag in between the front seats and tossed something into the back without looking. Ilya caught it by reflex. A granola bar.  Oats and nuts held together by a sweetness so aggressive it made his teeth ache. Everything in this country was so fucking sweet. He chewed it slowly and watched the green and white road signs blur past in the dark. Words that meant nothing.
The Rockies emerged gradually from the black. Vast, shadowed shapes rising against a sky that was beginning to bleed gray at the edges. Not mountains that belonged to anything. They rose out of the Alberta dark. 
The safe house was a low wooden structure in a valley so deep the sun wouldn't reach the porch until noon. Gordie led Ilya inside, his boots thumping on the hardwood. Benny gestured towards one of the rooms upstairs. "You, go sleep." He mimed sleeping. 
Running on pure adrenaline that was quickly fading, Ilya walked up the stairs, his legs heavy in the stiff denim. The room was small, containing a bed with a thick wool blanket that smelled of cedar and disuse, a window overlooking a frozen creek, and a dusty lamp on a bedside table.
He sat on the edge of the mattress and waited. He waited for a phone to ring, for a door to open, for someone to explain that the freedom he had bought with his life didn't feel like a room with a lock on the outside. But there was nothing. Only the low, rhythmic murmur of Gordie and Benny's conversation from the room below. It was a steady reminder of how completely alone he was. It was not the monitored, surveilled loneliness of the Soviet barracks, where at least being watched was its own form of company. This was something emptier. He was in a room in a country that did not know what to do with him yet, guarded by men who had been paid to keep him alive and had not been paid to keep him informed.
He relaxed on the bed and took stock.
He had defected. He had won Olympic gold. He had gotten into a gray sedan in a loading dock and been stripped and fingerprinted and photographed and driven through the dark in a car that smelled of pine air freshener, and his medal was in a plastic evidence bag in a room he could not re-enter and his dictionary was being examined by strangers and Maks was probably at the airport right now, and Svetlana either had the letter or she didn't, and Sasha was watching the news, and his father was sitting by a window understanding nothing.
And somewhere in Montreal, in a house Ilya had never seen, a man with dark eyes and freckles across his nose did not yet know where Ilya was, and could not do anything about it even if he did. It was supposed to be a comfort. It was not.
He had organized his entire life around a voice on a tape and three taps of a foot under a table. He had burned everything—his rank, his name, his country, his family's safety—for a man he had never spoken to in a shared language, in a country whose language he barely spoke, in a cabin whose address he didn't know, guarded by two men whose last names he hadn't been given.
I have made a catastrophic mistake.
He did not say it aloud. He lay with it, the way he had learned to lie with things in the barracks, still, controlled, giving nothing to the ceiling above him. The not-knowing was the worst of it. Not the stripping of his clothes, or the fingerprints, or the lights. The not-knowing. He did not know if Maks had been taken to a room like this one. He did not know if Belakovsky had sent someone to Svetlana's apartment. He did not know if someone had sat across from his father and said his son's name in a tone that would mean nothing to a man who sometimes couldn't remember the year. He had been trained his whole life to function without information. He had not been trained for this. The specific silence of a country that didn't know what to do with him, that had taken everything and locked its own doors and left him alone with the full weight of his choices. Ilya pulled his knees to his chest, hugging them tightly, willing the minutes to tick by.
The sky outside went from gray to pale to the thin, flat white of a Canadian morning that had no interest in being dramatic about it. Ilya didn't sleep again. He stood up, his joints popping. He walked down the stairs, his steps muffled by the beige carpet.
Gordie was in front of the television with a Western on — vast dusty landscapes, men with faces like dried leather. Benny was in the kitchen, the rhythmic clack-hiss of a soda can opening punctuating the film. Ilya stood behind the sofa and watched without understanding a word of the dialogue. It was a barrage of vowels and slang, but he understood the silhouette of the man on the screen. He was a wanderer, a man between worlds, always looking at a horizon that never got any closer. For a moment, Ilya just watched him, this man between worlds, this man the film kept cutting away from before he arrived anywhere, and felt the grief of recognition. He wanted to see the news. He wanted to know if Svetlana had found the letter. He wanted to know if his father still remembered his name.
Ilya gestured at the TV, trying to communicate without the words. "Novosti," he pleaded. News. "Gazeta," he said. Newspaper, miming folding a paper. 
Gordie looked at him. Something moved across his rough, lined face, but it was quickly replaced by the blank, professional mask. "No."
Ilya slumped into a chair. This was infuriating. He was stuck here with nothing to do, in a language he had just barely begun to understand the bones of. "Telefon?" he asked, although he didn't know who he would call. He felt like a casualty of a war that hadn't even started yet. Every time he tried to reach out for the world, Gordie or Benny gently, firmly, pushed his hand away. They were his protectors, and yet they were the ones keeping him in the dark.
They watched the movie in silence, the air growing cold. When it ended, Gordie reloaded the VCR with another one. Late in the evening, a third man joined them. He set a small, brown paper bag in front of Ilya with a kind smile. 
Ilya reached into the bag before the man had finished setting it down. The dictionary was warm from being carried inside the man's coat. It smelled of old paper and the specific damp of the Moscow barracks and something faintly chemical from the photocopying process, but underneath all of it, unmistakably, it smelled of the room where he had learned to want things in secret. He held it in both hands for a moment without opening it. He was aware the three men were watching him hold a battered paperback dictionary with the focused attention of a man handling something irreplaceable, and he didn't care.
He turned to the back pages. The cramped Russian phonetics in the margins. The small careful English words building alongside them. He found the page where he had written SOON in block letters, pressed hard enough to leave an indent in the page beneath.
In tidy blue ink, in someone else's hand: SAFE.
Ilya sat with this for a long time. The fire was burning down to embers. He took the dictionary upstairs, trying to find words to describe his feelings.
Izolyatsiya. Isolation. The physical separation, lack of social connections, or involuntary detachment from others, often resulting in feelings of loneliness. 
He read it twice. The gap between the words and what he was actually feeling was not a gap that any dictionary could bridge. Being alone was not the same as being the only person who knew what you had done, and whether it was the right choice. The dictionary had hundreds of words and none of them were the ones he actually needed. It could tell him what isolation meant. It could not tell him if anyone he loved was safe.
Nadeyat'sya. Hope. A feeling of expectation or desire for a particular outcome. He thought about how long he had carried that feeling without a name for it, and whether naming it changed what it weighed. 
He took the pen from the inside back cover, where he'd kept it hidden for all these months. He opened to the last blank page. Not SOON, not SAFE. Something truer than either, because it was where he actually was.
Waiting. Ozhidayushchiy.
He capped the pen and looked at the word for a long time. His thoughts continued to circle. Sasha watching the news. Maks tucking a hundred dollars into his glove. A voice on a tape saying I am lost with no idea what it was actually saying, and whether that was the truest thing anyone had ever said to him. He was still looking at the word when the bedroom door hit the stopper like a gunshot.
Ilya was off the bed immediately, his heart slamming against his ribs in the percussive rhythm of a soldier expecting a raid. Gordie was there, his heavy wool coat already on, his face granite under the harsh hall light. "Move it. Boots on. Now."
Ilya didn't need the translation. He saw the way Benny was already in the living room, a silhouette against the window, his hand resting on a holster at his hip. The static in Ilya's brain surged into a roar. They found me.
"Book," Ilya rasped in English, lunging for the bedside table. His fingers closed around the tattered spine and he clutched it to his chest. 
"Yeah, grab your book," Gordie muttered, a hand on Ilya's shoulder already propelling him toward the stairs. "Go. Davai." Ilya registered the Russian with a jolt, a fraction of a second of surprise before he was hauled through the door and into the winter chill. Did Gordie speak Russian? Or had he done this before, enough times that certain words had worn grooves in his mind?
The silver Ford was bland and fast, invisible by design. Ilya was in the back before he'd registered crossing the porch, his head forced down by Benny's heavy hand until they cleared the residential street and hit the open highway. 
"Stay low," Benny snapped. Ilya lay across the cold vinyl with the dictionary pressed against his chest and listened to the two men talk, urgent English and French-Canadian slang at a velocity he couldn't begin to parse. The road signs blurred past in the dark. The Rockies fell away behind them. The sky ahead was still black but beginning, at the very edges, to consider something else.
He caught fragments. Edmonton. Soviets. Safe house. Prairie grid. He caught the word Montreal and held onto it like a handhold on a very steep slope. The car took a corner fast enough that the tires shrieked. Ilya braced against the door, the dictionary hard against his sternum. He understood what he had done. 
In Moscow, they put you in the Lubyanka in the middle of the night. They drove you in cars you couldn't leave to rooms with no windows. They gave you men who watched the door and answered your questions with other questions. They took the things you valued and logged them and told you they would give them back. They made decisions about where you would be and did not tell you what they were. 
In Canada, they put you in a cabin in the middle of nowhere in the middle of the night. They drove you in cars you couldn't leave to rooms where you could do nothing. They gave you men who watched the door and couldn't speak to you at all. They took the things you valued and logged them and told you they would give them back. They made decisions about where you would be and did not tell you what they were. 
In Canada, they call these things protection. The distinction, and there was a distinction, was in the direction of the door. In Moscow, the doors locked from the outside. Here, someday, somewhere ahead, the door would eventually lock from the inside. He held onto that. He pressed the dictionary harder against his chest and held onto the idea of a door that locked from the inside, a house in Montreal, large and warm and full of light the way he imagined all Canadian houses were. The car accelerated into the dark. Ilya closed his eyes.
I hope Maks is okay.
I hope Shane Hollander knows I am coming.
He chose those two thoughts deliberately, the way you choose what to carry when you can only carry so much. The highway unspooled ahead of them, and the night deepened, and the edges of the sky considered something that wasn't yet light but was no longer entirely dark.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    All Russian translations were confirmed with several translation apps, but I am sorry if they are not accurate.

Some other notes:

I deliberately set this in 1988 so that Ilya would be the first hockey player to defect. This has never happened yet, so the Soviet delegation is notably upset. Alexander Mogilny, who defected in 1989, had several similar parts to his story. He was 20 when he defected. There was a car waiting, a prearranged route, movement through channels that kept him hidden while the Soviet delegation publicly insisted he had been abducted or was mentally unwell and having a crisis. The Soviets filed a formal complaint with Swedish authorities to have him returned "for health reasons."

Mogilny later said he didn't sleep for the first three days after he defected. He said the period immediately after his defection was worse than anything that had happened before it. Terror, isolation due to lack of language, surrounded by strangers he didn't know he could trust, with no way to contact his family.

The Lubyanka building was the KGB headquarters. It had a prison in the basement, and prisoners were often brought in during the night. The processing that Ilya undergoes in this chapter contains many of the same elements that would have happened if the KGB had arrested him, such as cataloging personal items, medical examination, photography, and fingerprinting, but would end with his being sent to a cell. There is also a dark joke that it's the tallest building in Moscow because you can see Siberia from the basement.

Ilya's processing draws on Viktor Korchnoi, a chess player who defected in 1976, as well as on several Soviet artists who defected in the 1970s and 1980s, who described similar experiences.

Thoughts? Let me know in comments!


  


      

  












      Chapter 9: Threshold
  


    Chapter Summary

    After a tense few days, Rozanov has gone missing and no one will give Shane a straight answer.



    Chapter Notes

      Some discussion of the concept of suicide in this chapter.

In honor of the outage making my Sunday MUCH more productive than anticipated, here’s this a few days early. I could have held onto it, but I have no impulse control.


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  Threshold (noun)

	
The place or point marking the beginning of something.



	
The minimum level required before a reaction occurs



	
A boundary that, once crossed, changes the nature of what exists on the other side.




Example: "He just hadn't known yet what it was the end of, or how small a piece of paper it had taken to help get there." — February 1988
His parents were waiting at the hotel entrance when the Team Canada van pulled up, which was David's doing. Yuna would never have suggested it, would have considered it unprofessional. But David had flown in separately from Montreal the day before and stood in the lobby for forty minutes before anyone told him which entrance the team would use, and then moved to the right one without complaint.
Shane saw him first through the window. Dark coat, gray at the temples, holding a Tim Hortons cup with two hands like it might escape. He was grinning before the van had fully stopped. 
"There he is," his father said, like he always said it, like Shane's appearance was confirmation of something he'd been quietly worried about. He caught Shane in a hug that lasted a full three seconds. Shane let himself be held. "You look pale. Are you eating?"
"I'm eating, Dad."
"He's pale because it's winter," Yuna said, coming through the door behind David. She kissed Shane once on the cheek, precise and brief, her lipstick leaving no mark. She was in a charcoal blazer and had her planner under one arm. "How was the flight?"
"Fine."
"Good. We need to talk about the press conference tomorrow." She steered him by the elbow toward the elevator. "There are photographers from the CBC and the Globe and Mail already requesting access. The committee wants the captains seated together, which means you'll be adjacent to Rozanov for at least forty-five minutes. I need you to be careful about what you say."
"I know how to talk to reporters, Mom."
"You know how to charm reporters. There's a difference." She handed him a folder. "Talking points. We want respectful competitor, not friendly. The optics of being too warm with a Soviet player right now are complicated."
David appeared at Shane's other shoulder and pressed the Tim Hortons cup into his free hand. "Hot chocolate," he said. "It's cold out. Don't listen to your mother, just be yourself."
Yuna exchanged a look with her husband. "That is exactly the wrong advice."
"It has worked for twenty years."
Shane drank the hot chocolate in the elevator and said nothing. Both of them were right, which was the problem. Being himself had never been an uncomplicated proposition.
The Soviets beat the Americans 7-5, and Shane watched most of it from the VIP section with his hands in his coat pockets and his pulse behaving badly.
Rozanov scored twice. The first goal was a snap shot from the left circle that the American goalie didn't move for. No celebration, no raised arms, no look at the crowd. He just turned and skated to center with that unnatural stillness he carried, like he was conserving something. The second goal came off a wrist shot at the top of the circle late in the second, and by then Shane had stopped telling himself he was just scouting. He was watching Rozanov the way he watched game tape at two in the morning. Looking for the seams in the performance. Trying to understand what was underneath it.
Nothing about Rozanov's face changed between the moment the puck left his stick and the moment the buzzer went. He didn't scan the crowd. He didn't smile at his teammates. After the handshake with the Soviet bench following the second goal, he skated back past center ice and his gaze dragged along the boards, and for about a second and a half it stopped at the VIP section. 
At Shane.
Shane didn't move. They were twenty meters apart and Rozanov was already past him, already taking his position at center, and it was possible Shane had imagined the whole thing. 
He had not imagined the whole thing.
During intermission, a man in a dark Metros jacket materialized in the seat beside him. Shane recognized him. Beaulieu, the same one who had run his recording sessions in Montreal. They both kept their eyes fixed on the ice.
"Don't react," Beaulieu said calmly. He had the tone of a man reading a grocery list. "There's a laundry facility two floors down from the Soviet rooms in the Olympic Village. Tomorrow night, 2am. We need you to tell Rozanov to be there."
The Zamboni was running large sweeping circles on the ice. "How? Why me?"
"You'll have a chance at the press conference. You'll be closer than anyone else. Small note, right into his pocket." Beaulieu stood, buttoning his jacket. "Don't tell your mother."
Shane sat with his hands in his coat pockets and watched Rozanov finish dismantling the American team, and recalled the recording sessions. All those careful phrases he had read into a microphone. I am lost, I am afraid, I need help. Something slotted into place in his mind. 
After the final buzzer, he made his way down to the rail near the tunnel entrance. He didn't entirely know why. He told himself it was about tomorrow, the press conference, getting a read on the energy. He stood at the barrier with his forearms on the rail and watched the Soviet players file off the ice. Rozanov came last. Even in victory, unhurried, like leaving the ice was something he was doing on his own terms.
Rozanov didn't look at Shane coming through the tunnel. He was focused on the middle distance. It was how soldiers at attention look at things, not seeing, but aware. Then, as he came parallel to the rail, he did look. Just for a moment. Shane didn't have words for what he saw in Rozanov's face then, or maybe he just didn't want to. The man looked tired in a way that had nothing to do with a hockey game.
Shane raised one hand off the barrier. Not a wave. A small acknowledgment. Rozanov turned the corner and disappeared.
Shane stood at the rail for another moment and then went upstairs. He spent the elevator ride telling himself, with limited conviction, that this was a professional interest. He drafted the note in his head during dinner, threw it away, drafted it again at midnight, sitting on the bathroom floor with his back against the tub, and wrote the final version on a scrap of hotel notepad in the most careful block letters of his life. 
Laundry, 02:00.
He had been agonizing over it for an hour. And that was it. He immediately felt flushed with embarrassment. He folded the note in half twice, put it in his jacket pocket, and willed himself to sleep.
Shane got to the Big Four Building early, sat at the press conference table, and arranged his water glass twice. Yuna was in the second row with the folder open on her knee. His father had somehow gotten a seat near the back and gave Shane a thumbs-up that Shane chose not to acknowledge.
Then Rozanov sat down.
He was in a cream wool sweater with a red stripe, the kind of Soviet-issue team clothing that was clearly not chosen for anyone's comfort, and he settled into the chair with a kind of contained precision, both hands flat on the table, shoulders squared. He didn't look at Shane. He focused on the reporters, which was the correct and professional thing to do.
He smelled of something Shane couldn't name, something that wasn't quite cologne, more like clean wool and cold air and a particular kind of soap that didn't come from any Canadian drugstore. Shane registered it before he registered that Rozanov had arrived. He shifted for his water glass and his elbow grazed the sleeve of Rozanov's sweater.
A reporter from the Toronto Star went first, directing a question at Rozanov about home-ice advantage. Shane listened to the translator's drone and watched Rozanov's face, which told him nothing. Then Rozanov answered.
"The ice is the same temperature in every country. A Soviet soldier does not play against the crowd. He plays against the puck."
Shane couldn't help himself. Rozanov was looking at the reporters. His profile was sharp under the television lights, jaw set, the blankness that came from spending years ensuring his face was not a source of information. But there was something else there too, something running just underneath, the way a river looks calm until you're in it and can feel the strength of the current.  They had been close before, when Rozanov or Shane had slammed the other into the boards during a game, but this was the first time he was really seeing Rozanov. The hazel eyes that bounced back and forth when he was thinking. Large hands with long fingers that seemed unnaturally still. The curve of his mouth, held in serious neutrality today.
"Captain Hollander?"
Shane pulled his eyes forward. "I think Rozanov is being polite." He heard the tautness in his own voice and smoothed it out. "But this is our house. By the time we meet in the finals, the Soviets are going to realize that the Machine doesn't have a home-court advantage here."
Rozanov registered the word Machine. Couldn't have said how he knew. Nothing visible changed. But the air between them shifted.
A reporter from Pravda, filtered through a second translator, asked Rozanov about the Soviet team's preparation. Rozanov answered at length, something about collective training methods and superior conditioning. Shane watched the wall behind the reporters and let the question and answer cycle move through a few more rotations.
Then, keeping his eyes forward, he moved his foot under the table and tapped the side of Rozanov's shoe.
Once.
Twice.
Three times.
He didn't look. He kept his face in the expression of a man listening politely to a question about Olympic village accommodations. His pulse was in his ears. In his peripheral vision, Rozanov hadn't moved.
Then a reporter from Le Devoir directed a question at Shane. Something about the pressure of home-ice expectations, which he'd answered forty times in the past month.
"The pressure is real," Shane said, "but it's also what this team runs on. We've been built for this." He reached for his water glass, and his right hand went to Rozanov's side of the table instead, the note folded small between his first two fingers. He set it against Rozanov's wrist, so briefly that the cameras would have caught nothing, and brought the water glass to his mouth again. He did not look at Rozanov.
A reporter near the rear of the room raised her hand. "Captain Hollander, there's been a lot of discussion about the Metros having Rozanov's draft rights. Do you ever think about what it might look like if he played for Montreal?"
The room went a particular kind of quiet. Shane heard his mother's pen stop moving.
"I think every coach in the NHL would like a player of Rozanov's caliber," Shane said. He kept his voice pleasant. He did not look at the man beside him. "If that were ever to happen, it would be something. But right now we're focused on the tournament."
"Captain Rozanov," the reporter continued, "does the question of playing in the NHL come up in your mind?"
The translator murmured. Rozanov let the question sit for a beat, giving nothing away in the pause.
"I play for the Soviet Union," Rozanov said. "This is my team. This is my home. I go where they need me." Shane pressed his thumbnail against the edge of his water glass.
He goes where they need him. The phrasing, in English, was too clean, too careful, the specific English of someone who had rehearsed it. Shane had heard Rozanov's English in Hamilton, rough and halting and real. This was something else. Obviously Rozanov would be more poetic and clear in Russian, but Shane felt the sudden urge to be able to have a conversation with him. A private conversation. Impossible.
After the translator finished, there was a pause, and then Rozanov turned his head, just slightly, just enough, and locked eyes with Shane. He held Shane's gaze for exactly as long as he could justify, which was not long. Then he returned his eyes to the reporters.
Shane exhaled. The rest of the press conference passed in a sequence of questions he answered correctly and could not have recalled ten minutes later. Yuna's posture in the second row remained perfectly vertical throughout. His father, at the back, had fallen asleep.
Outside in the corridor, Shane's mother intercepted him before he got to the door.
"Good." She closed the folder. "You were professional. The quote about his caliber was generous, which reads well, but don't go further than that. These are complicated times to be expressing admiration for Soviet players."
"I said he was a good hockey player."
"You said every coach would want him." She gave Shane the look she used when she thought he was being obtuse on purpose. "That's not the same thing. The optics are what they are. We have to be careful."
"I've been careful my whole career."
"Yes." She said it without inflection, which was somehow worse than if she'd pushed back. "I know."
David appeared from the direction of the coat check, fumbling with his scarf. "That was great, buddy. You looked really comfortable up there. I liked the thing you said about the home ice." He got the scarf arranged and looked up. "The Russian fellow. Rozanov. He kept looking at you."
Shane felt his chest flutter. "He was looking at the reporters."
"Maybe some of the time." David shrugged with the cheerful certainty of a man who had spent thirty years noticing things his wife had decided weren't worth thinking about. "You want to get lunch? There's a place on 8th Avenue that does a good steak."
"I should get back to the team hotel."
"I'll walk you." David fell into step beside him. At the door, he put a hand briefly on the nape of Shane's neck, the way he'd done since Shane was small. Just the weight of it. No words. Shane let himself be steadied.
Canada got knocked out of the semifinals. It was a fourth place finish. Shane absorbed this with the professional composure his mother had spent twenty years building in him. They stayed in Calgary. The team was expected to be visible, as good hosts. They needed to attend the remaining events. Shane sat in the stands with his teammates and watched the gold medal game.
Rozanov was a fantastic player to watch. The Soviets beat Finland with systematic efficiency, the kind that comes from never confusing enjoyment with purpose. Rozanov scored in the second period, a wrist shot that went in off the post. Shane sat with his hands between his knees and watched Rozanov stand on the podium in his red parka and his white beanie, the gold medal pulling heavily at his neck. The Soviet anthem filling the Saddledome. His teammates sang. Rozanov stood at attention, face to the flag, unreadable from this distance. Shane leaned forward slightly, as if another six inches would tell him something. It of course did not.
The following afternoon, Shane was preparing to leave the Olympic Village, empty handed, when his assistant coach came to see him. 
"Something's going on," the coach said. "The Soviets. There's news coming out. You should turn on the TV."
Shane walked down the hall to the lounge and switched on the television with the volume low, cycling through channels until he found the CBC broadcast. A few of his other teammates were right behind him. The anchor was speaking over a still photograph: Ilya Rozanov, in his CCCP warm-up jacket, the gold medal picture, the one where he appeared young and serious and like he was performing a role he'd been assigned at birth.
Soviet officials have issued a statement tonight regarding the status of Red Army player Ilya Rozanov, twenty-one, following what sources describe as an unscheduled absence from the Soviet Olympic delegation's accommodations. The official statement from the Soviet Sports Committee characterizes Rozanov as a danger to himself, citing what they term 'acute psychological distress' and urging Canadian authorities to ensure his safe return to Soviet custody.
Shane sunk into one of the stiff plastic chairs by the TV, hands coming up to his face.
Soviet Ambassador Nikolai Voronov confirmed this evening that Rozanov has been reported missing from the Olympic Village and is considered by Soviet medical officials to be in a state of acute suicidal crisis. Ambassador Voronov issued a statement calling for immediate assistance from Canadian officials to locate and return Rozanov to the care of his team.
The screen cut to a man in a dark suit at a podium, presumably the Ambassador, speaking in Russian, words rolling past in subtitles: Lieutenant Rozanov is a decorated hero of the Soviet Union who is experiencing a grave psychological emergency. He requires the immediate support of his team and his country. We ask that Canadian authorities treat this matter with the sensitivity it deserves.
Shane sat very still.
Suicidal crisis. He read the words twice. Danger to himself.
The phrases from the recording studio—I am lost, I am afraid, I need help—echoed in his ears. His own voice on the tape, careful and uninflected, reading from a cue card with no idea what the words were actually for. The note in his jacket pocket at the press conference, the weight of it, how small it had been.
I go where I am needed, Rozanov had said. Shane heard it differently now.
Rozanov's face in the tunnel after the American game. That tiredness with nothing to do with hockey. The dark circles that never seemed to fade. Three taps against the side of a shoe and a note pressed against a wrist and his eyes in the television lights, clear and steady, giving nothing away.
The Soviets were calling that a suicide risk.
Shane watched the television and tried to square the Rozanov he had been encountering for years, skating through a gold medal game with the focused calm of someone who had already decided something, with the picture the Soviet statement was painting. He could not make them match. He kept trying and they kept not matching, and the gap between the two versions sat heavy on him.
A hand touched his arm. It was his dad. David was watching him with the attention he saved for moments when he'd decided not to say the thing he was actually thinking. He just held Shane's arm and looked at him.
"I'm fine," Shane said.
David nodded, slowly, meaning he wasn't going to argue about it right now but reserved the right to return to it later. He let go. Yuna was there too. She had been watching the television, and her face had the careful blankness she wore when she was working through something she hadn't yet decided how to handle.
"Whatever the press asks you about this," she said, "You lead with professional. Respectful. No speculation."
"I know."
"The draft rights will come up. Every outlet is going to ask."
"I know, Mom."
She considered him for a moment longer than the conversation required. Shane understood that was all she was going to say, which was its own kind of answer about what she suspected and had decided not to examine.
Rozanov in the red parka. Twenty-one years old. The same age as Shane. Standing at attention while the flag went up, looking exactly like he would if he knew the end was coming. Shane had thought that at the time, watching from the stands. He understood now that he'd been right. He just hadn't known yet what it was the end of, or how small a piece of paper it had taken to help get there, or what he was supposed to do with that information now that he had it. Did it work? Whatever it was? Was Rozanov alive right now? Were the cyanide pills just the stuff of James Bond, or was that real? Was he settling in to his new life in Canada right now? Could he have done more to help?
He didn't have a single answer. He left the room to pack the rest of his things and go home, feeling deeply inadequate.
He was on the ice again four days after the closing ceremony. Shane pulled his jersey over his pads in the locker room. The familiar heft of the wool settled across his shoulders. Good, he thought. This was something he knew how to do. Practice was hard and fast and precisely what he needed, right up until it wasn't. He lost a puck battle in the corner that he should have won, and stood there for a half-second too long watching the other guy carry it away. 
Coach Theriault blew the whistle and gaped at him with shocked disappointment. 
"Hollander. Where are you?"
"Here. I'm good," Shane said. 
Theriault shook his head. "Try it again."
Hayden Pike materialized at his shoulder on the next line change, dropping onto the bench beside him.
"You doin' okay, Hollander?" he asked. Hayden had been rookies with Shane and was the only person he felt really close to during the past few years. He had been disappointed that Hayden hadn't been picked to come with him to the Olympics. It would have been nice to have a friend there.
"I'm fine."
"Sure," Hayden squirted water at the back of his helmet, watching the drill reset. "You're skating like you have a stick up your ass, but what do I know."
Shane stared at him. Hayden looked back with the expression he used when he was pretending to be less observant than he was. "I'm just saying. You've been back three days and I've seen more personality from the Zamboni." He stood up for his shift, snapping his helmet strap. "You want to get food after? The place on Ste-Catherine has that sandwich you like."
"Maybe," Shane said.
"Thrilling answer." Hayden hopped the boards and was gone, already calling for the puck before he'd finished his first stride.
Shane was fine after that. Technically fine. He ran the drills and took the passes. He put three shots on the net in the scrimmage and said all the right things in the right order in the locker room after. He saw Beaulieu on the way out, coming out of one of the front office corridors with a folder under his arm. He was walking slowly. It seemed like a safe time to approach him.
"I need to know what happened," Shane said. He kept his voice low. 
Beaulieu glanced at him. "You did your part."
"I know. I want to know if it worked."
"Shane," Beaulieu said it how adults said a child's name when they were about to explain something for the last time. "You passed a note at a press conference. That's the beginning and end of your involvement."
"They're saying he's trying to kill himself."
"I'm aware of what they're saying."
"Is he alive?"
Beaulieu stopped walking. He looked at Shane with an assessment that was neither unkind nor warm." Go home. Play hockey. You've got Minnesota on Thursday."
Shane grabbed his arm. "Please. Is he alive?"
Beaulieu turned down a side corridor and was gone. No answers. Still no answers. Maybe Rozanov decided he wasn't going to play hockey anymore and was pursuing a quiet life. No, impossible. He was too good. Too competitive. Driven. Like Shane. Shane stood in the hallway a moment, then walked to his car and sat inside without starting it for ten minutes. 
The Minnesota game was phenomenal, ending in a 4-1 win. Shane got two goals and an assist, and the crowd stood and cheered for him when his name went up on the scoreboard. In the locker room after, Hayden dropped into the stall beside him and started unlacing quickly.
"There he is," Hayden said. "Where was that guy on Tuesday?"
"I was fine on Tuesday."
"What changed? Pulled the stick out?"
Shane remembered Beaulieu in the corridor. "Nothing," he said. "Just needed to get back into it."
Hayden studied him for a moment. "Whatever you say," he said.
Shane tried Beaulieu again a few days later, catching him near the equipment room before morning skate. "Nothing to report, Hollander," Beaulieu said, without breaking stride. 
"That's an answer," Shane said. Beaulieu paused at that. Something flicked across his face that might have been an acknowledgement, or might have just been him regaining his patience. 
"Give it time." That was all.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Some other little bits from this one:

The Olympic Village was located at the University of Calgary, in case that wasn't known. I love the idea of Ilya sleeping in what would become dorm rooms. Maybe I’ll write a college AU next…

There was an open agreement between the CBC and the USSR that certain kinds of footage, including athletes visibly distressed, social interactions between Soviet and Western players, and anything else they saw as inappropriate, wasn't broadcast on TV. So, the coverage of a missing athlete would have needed to be carefully orchestrated by both sides.

The locker rooms at the Forum were notoriously shitty, and the whole building had a very distinctive smell.

The Montreal Canadiens had the draft rights to several Soviet players in the late 80s. The NHL had a complicated relationship with the Soviet hockey players. There was a lot of back-channeling, money changing hands in sketchy ways, and specific plans for what to do during a defection. They would have been prepared for years for the possibility of the first defector, which is how they would know exactly what to do with Ilya. The Canadiens also nearly certainly had a front office-based fixer like (the fictional) Beaulieu, who would know exactly how to move a defecting player into the country and onto the team.


  


      

  












      Chapter 10: Ratification
  


    Chapter Summary

    A series of safe houses. That's all Ilya has now. But maybe, soon, he can be on the ice again.



    Chapter Notes

      I am taking a short break from updated my fics. I have been on a pretty good 2-3 updates a week plan right now, but I'm heading to the wilderness for a week and unlikely to be able to get much done on this during that time. Sorry to keep you waiting! I won't say that it's impossible for me to do a drop earlier than that, but I'd say two weeks is a safe estimate.

Also SO SORRY to leave this where it is and bounce for a couple weeks.


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  Ratification (noun)

	
The action of signing or giving formal consent to a treaty, contract, or agreement.



	
The act of making something officially valid.



	
The moment at which a decision already made in the body becomes true on paper.




Example: "He could spend the morning learning what it said, or he could sign it and his life could begin." - March, 1988
They had been driving forever. Hours. The sun was rising. Ilya was filthy. He had been wearing the same clothes since the processing had been completed, and the adrenaline-soaked sweat was making him feel decrepit. He needed a shower. He needed to feel like himself. How long would that be? Days? Weeks? The processing officials didn't seem to be able to tell him. Gordie and Benny certainly weren't going to.
Ilya realized how little of Calgary he actually knew. He had lived here for weeks, but had only seen the inside of an arena, or the inside of his room, or the mall where the colors had made his eyes water. He didn't know where they were. Was this still the city, or were they far away? He knew Canada was big. Not as big as the Union, of course, but big enough. The clothes on his back and his dictionary were the only things he owned right now. Everything else was in plastic bags somewhere in Calgary. Not that any of those things would really help him, but a little piece of home might dull the roaring static.
Gordie and Benny sat in the front seats. Benny had eventually released his firm grip on Ilya's head, allowing him to sit up. They talked to each other in low murmurs. It was casual, low, English that excluded Ilya entirely. He recognized the word hockey. To them it was just Tuesday morning. To Ilya, it was a disorienting blur. He pressed his fingers against the stiff denim of the jeans and held onto that feeling.
Eventually, the car turned onto a service road, bouncing over frozen ruts in the dirt. They stopped at a chain-link gate where a small twin-engine plane was idling on the tarmac. Its propellers were kicking up whorls of dry snow in the pre-dawn light. Gordie got out and opened Ilya's door. No handshake, no parting words. Just a hand gesturing at the aircraft. 
Ilya walked across the tarmac. The early March wind was biting straight through his flannel shirt. Ilya stood in the noise of the engines and understood something for the first time. This had not been improvised. The car, the service road, the plane already running…someone had arranged all of this months ago, in rooms he was never in, in conversations he was never part of, in a language he was only beginning to understand. He had believed, in some vague sense, that the plan had been constructed around him. He understood now that he was just one more variable. It could have been any hockey player, but they chose him.
He climbed the short stairs into the cabin. Inside, there were eight seats but only one single window. Ilya wasn't the only passenger. There was a man in a suit with a manila folder, and the interpreter from the Calgary processing, whose name Ilya did not know and had not thought to ask. The interpreter's presence hit him with a relief so acute it was almost embarrassing. Someone he had seen before. One face that wasn't new.
The man gestured to the seat across from him. "Sit, Rozanov." Ilya sat. He kept his back straight. He didn't know this person. He didn't know who he could trust.
"How is your English?" he asked. 
"No English. Bad," Ilya replied. This was not entirely true, but it was true enough that Ilya saw no reason to correct it. The man opened the folder and began flipping through pages. He didn't look at Ilya for a long time. He had the disposition of someone who processed unusual cargo and had long since stopped finding it interesting. He viewed Ilya like a customs official looks at a shipping manifest, checking for discrepancies, not curious about the contents.
"What is your name?" Ilya asked the interpreter, in Russian. "Who is this guy?" he gestured at the other man. They exchanged a few words. 
"My name is Vadim," he answered finally. "This is Mr. Beaulieu. He will help you adjust to your new life in Canada." The plane began to taxi, the vibration of the engines driving into Ilya's bones. He watched the runway lights recede through the oval window. The plane rose over the prairies and the ground turned into a vast, white graph-paper grid. Eventually, the flatness eroded to the dark rock and frozen lakes of the Canadian Shield. It was a landscape that had no interest in him. It may as well have been the moon. Maybe Canada was like the Soviet Union. Totally devoid of civilization for vast stretches. 
"I run hockey operations for the Metros," Beaulieu said, once they had reached a comfortable altitude. "You are very expensive, Rozanov. A significant headache for my office."
Vadim translated, his voice calm. Ilya recognized Metros and, oddly, headache. He pulled out the dictionary, found the word, and held the page up. Beaulieu gave a short, dry laugh. "And you said you didn't know English. Yes. A headache. The Soviets are saying you have been kidnapped, or that you are crazy. They say you want to kill yourself. Do you want to kill yourself?"
Vadim translated the news reports. Ilya heard the word kidnapped. He heard the word Soviets. He shook his head, pointing to himself and then to the window. He wanted to say that he had chosen this, that he had walked into the laundry room of his own free will. "No," he said in English. "I play for Montreal Metros."
"Good man," Beaulieu considered him for a moment, as if checking the manifest against the actual contents, then appeared satisfied. He reached into his coat and set a light plastic bag on the table between them. A Snickers bar.
"They told me you liked these."
Ilya picked up the candy. He remembered the mall, the smell of sugar, the overwhelming brightness of things being sold. He remembered buying the bar because it was the only thing that looked the same as it did in the magazines he had seen.
"Shane Hollander," Ilya said. He had meant it as a question and it had not come out as one.
Beaulieu's expression shifted. Something sharpened behind the professional neutrality. "Hollander is in Montreal. He's playing hockey. He is being a very good captain and telling everyone he knows nothing about you." He paused. "Which is nearly true."
Vadim rendered the words in Russian. Ilya sat with it. His mind was still filled with thoughts of Hollander. Three taps against his shoe. The citrus smell of soap at the press conference table. He wondered if Shane was still wearing the white cowboy hat. He wondered if Shane was afraid. If he was afraid for him. He didn't love that the only thing Shane knew about him was what he saw on the news, and that it probably seemed like he was trying to kill himself. 
"Do you have a cigarette?" Ilya asked. It had been days since his last one. 
The interpreter produced a pack before Beaulieu could respond. Beaulieu gave him a look of mild corporate disapproval. Ilya lit one and inhaled and felt the first edge of clarity since the laundry room.
"The team would prefer you quit," Beaulieu said.
"Yes," Ilya said, enjoying every breath.
"Better?" Beaulieu asked. 
Ilya shook his head. "No," he said in flat English. Then in Russian, "It is all very confusing."
"You have questions," Beaulieu said. Not a question.
Ilya nodded. "Will you answer them?" He recalled the processing and the stony-faced man who gave him nothing. Vadim smirked at him.
"Maybe," Beaulieu replied.
"Are we going to Montreal?"
"No." Ilya gave him a look. "Okay, Ottawa. Another city."
"Why not Montreal?"
"More processing," Beaulieu replied. "The government needs to see you. Make sure you aren't a spy. Make sure you aren't going to jump off a bridge the moment I let you out of my sight." Vadim's eyes flickered toward Ilya when he said the part about the bridge. A quick, involuntary thing.
"And my family? My team?"
"We do not have any information, and it is not safe to try to contact them. It may not be safe for some time. I am sorry."
"When do we go to Montreal?"
"Soon." Nothing further.
The smoke from Ilya's cigarette swirled in the cabin, catching the light coming in through the small window. Beaulieu was making notes on the pages held within the manila folder. The flight lasted three long hours. For most of it, the only sound was the low drone of the engines and the rustle of Beaulieu's paperwork. Ilya used the time to look up some words. Anything to build out his vocabulary. He knew the studying was desperate and futile, but he truly had nothing better to do. He found the word for family. He found the word for apartment. He did not find the word for what happened when you walked into a laundry room and handed your life over to a man who compared you to a pile of dollar bills.
The plane began its descent into Ottawa. The sky was a pale, winter gray now. The city appeared below them as a series of stone buildings and frozen rivers. It looked older and more bureaucratic than Calgary, like a place where things were decided slowly and the paperwork was never quite finished.
The building they drove to in Ottawa was low and brick, filled with tiny, windowless offices. The far-too-bright lights buzzed with a high-frequency irritability that made the back of Ilya's skull throb. He was starving. He was exhausted. He couldn't let his guard down for a moment. He was led to a room with linoleum floors and three uncomfortable-looking plastic chairs around a folding table. Beaulieu stood in the corner. Vadim sat next to Ilya. A new man in a poorly fitting suit sat across the table from them. He did not introduce himself, but he opened a fresh file and laid it on the table. Inside were Ilya's photos from his first processing, and a lot of official-looking forms. 
There were so many questions. Three hours of questions. Full name. Rank. Service history. Every person still in the Union who might be questioned about him and what they knew. Vadim translated everything carefully, his voice never changing register. Ilya answered in a monotonous, cooperative tone. He had been questioned by the State before and understood that the most important thing was not to be interesting. Dried sweat was making his neck itchy. He needed that shower. He wanted to sleep in a bed that smelled like home.
Partway through, the official leaned forward with the energy of someone about to offer something.
"Listen," the official said through Vadim. "You were in the Red Army. You traveled. You saw things. If you have information about military structure, protocols, chain of command, your application moves to the front of the line. You help us, and we can help you."
Ilya stared at the man. A hollow laugh built in his chest. He had been a Lieutenant because he played hockey. The rank was a title on a piece of paper, a way for the State to own him more completely. He knew the diameter of a puck. He knew the resistance of ice at minus four versus minus six degrees, or the curve of a hockey stick. He knew how to take a hit into the boards and keep the puck. He knew how to skate until his lungs ached like they were studded with broken glass. He did not know the locations of missile installations. He did not know the names of men in the Kremlin. He had been, his entire adult life, carefully kept away from anything a Western intelligence agency would find useful, because useful men were not sent to play hockey in Canada.
"I am a hockey player," Ilya said in Russian. "I do not have secrets."
Beaulieu stepped forward from the corner where he had been standing. "He is twenty-one years old. He has spent his entire life on ice. He doesn't have your intelligence. He has a contract with the Montreal Metros. My organization is funding his security and his housing. Every day he sits in this room is a day our investment produces nothing."
The official did not appear moved. "It's a matter of national security. We can't release a Soviet officer without full assessment."
Ilya stopped listening. His hands fidgeted on the table. He was well and truly gone now. What were they thinking about him in Moscow? His father, calling for a woman who had been dead for nine years. Sasha in his apartment with the cold radiator and narrow cot. Svetlana's voice saying be here with me and the shame of not being able to stay.
He asked about his family once, in the middle of the second hour of questioning. Had they been contacted? Does anyone know if they are safe? 
"That can be arranged in due course," the official said. Ilya wasn't sure if he believed him.
After several hours, he was allowed to go. There was a long list of conditions. He had to stay where the Metros staff told him. He could not leave his accommodations without an escort at any time. Ilya nodded. Trading one prison for another.
He was in Ottawa for twelve days. The first safe house was a basement in a suburb where all the houses were the same and the street was so quiet at night that the silence had a physical texture. He had a television he could control for the first time since arriving in Canada. He watched it for hours without fully understanding any of it. Rapid English, advertisements, the laugh tracks on shows that were not funny. He saw his own face on the news. He saw the word kidnapped. He saw the footage of the Soviet coaches looking angry. A man in a Montreal Metros shirt said no comment over and over to reporters who kept asking anyway.
The second safe house was a high-rise apartment on the fourteenth floor. The windows did not open. He counted twenty-nine steps from the kitchen to the bedroom and walked them until his legs ached, then walked them again. He ate the eggs and bread the handlers brought. He drank the tea. His muscles softened and the edges of his mind thrummed.
The boredom was a specific and physical problem. He had been moving his entire life, on the ice, in the barracks, between cities, between countries, between the versions of himself that different rooms required. Stillness had never been an option. When the anxiety got bad in Moscow, there were remedies. A bottle of vodka from someone's gear bag. A cigarette, or six. The press of Sasha's body in the apartment on Petrovka Street, the radiator that barely worked, the narrow cot that was somehow never too narrow for them both. There were always remedies.
Here there were no remedies. The handlers had made that clear. They visited. Making sure he was fed, and bringing him clean clothes, shampoo, soap. But nothing to do. The Metros' position on smoking, Beaulieu had told him on the plane, was discouraging. There was no vodka. There was nobody, no way to find a warm body for some comfort, no possibility of leaving the building alone to go and find a solution to the climbing tension that had taken up residence in his chest and was getting louder by the day.
On the eighth day he could not stand it anymore. The handler who had stopped by to deliver his dinner was a quiet man named Paul who spoke no Russian and communicated entirely through pointing and nods. It was a system that had worked adequately for several days. Ilya stood in front of him, blocking him from leaving. 
"I need–" he started, but the words failed him. He opened the dictionary and found the word. "Outside." He pointed to the window, then to himself. Paul shook his head. Yes, they had established that.
Ilya flipped through the pages. He found bored, and read it to Paul. Then, anxious. Paul nodded sympathetically. He understood, but could not change the situation. Ilya sighed, setting the dictionary down. He stared at the ceiling for a moment, trying to compose the words that would get his point across.
"In Moscow," he started carefully. "When like this–" he gestured to himself, in the general region of his nagging tension, "--I find woman, or" he paused. "Vodka. Cigarette. Here, no. No vodka. No cigarette. No woman. Need outside. Need help. Crazy."
Paul appeared to be considering several responses and selecting the least complicated one. He picked up his radio.
He spoke for about two minutes. Ilya caught the words Beaulieu and rink and, improbably, crazy, which Paul said in English.
Beaulieu arrived the next morning with Vadim. 
"We are going for a drive," Beaulieu said, already moving toward the door. "Paul tells me you are losing your mind. I told them if they kept you in this room any longer they would create an actual psychological crisis, which would prove the Soviets right, which nobody wants."
Ilya put on his coat and did not say anything about how long it had taken. They drove twenty minutes to a community rink on the outskirts of the city. It was empty. The lights were at half power, the ice unscraped from the previous session. The smell of the building hit Ilya in the doorway. Cold air and damp rubber and the ammonia-and-wool smell of a place where hockey happened, and something in him unclenched.
Beaulieu led him to a cramped locker room. There was a cardboard box sitting on the bench. Ilya opened it to find a pair of skates. White and black, brand new, definitely not his. He sat and pulled them on. The leather was stiff and foreign, biting into his ankles. He pulled the laces until his fingers went white, and stood up on the unfamiliar height of the new blades. They felt wrong, like stilts.
He walked to the gate and stepped onto the ice. The sound of the blades was loud in the empty arena. He took a slow lap. The boots fought him, the leather not yet shaped to his foot. He took another lap and pushed harder. The cold air came at his face and his thighs started to burn and the blades began, reluctantly, to respond. There was no puck, no opponent, no Shane Hollander across the red line. But he was moving. He was cutting. The ice was the same temperature in every country and it was the only thing in this country that seemed familiar.
He skated for an hour. By the end the stiffness in the boots had started to yield to the heat of his feet.
Beaulieu watched from the front row with the assessing gaze of looking at an investment that had just demonstrated it still had value. The interpreter stood by the gate and, when Ilya came off, gave him a slight nod that was not professional courtesy. It was something else. Ilya accepted it.
Outside, the cold felt different. Manageable. He could do this.
Beaulieu came back three days later with Vadim and a different folder. Thinner. He sat with Ilya at the kitchen table with the air of someone who had finally won an argument he thought he was going to lose.
"Work permit," he said. "It's not what we hoped for, but it gets things moving. You are able to play hockey in Canada, and we can pay you for it. It isn't what we wanted, but it buys us some time."
"How long?" Ilya asked, looking at the folder.
"One year." Ilya nodded.
"And then?"
"Hopefully they grant your asylum claim and residency after that. If not, we apply again, and again, as long as necessary. The Metros will handle that. It's my problem, not yours. My office will handle any renewals. Your problem is to show up, practice, maybe play, and stay out of trouble."
"I can play? All games?"
Beaulieu's mouth did something of a brief grimace. "Just home games, for now." He had the tone of delivering bad news that he was not going to apologize for. "You have no travel documents. Without one, you cannot go into the United States, which is where about half of our games take place. I am working on it. We have options, but they take time." He paused. "It is already March. The season ends soon anyway. If the coaches see fit, you can play home games, and by next season, we will have something in place."
Ilya ran his hand over a chip in the table. He wanted to make himself seem valuable. Worth the investment. Worth letting him out of this apartment.
"Think of it as a gift. You have not played with this team. You don't know how they are. You wouldn't be able to play in American cities yet anyway." He looked at Ilya with the same assessment he had been using since the plane ride.
Ilya nodded. He was right. It was foolish to think he was going to walk out of the apartment and onto the ice. 
"Two days," Beaulieu continued. "Montreal. There's an apartment arranged. We keep a few for new players. You'll still need a handler for a few weeks, and you cannot go outside without an escort until we know you're safe there. Those are the conditions."
"I understand," Ilya replied in English. 
Beaulieu was mildly surprised. Then he closed the folder and stood. "Two days, Rozanov."
The morning they left, the interpreter shook Ilya's hand at the door of the high-rise. It was the first handshake anyone had offered him since the laundry room. 
"Good luck," Vadim said, in Russian. "I think we will see each other again."
The drive to the airfield was quiet. Ilya watched Ottawa pass and had no feeling about leaving it. It had been a waiting room. A place where decisions were made about him in other rooms and delivered to him afterward. He did not need to feel anything about a waiting room. 
The plane was the same size as the one from Calgary, or one exactly like it. Ilya took the window seat. He pressed his forehead to the cold glass as they climbed, and watched the city shrink, the frozen river catching the thin winter light, the stone buildings becoming small and then indistinct and then gone. Below him, Canada continued in every direction, enormous and largely indifferent. He had crossed most of it now at low altitude, watching it from above like studying a map of somewhere he had agreed to live without quite understanding the scale of it.
Montreal came up on the horizon as the light was going. The city was larger than he'd expected, spreading out along the river, lit against the coming dark. He had been imagining this day since Moscow, since the cassette tape and the silver microphone and Shane Hollander's careful voice saying I am lost into the silence of a recording studio. He had built it in his head from fragments. The Metros, the Forum, a city that smelled of maple syrup, which he knew even then was probably not accurate.
He peered down at the lights and thought, he is somewhere in there.
The plane descended. The city rose up around it. Ilya kept his face pressed to the glass until the runway came up under them and the wheels touched down and the engines changed their sound, and then he sat back and took one slow breath. He opened the dictionary. He turned to the margin where he had written anticipation in pencil on the flight from Calgary. His hand hovered over the word for a moment. Then he turned to a new page and wrote a new word, small and vertical.
Almost.
He put the dictionary back in his pocket and waited for the door to open.

His new Montreal apartment was on the sixth floor of a building in Westmount that had a doorman and a buzzer and two deadbolts inside of the door, which Ilya found both reassuring and depressing in equal measure. The handler who brought him up, a new one, a woman named Claire who spoke basic Russian with a terrible accent, showed him the locks, the windows that only opened two inches and no more, and a telephone that could call the doorman or the Montreal Metros and no one else.
She set two bags on the kitchen counter. Groceries. Bread, eggs, butter, a block of yellow cheese, a jar of instant coffee, apples, a tin of sardines that suggested someone had made an educated guess about his preferences. The second bag was clothes. He rifled through it while she put the food away. Two pairs of jeans, dark, the right size, which meant someone had noted the size of the clothes he'd been given in Calgary and passed the information along. Three plain shirts. A dark wool sweater. Socks. Underwear. A pair of track pants that were not Soviet-issue, which he held for a moment before folding them back into the bag. At the bottom, a toiletry kit. Shampoo, soap, a razor, toothpaste, each item generic and adequate, things chosen by someone who didn't know his preferences and had made reasonable assumptions. 
The apartment itself was precisely what he had been promised. Comfortable, sterile, maintained for exactly this purpose. A good couch. Art on the walls that had been chosen to offend nobody and communicate nothing. But it was his. His own apartment, for the first time in his life. It had a television and bookshelves that he could fill with whatever he wanted. The bedroom had a window that overlooked the street, and Ilya stood at it for a long time after Claire left, watching Montreal go about the ordinary business of a March evening below him.
People walking dogs. A woman with a bag of groceries. Two men in hockey jerseys going somewhere together, laughing about something. The breath of a city that had no idea he was standing above it in borrowed clothes with two deadbolts between himself and the rest of the world. He went to bed at nine. He lay on top of the covers and stared at the ceiling and listened to the building settle around him and thought about nothing in particular, which was the closest he had come to peace since Calgary.
He slept for eleven hours. It was the longest he had slept since the barracks.
Beaulieu came two days later with Vadim and a document that was forty-one pages long. Ilya knew it was forty-one pages because he counted them while Beaulieu set up at the kitchen table. It was something to do with his hands while his brain processed the fact that these forty-one pages were going to control his life for the foreseeable future. Vadim began to translate the first page, paragraph by paragraph. Ilya stopped him.
"Still the same price?" he asked.
Beaulieu nodded. Ilya didn't understand what a million dollars would look like. What it could buy. It was more money than anyone could fathom.
"Three years," Beaulieu continued. "Standard rookie structure. Performance bonus in years two and three. Metros have first right of refusal at the end of the term."
Ilya did not know these terms. What did it mean to have the first right of refusal? What was the bonus? More money? Bigger house? Prettier women? He did not ask Vadim to translate pages two through forty-one. He skimmed the document for a moment, at its density, the columns of figures, the clauses running into each other in minuscule, authoritative type, and understood that he could spend the morning learning what it said, or he could sign it and his life could begin.
He picked up the pen.
He signed where Beaulieu indicated. Six times, on six different pages, his signature was strange and childish against the formality of the document. The Cyrillic of his name that he had been writing since he was seven years old, sitting in a Montreal kitchen in clothes that weren't his, making it legal. Beaulieu gathered the pages. He looked at Ilya with the closest thing to warmth he had shown since the plane from Calgary, which was not very warm but was something.
"Welcome to the Metros," he said. Beaulieu stood, and then, apparently deciding something, extended his hand. Ilya shook it.
After Beaulieu left, Ilya sat at the kitchen table for a few minutes with the pen still in his hand. Outside the window the street was doing what it always did, indifferent and continuous. Long ago now, he had signed his name to a document that changed the shape of his life. The army enlistment, seventeen years old, his father's hand on his shoulder, the colonel watching from the corner with the expression of someone whose plan was proceeding correctly. No one had their hand on his shoulder this time. The colonel was not watching. The plan, such as it was, was his own. He put the pen down. 
Three days later, and it was time for practice at the Forum. Claire drove him. She did not make conversation, which Ilya appreciated. He watched Montreal through the car window with focused attention, trying to memorize a city he was not yet allowed to walk through on his own. The streets were wide and gray, the snow pushed into brown ridges along the gutters. The buildings were older than he expected, stone and brick, the French lettering on the signs giving everything a slightly sideways quality, like Canada seen through a different lens.
The Forum appeared at the end of a block and was larger than he remembered. It had been less than a year since he last skated here, but it was still unfamiliar. That day, the building had existed only as a surface to skate on. The crowd noise, the Canadian bench, the angle of the boards in the corners. He had not looked up. He had not looked at anything that wasn't the puck. Now, coming at it from the street, he saw it properly for the first time. The exterior was plain and slightly worn, like that of buildings that have been important for a very long time and no longer need to prove it. He had not understood from the ice that it would smell, even from the parking structure, of cold rubber and old ice and something faintly sweet he could not identify.
Claire walked him through a service entrance and down a corridor to the locker room, where Beaulieu was waiting with a compact French-Canadian named Theriault, who shook Ilya's hand and appraised him with a combination of hope and skepticism about being promised something, while reserving judgment.
"Welcome," Theriault said, in heavily accented English, with the air of having practiced the word.
The locker room was already half-occupied. Ilya registered it in the first three seconds. A room full of men who had been told he was coming and had formed opinions about him before he set foot in the door. He had been in enough locker rooms to read one on entry. The ones near the door didn't look up, which meant they had decided not to. A defenseman at the far end raised his chin in something that was almost a nod. A winger two stalls over looked at Ilya with the open curiosity of someone who had not yet decided what he thought, which was the most neutral reception available.
Beaulieu indicated a stall. Ilya sat. Someone had placed equipment, Metros equipment, his number already on the jersey, which meant someone had made decisions about his number, without consulting him, which was fine. He had never been consulted about his number, in a careful pile that suggested it had been arranged by a person who was trying to be welcoming and wasn't sure how. He dressed in silence in the dark practice jersey. Around him the room continued its pre-practice noise, English moving too fast to track, the masculine low-level aggression of men preparing to hit things.
He laced his skates. The leather was still stiff. They were the Ottawa skates, the only ones he had, and he pulled them tight and stood and adjusted to the height of the blades and thought, this is what you came for.
The ice stopped him in the doorway. Not literally. He kept walking. But the Forum ice was different from the community rink in Ottawa, different from the Saddledome, different from anything in the Soviet system. It was the ice of a building that had been making ice for six decades, maintained by staff who treated it as a professional obligation of the highest order, and it had a quality in the light, a hardness, a whiteness, that Ilya registered in his body before he registered it in his mind. He wanted to be on it. He had been off real ice for six weeks and his body had opinions about that.
The Metros were already running drills at the far end, a fast-cycling pattern that Ilya watched for thirty seconds to understand its logic. Soviet drills were different. More structured, longer sequences, the emphasis on the collective pattern rather than individual decision-making. These players were making individual decisions inside the structure, tiny improvisations, the Canadian instinct to find the opening even in a rehearsed sequence.
He stepped onto the ice.
He took one lap at moderate pace, feeling the surface, letting the skates find their grip. A few of the players tracked him as he went by. He kept his face neutral and his edges clean and tried hard to look like he hadn't spent twelve days walking twenty-nine steps back and forth in a high-rise apartment in Ottawa. At the far end, he began to turn back toward center.
And there was Shane Hollander.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Some more lil bits to tide you over!

Ice at the Forum: It was genuinely considered among the best in the NHL and was maintained with an almost ritualistic seriousness. The building used a specific brine-based refrigeration system installed during a 1949 renovation, and the ice-making staff had decades of institutional knowledge about the particular quirks of that building's temperature gradients. Visiting players consistently noted that the Forum ice was harder and faster than most other rinks. This was a quality that suited the Canadiens' skating style and was not accidental. The head ice-maker position was treated as a skilled trade of genuine prestige. Maybe another fic idea...I bet neurodivergent Shane would be a kickass head ice-maker.

Not having a country is a problem when you need a passport to enter into the US. Players like Ilya would be issued with a Nansen passport, which was what most people who were considered stateless could use to traverse some select borders.

Westmount was a deliberate choice. It's about halfway between the forum and the highway out of the city, to illustrate his foot-in, foot-out life at the moment. It's also wealthy, and predominantly English-speaking.

The "right of first refusal" clause Beaulieu mentions was standard in this era and meant the team could match any offer Ilya received from another team at the end of his contract.

I love tinned fish. Canned fish were a staple of the Soviet diet at this time. Many defectors wrote about feeling homesick and disoriented, and feeling specific comfort around finding sardines, and being upset that Canadian grocery stores often did not carry them at all. Someone doing their research on Ilya's likely preferences would have landed on sardines as a reasonable guess. Whether they got the right brand is another question.

Some immigration:
The Canadian immigration system in 1988 processed refugee and asylum claims through what was then called the Immigration Appeal Board, which was replaced by the Immigration and Refugee Board in 1989. Ilya would have been processed under the older system, which was notoriously backlogged and inconsistent. The intelligence-fishing that the official attempts in the interrogation scene was not unusual. CSIS, the Canadian Security Intelligence Service, had only been established in 1984 and was actively building its Soviet-affairs files throughout the late 1980s. A Red Army officer, even a junior one, would have been of genuine interest regardless of how little he actually knew.

Thanks for all the comments. I love you all.


  


      

  












      Chapter 11: Transition
  


    Chapter Summary

    For two weeks Shane watched the news and changed the channel and watched it again. He told himself he was worried about a scared refugee with no English and nowhere to go. He was not wrong. He was also not entirely right.



    Chapter Notes

      Thanks for your patience! I’ll be back to my regular (irregular) upload schedule. My beta is also ill, so you're getting this one totally cold. Sorry if there are any noticeable typos...I'll give it another look with fresh eyes another time.

EDIT: Caught a few kinda-serious timeline inconsistencies that aren't a big deal NOW, but are a big deal in Chapter 13/14...so a few tweaks made there, in case you read this chapter in the first ~24 hours it was out. There were also a couple of references to the cottage being in Muskoka, which was a personal choice I thought would be way more true to the Hollanders' character. Still, I changed my mind back to it being canon-based Lanaudiere, strictly due to the drive time and later logistics...so if you saw that, no, you didn't!

A warning, this chapter and the next are fairly hockey-heavy. And that's what we all watch the show/read the books for, right guys?? I am a casual hockey watcher, and the moves are mostly drawn from describing what I can see watching hockey film, but if you're a real-deal hockey player or coach, I'm sure you'll spot some errors.

Also a warning, I'm an update-as-you-go tagger. Please keep an eye on them if that's something you need to do for your own safe enjoyment. I'd personally describe this fic as "tense" or "stressful" rather than dark or violent though.


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  Transition (noun)
1. The process or a period of changing from one state or condition to another.
2. The interval between what has ended and what has not yet begun.
3. What they call it in the front office when the thing they mean is too complicated to say plainly.
Example: "Different angle. Next time." — Ilya Rozanov, March 1988
Two weeks passed like bad weather does, not dramatically but relentlessly. Shane went to practice. He came home. He ate food he didn't taste and watched the news until the anchor's face became abstract, a moving shape delivering information about a world that had nothing to do with him. He changed the channel whenever he saw the word Soviet along the bottom of the screen. Then he changed it back. Over. And over. And over.
He called Beaulieu four times. He was told, in four different tones of patience, that there was nothing to report. Nothing to report was its own kind of answer, and Shane was holding onto it tightly. Nothing to report meant Rozanov was alive and quite possibly well.
The image that kept coming back was from the CBC broadcast. The Soviet Ambassador at the podium. Acute suicidal crisis. Danger to himself. He'd been sitting in a plastic chair by the TV and read those words and his heart lurched sideways in his chest. A twenty-one-year-old with no English, no family, nothing but a hockey team and a government handler. He knew what he was going to be for Rozanov. He had it mapped out. He would make the room safe. He would stand between him and everything difficult. He'd been doing it his whole career for his team and he was very good at it. He told himself this until it felt true. He was aware, at the edges, that it didn't entirely feel true. He didn't look at that directly.
Hayden noticed something was off. He always did. "You're doing the thing," he said, setting a plate of eggs in front of Shane at the kitchen table. Standing Saturday morning arrangement, three years running, impossible to cancel. "Thousand miles away."
"I'm tired. Long tournament."
"It was a month ago," Hayden said.
"I lost."
"Fourth place. And you lost to Sweden. I've never seen you lose sleep over Sweden." He poured coffee into both mugs. "Is it the Rozanov thing?"
Shane looked up.
Hayden looked back with the expression he used when he was pretending to be less observant than he was. "I mean, it's all over the news. You were at the press conference with him. And now you're doing the thing." He shrugged. "Not hard math."
"I'm fine," Shane said.
Hayden held his attention for a moment longer than the conversation required. Then he picked up his fork. Hayden ate his eggs. He didn't push, which was both the most and least helpful thing he could have done.
The call came on a Wednesday, after morning skate. The boardroom on the third floor had a long table and a view of the practice rink below. Four men Shane didn't know were already seated. Beaulieu at the end. Two suits with the groomed blankness of people whose job was managing the image of large sums of money. The head coach and assistant GM were also present.
"Sit down, Hollander," Beaulieu said. "Rozanov is in Montreal." Shane sat. The words moved through him in a way he was careful not to show.
"We have him on a work permit for now, asylum claim still processing. Home games only. No travel documents yet, can't cross the border." Beaulieu had the folder. There was always a folder. "As far as the press is concerned, Rozanov made contact during the Olympics and has been in negotiation for several weeks. That is the story." He paused. "The season ends in three weeks. He gets maybe four, five home games, depending on scheduling. That's what we have."
"That's not much time," Shane said.
"No. But it's enough to get him on the ice, get him used to how we do things, see how the line reads." Beaulieu set down the folder. "In the meantime, we're arranging English lessons for the summer. Intensive. And we're working on travel documents so by training camp he can move freely. The plan is that he uses the summer to get established here, get the language, and hit camp ready to go."
One of the suits leaned forward. "Hollander. We are delighted with your captaincy this year. You have helped pull the team together. We have been happy with your performance. Ilya Rozanov is the best player in the world right now. Full stop. The investment our ownership group has made to facilitate this transition is substantial. We need him to feel valued."
"I imagine he needs more than to feel valued," Shane said. "He just left every—"
"Of course," The smoothness of it, the practiced pivot. The silent stop talking in between the words. "His well-being is a priority. We are talking about hundreds of thousands of dollars. Millions, maybe. It needs to have been worth it. What we mean is the on-ice experience needs to be positive from the beginning. He can't come in as a political spectacle. He needs to come in as a teammate."
"He is a teammate," Shane said.
"Yes. Make sure he knows that."
The senior suit, a stern man with thirty years of boardrooms behind his eyes, looked at Shane directly. "We have arranged for the press to come by briefly at the start of practice tomorrow. Controlled. The first impression in that room is yours to manage. We trust you know how to do that."
Shane had been managing first impressions in locker rooms since he was fifteen. He had already assembled the version of this he was going to perform. He would find out, in the coming weeks, that he'd been preparing for the wrong person entirely.
Shane arrived early to practice, as always. He was taping his stick when Theriault appeared in the doorway and caught his eye. Shane followed him into the corridor.
"Rozanov's on your line," Theriault said. He said it in a tone that announced a decision made above his pay grade. "First line. You, him, and Boiziau."
"What about Hayden?"
"Second line. Comeau, Pike, Lachance."
"Hayden's been on my wing for two years."
"And he'll be back there at every away game for the next while. Right now, I need your read on Rozanov's game before I make permanent decisions. Things might change. He's a center, too." He was patient, the conversation already resolved internally. "Two weeks. See how the three of you move."
Shane went back into the locker room. Hayden was already at his stall, gearing up. He could see the  at Shane's face.
"What?" Hayden said.
"You're on second line while Rozanov gets settled." Hayden put his skate down. 
"How long?"
"He can't do away games yet. So a couple weeks. Maybe."
"Maybe," Hayden repeated. He picked the skate back up. He laced it. He was quiet for long enough that Shane thought he'd let it go. Then, "He'd better be worth it."
"He is," Shane said.
"I know he is," Hayden said. "I've seen the tape. I'm allowed to be annoyed about it anyway."
The other players filtered in over the next twenty minutes, the room running at a slightly elevated register, everyone doing their best impression of normal. J.J. was already there, sitting across from Shane's stall, tape job half-done. Dark skin, close-cropped hair. The easy posture of someone who knew exactly how good he was. He and Shane had always had a natural chemistry, the kind that doesn't require much maintenance. Shane caught his eye.
"Theriault told me," J.J. said. He held up his stick. "I looked up some Russian last night."
"What did you look up?"
"Horosho. Good. And peredacha. Pass." He considered. "Brosok. Shoot. I have three words."
"That's two more than I have," Shane said.
J.J. grinned. "I also know bolsha from a girl I met in—"
"Let's stick to hockey terms. Unless there's something you want to tell me." J.J. appeared horrified at the thought.
One of the wingers on Hayden's now-line, Gilbert Comeau, J.J. had privately nicknamed The Senator for his ability to have opinions about everything and act on none of them, was holding court near the showers. Shane caught the tail end of something about the Soviet system producing robots, not hockey players. How you couldn't teach a robot instinct. How you could spot them a mile away by the eyes. Dead, mechanical, no read for the situation, only drilled responses.
Shane stopped and turned around. "That robot's going to make you look slow," he said pleasantly, to the general vicinity of the voice. "So, probably get your legs under you this morning." A complete beat of silence. Someone laughed. Comeau laughed too, like people laugh when they've been checked and don't want to admit it. Shane turned back to his stall.
He was on the ice, running a half-speed drill with two of the defencemen, when Rozanov came through the door. Shane told himself he wouldn't watch. He watched. Rozanov stopped in the doorway for a fraction of a second, the Forum ice doing what it always did to people who understood quality, then took one slow, reading lap. Shane recognised the behavior from his own injury returns, that first conversation with the surface. Then Rozanov turned at the far end and came back toward center, and there was nothing slow about it anymore. He came to a stop, edges cutting a clean white arc. He was bigger than Shane remembered from Calgary, or the ice made him look that way, the Forum's scale reducing certain distances and amplifying others. He was staring at Shane.
Shane skated toward him. Close up, after all of it, the man seemed tired. Shadows under his eyes that hadn't been there in Calgary, the hollowness of someone who had not been sleeping well in an unfamiliar place. But he held his stick correctly, blade flat, weight distributed, and there was nothing diminished in the way he stood. Shane put his hand out. Rozanov stared at it, then up at Shane. He tentatively reached out for it. His grip was firm, and his hand was cold. That was just the ice.
"Welcome to Montreal," Shane said.
Rozanov considered him with a piercing expression. He said a sentence in Russian, low. Shane didn't speak Russian. He was aware, briefly and without examining it, of not wanting to let go of the handshake before Rozanov did. Rozanov let go first.
"Yeah," Shane said. "Okay."
Theriault blew the whistle. The press had three minutes at the boards. A suited translator stood at Rozanov's shoulder.
"Ilya, how does it feel to be on Canadian ice as a Metro?"
Rozanov listened to the translation and considered it with the patience that comes from being used to questions with no good answers.
"Good ice," he said in English. He said it like a statement of engineering fact. "Best ice," he modified.
"What do you think of Montreal so far?"
A pause. He said a sentence or two in Russian. The translator took that one on. "He says the city is larger than he expected. He is still learning it."
"And how does it feel to play for a Western club after competing for the Soviet national program?"
A pause. The translator murmured. Rozanov looked at the reporter steadily. "Same ice," he said, in English, without waiting for the translation. "Same puck." He looked at his stick. "Same game."
"There are people who feel this acquisition is — politically complicated. That it sends a message about —"
"Yes," Rozanov said. He said it before the translator finished, which meant he'd understood more than he was letting on, and the room registered this. 
"There are always people." He held the reporter's gaze. Shane realized Ilya must have been briefed on far more hostile interrogations than this one and found the comparison mildly interesting. "I come to play hockey."
"Have you had a chance to talk much with Captain Hollander?"
Rozanov glanced at Shane. "We talk." He shrugged. "His Russian, very bad." A few of the guys laughed. 
"Captain Hollander, what does Rozanov bring to this lineup?"
"He's the best player in the world," Shane said. He regretted it as soon as it left his lips, but it was true. He heard Hayden, two players down, exhale through his nose. "The hockey part will come fast. The language on the ice is already there."
"Are you worried the language barrier will be a problem long-term?"
Shane glanced at Rozanov, who was following his English with the focused attention of someone reading a text they mostly, but not entirely, understood, brow slightly furrowed with the effort. Something about the concentration on his face was—Shane went back to the reporter.  "He understood everything I just said," Shane told the reporter. "He just won't admit it yet."
Rozanov's eyes moved to him. A beat. "Admit." He paused, appearing to search for the next word and not find it. He settled on "Nothing." The reporters laughed.
A different reporter, from further back, "Ilya, are you concerned about how your defection has been received in the Soviet Union? Your teammates from the national program — do you think they feel you've —"
Rozanov's expression didn't change. It was already still and it stayed still, and there was a different mood than before. He listened to the translation. Then he said, in English, without inflection, "Only concern is hockey. No other questions, good?" He looked at the reporter for one more second. The reporter opened his mouth. Theriault used the pause to end the availability, and the media cleared out for practice to begin.
The first twenty minutes, Rozanov watched. Not passively. He tracked the drills with the focused attention of an engineer watching a stress test, reading decision points and tendencies. Shane recognised it from his own way of playing. He made himself stop watching Rozanov watch things and focus on his own skating.
Rozanov ran the cycling drill correctly on the first try. Watched it six times, ran it once, needing no further instruction. He was going to let his skills speak for themselves, Shane thought.
Their scrimmage was something else. Shane had the puck in the left corner, a defenceman pressing him, no clean outlet, and Rozanov materialized in a position that should have been physically impossible given where he'd been three seconds earlier. Shane hit to him on instinct, hands knowing before eyes confirmed. Rozanov took it in stride without breaking, put it on net, watching it bounce in off the post.
There was a long break. Then someone said, "Jesus," from the defensive end.
Rozanov skated back to center. A single nod to Shane, the brief, transactional acknowledgment of crediting an assist, and then he was already scanning the ice for the next sequence. J.J. had been watching from the opposite wing. He met Shane's eyes. Shane met his right back. Neither of them said anything.
Rozanov got the puck at the right circle on the next shift with J.J. pressuring hard from behind, and instead of protecting it along the boards like every player in the NHL would have, he simply stopped. A full, complete stop, weight dropping, edges biting, while J.J.'s momentum carried him two strides past and into empty space. By the time J.J. had recovered and turned back, Rozanov was already gone up the ice, unhurried, like he had all the time in the world because he'd just borrowed J.J.'s. He glanced back once without slowing, and the glance communicated quite precisely that he had known exactly where J.J. was and exactly what he was going to do about it before J.J. had decided to do it. His lips had a slight quirk. Not all the way to a smirk.  The glance was the smirk.
J.J. got to the bench and sat down hard. "Did he just — "
"Yes," Shane said.
"He just stopped. In the middle of—he just stopped."
"Yes."
J.J. scrutinized the ice. "Okay," he said, and he sounded like a man revising several assumptions simultaneously. Hayden dropped onto the bench from his second-line shift and caught the tail end of this. 
"What happened?"
"Rozanov pulled one over."
Hayden was quiet for a moment. "On J.J.?"
"Yes."
"In practice."
"Yes."
Hayden exhaled through his nose. He observed Rozanov at the far end of the ice, already into the next sequence, and his expression was not the easy fond-irritation Shane had expected. It was something more considered than that. "He's going to be an absolute nightmare, isn't he?"
"He's going to win us the Cup," Shane said.
"Those aren't mutually exclusive," Hayden said as he stood up for his next shift. "That's what I keep trying to tell you."
The other thing Shane noticed, and actively chose not to think about, happened on the second day. Rozanov came off the ice after the scrimmage and stripped his gear with the total indifference of someone who had spent his entire adult life in communal barracks and had never once been given a reason to think about his own body. No performance, no self-consciousness, no reading of the room. He simply existed in his body like some people exist in a house they've lived in long enough to stop seeing it. The room noticed.
Not all at once. It was a sequence — Thibault nudged Pike, Pike looked, Pike's expression tightened involuntarily, and then Comeau, with the instincts from being in locker rooms for fifteen years, said to nobody in particular, "Christ. They feeding them something different over there?"
"Soviet training program," J.J. said, never looking up from his skates. 
"That's not training," Comeau said. "That's a customs declaration. Someone's going to have to tell Equipment about the extra stick he's packing."
The room laughed. Rozanov gave no indication he'd heard any of it, or that he would have cared if he had. He reached for his towel with the unhurried ease of having nowhere to be. Shane didn't mean to ogle Rozanov, but he was something else. There wasn't any other way to put it. He had to have thirty pounds of muscle on Shane. Rozanov's abs gave the impression that they had been chiseled from marble, cutting a solid arrow towards—Shane found something on the far wall that required his complete and sustained attention. It was a motivational poster the equipment staff had put up in 1984 and nobody had taken down. He read it three times without retaining a single word.
He started timing the showers. He told himself it was about the hot water. The Forum's supply was a finite resource with twenty-nine men drawing on it after practice, which was true and had never previously been a factor in his thinking. He started going in early, before the scrimmage fully ended, or late, after most of the room had cleared. Both were slightly inconvenient. He did not examine why he was making that choice. Hayden noticed on the fifth day. He didn't say anything. He watched Shane gather his things and head for the showers at an unusual moment, and when Shane came back, Hayden was taping a new stick, looking like he was putting that information away for later. Shane sat down and started dressing. Hayden taped his stick. Neither of them said anything, which was the loudest version of the conversation they weren't having.
The first chirp arrived some days later, quietly enough that Shane wasn't certain, for a moment, he'd heard it correctly. Hayden had missed a net-front opportunity in the scrimmage, a clean chance he'd overthought and put wide, and came off the shift shaking his head at himself. Standard. Rozanov was already going over the boards at that point, and as he passed Pike in the changeover, he said, without looking at him, very softly, "Wide."
Hayden stopped on the step. "I know it was wide."
Rozanov was already gone. Hayden scowled at Shane.
"Did he just — "
"I think so," Shane said.
"Wide," Hayden repeated, to nobody. "Like I don't know it was — "He stopped. "He hasn't even been here a week."
"I know."
It escalated carefully, within the strict limits of his vocabulary, with the precision of having had to communicate volumes through timing and tone and the quality of saying very little. When one of the younger defencemen made a lateral pass that telegraphed itself for two full seconds and got intercepted, Rozanov came to the bench, sat down, scanned the ice, and said, to nobody in particular, in English, "See this pass in Moscow." 
Hayden, two players down the bench, turned his head slowly toward Shane.
"Is he chirping Sullivan?"
"Yes," Shane said.
"He has been here — "
"Six days."
"Six days," Hayden said. He glowered at Rozanov, who was watching the next sequence with the focused attention he gave to most things, as though the chirp had been a minor aside rather than a statement of philosophy. A flicker moved across Hayden's face that wasn't quite admiration and wasn't quite annoyance and was probably both. "He's an annoying asshole," he said, but the conviction in it had gone slightly sideways. 
After practice, Hayden caught up with Shane in the corridor again. "I want to say something about this, for the record."
"Go ahead."
"He is going to be a genuinely insufferable presence in that locker room when he knows English."
"He's going to win us the Cup."
"You keep saying that." Hayden stopped walking. He surveyed Shane with an expression that did several things at once without committing to any of them. "I'm allowed to hold both things in my head. He's our annoying asshole and I support him entirely and I find him extremely annoying, and I want it noted." A pause. "And I want it noted that you called him the best player in the world."
"He is the best player in the world," Shane said.
"I know that," Hayden said. "You didn't have to say it on camera."
He went to get his gear off. Shane stood in the corridor for a moment and then went to get his own.
The room's adjustment wasn't without friction. The xenophobia lived where it always lived. Private registers, jokes with enough plausible deniability to survive a challenge. J.J. absorbed the chirping about the wide shot and came back to practice the next day and didn't mention it and implicitly started watching Rozanov's positioning on the wall. That was the version of adjustment Shane could work with. Shane did his best. The lunches. The corridor conversations. The deliberate way he talked about Rozanov's game in terms of what it meant for the playoffs next year, the year after, framing it as an investment rather than a novelty. Some of the guys responded to investment arguments. Most of them, faced with the numbers at the end of each scrimmage, were doing their own arithmetic anyway.
What he couldn't manage was the other thing, the thing that had no name yet and therefore could not be addressed. The way his eyes found Rozanov in a drill before he'd decided to look. The way standing in a face-off circle six feet from him pulled at his attention in a way he had to actively redistribute to other parts of the ice. He'd felt something like it twice before in his life. Once in a movie theatre watching a scene he'd had to actively not think about afterward, once in a tunnel in Vienna, and both times he had routed around it cleanly and kept moving and not looked back. He was good at not looking back. He had a lot of practice. The ice was not ambiguous. The rest of it, he was managing.
The first home game that Rozanov played was the last Saturday in March. Only four regular home games left in the season. Shane was in the corridor outside the locker room an hour before puck drop, doing the pre-game walk he always did, the same forty yards and back he'd been doing since his second year when he'd discovered the motion helped him think. He nearly walked past Rozanov before he registered him.
Rozanov was standing at the far end of the corridor in full gear, helmet in hand, looking at nothing in particular with the vacancy of running something internal. Shane stopped. He had seen Rozanov in practice gear for over a week. The dark jersey, worn and unadorned. This was different. The Metros' home blues were bright under the corridor lights, the stylized M on the chest sharp, and across the back in the block letters Shane had been staring at from across the room as they hung in an unused stall. ROZANOV, and the number 81. Shane stood there for a moment and felt an emotion he couldn't entirely account for. He looked good. The red of the Soviet uniforms had washed him out, made him look younger, more sallow. The blue suited him in a way the red hadn't, and Shane was aware of noticing this and of the fact that it was not a thought he'd had about any other teammate, and then he was aware of being aware of both of those things, which was worse. He kept walking.
Rozanov noticed him and turned his head with the unhurried attention he gave to most things.
"How are you feeling?" Shane said.
Rozanov considered the question with the seriousness he gave to questions he wasn't sure were genuine. "Good," he said. Then, after a pause, the honest version requiring slightly more vocabulary than the polite one, "Nervous." He sounded out the word carefully, like he'd looked it up and wasn't yet certain he was using it correctly. He glanced down at the helmet in his hands, then back at Shane. "Is normal?"
"Yes," Shane said. "Very normal."
Rozanov scrutinized him for a moment. Something shifted slightly in his expression, not quite relief, more like a recalibration. They were standing closer than the conversation required, close enough that Shane could see the shadows under his eyes that nearly two weeks of sleeping in a team-owned apartment hadn't resolved. Close enough that he could have taken one step and their shoulders would have been touching. He didn't take the step. 
Then Rozanov put the helmet on, clipped the chin strap, and started back toward the locker room. He passed Shane close enough that their shoulders nearly touched.
"Hollander," he said, without stopping or turning.
"Yeah."
"Good pass. In corner." He meant the scrimmage from the week before, the one Shane's hands had made before his eyes caught up. "Again tonight." He went through the door. Shane stood in the corridor for a moment, looking at the place where he'd been.
The Forum filled as it did when something was going to happen that people would talk about afterward. Pittsburgh was fourth in the division. The goalie having a good month, a functional power play. The Metros were expected to win anyway. Theriault's plan was conservative. Limited minutes for Rozanov, let him get his bearings, see how he moves in a live environment before the season closed out. An audition, essentially. Four games before playoffs took over and then everyone went home for four months. That was the plan. What happened in the first period was not that.
Shane won the opening face-off and moved the puck around the left defenceman, running the standard breakout. Rozanov was on his right wing, positioned three feet further up the ice than the play design called for, not obviously wrong, fractionally ahead of where he was supposed to be. Shane shouldn't have passed to him. He hit to him anyway, and Rozanov was gone before the Pittsburgh defenceman had finished the mental calculation of where he'd been.
He didn't score on that shift. The attempt was a wrist shot from the left circle that the goalie got a piece of, and Rozanov watched it go wide, his expression noting an error to be corrected. On the bench, he said to Shane, "Different angle. Next time."
"You're supposed to be on the half-wall." Shane pointed at the spot where Rozanov should have been.
Rozanov turned to look at Shane directly. His English ran out somewhere before what he wanted to say, and for a moment he had the look of scanning through a card catalog and not finding what he was looking for. He tried anyway. "Half-wall is—" A pause. "For player who need—" Another pause, longer. He appeared to weigh the available words, find them insufficient, and make a decision. "I do not hide," he said. The grammar was wrong. The meaning was not. 
"That's not what the —"
"I do not hide," Rozanov said again. Not louder, but placed down the second time with more weight, willing him to understand it was not negotiable. His English was broken and his meaning was not. The repositioning had created a passing lane that shouldn't have existed, and Shane had used it without being told to, and they both knew that. Shane was annoyed about the half-wall comment. He was aware the annoyance was only partly about the half-wall.
Ilya kept his promise at fourteen minutes. A pass from J.J. at the right circle, one motion, upstairs, the goalie's glove a half-second behind it. The lamp went red and the Forum made its noise and J.J. was on him before Rozanov had completed his follow-through. Both arms, helmet to helmet, yelling in French at close range that arrived as pure sound rather than language. Rozanov went very rigid in the middle of it. Not pulling away, not returning it either. His arms came up in almost an embrace and then stopped, uncertain of the protocol, hovering for a half-second before settling at J.J.'s shoulders in a grip that was more structural than celebratory, like he was making sure of his footing. J.J. didn't notice or didn't care. He was still talking in French, one hand on the back of Rozanov's helmet, and then Pike arrived from the left and hit them both in a way that was essentially a moving wall.
Shane got there as the pile broke. He observed Rozanov from three feet away. The expression on his face was not one Shane had a word for. Not warm, not cold. He looked like he had experienced something his body didn't have a protocol for, and was deciding what to do with it. It lasted about a second. Then his face settled back toward neutral and he was already turning toward the bench. Shane tapped his shin pad with his stick. Rozanov glanced back at him. There was something to that expression. Brief, involuntary, gone before it fully arrived.
In the second period, Pittsburgh collapsed coverage toward Rozanov, tightening the gaps on his side of the ice. It was the same call Shane would have made. Shane understood within five seconds that Rozanov had been waiting for it. He had spent the first period in exactly the positions that would produce this response in the second. Because when Pittsburgh collapsed to Rozanov's side, Shane had ice. More ice than he'd had in any game in years, the ice he had before his reputation had made him predictable. He took the first open lane and scored from the right circle, clean and short side. He sat down next to Rozanov on the bench and felt a pure, uncomplicated pleasure in the quality of the decision, the game stripped back down to what it actually was. "You set that up from the first period," he said.
Rozanov was watching the ice. "Yes."
"First shift?"
"Yes."
"You spent half a period building a setup."
Shane could see the gap open between what he wanted to say and the English he had for it. He bridged it the way he was learning to: reducing, selecting, saying the minimum that carried the weight. "Defence close me." He gestured with his glove. "Open you." A pause. "Easy."
"That's not how most players think."
"Yes," Rozanov said. A fact, no pride in it.
They went back out, and Shane found he had stopped managing the game and started playing it. He had been managing games for four years, distributing energy across the room's needs and the media's appetite and the front office's expectations, and he had gotten so good at it he'd almost forgotten the other way. Playing beside Rozanov was like standing next to something very loud. It made Shane louder too, by proximity, by some mechanism of calibration he couldn't name or explain.
Shane scored again in the second. Rozanov had another goal of his own, a wrist shot from the top of the circle that went upstairs with a precision that looked predetermined. J.J. had a goal, skating in lanes that hadn't existed for him before tonight, and the looseness in his stride said he knew it.
Pittsburgh called a timeout and came out of it slower and more cautious, and it didn't help them.
Rozanov scored a third time at six minutes of the third from behind the net, cutting the angle to almost nothing, finding a seam that existed for a quarter of a second. The Forum went up in a wave, the sound of people who had seen a play that couldn't be anticipated or explained or easily forgotten. And Comeau got there first.
Nobody expected it, including Comeau. He arrived at full speed, all the accumulated energy of sixty minutes of watching this happen finally finding a direction, and he hit Rozanov at the boards with the completely uninhibited joy that comes from running out of ways to contain yourself. Rozanov's hands came up.
It was fast and total, the trained reflex from having taken ten thousand hits and knowing exactly what it feels like when one is incoming. The weight shift, the drop, the elbows out, fists up. He had Comeau by the front of his jersey before either of them had fully processed what was happening. Comeau's eyes went wide. Rozanov looked like he was about to clock him. 
Then J.J. arrived from the left with his arms out, yelling the same French that had been going into Rozanov's helmet since the first goal, and Thibault behind him, and the Forum noise was climbing, and Rozanov stood at the boards with his fist in Comeau's jersey and looked at all of it for one clarifying second. He let go.
He stood very still while the pile organized itself around him, J.J.'s arms coming over his shoulders, Comeau recovering and laughing with the slightly breathless quality of a man who had been grabbed by someone considerably stronger than expected and was choosing to find it funny rather than terrifying. Thibault hit Rozanov on the back of the helmet. Someone else on the shoulder. The noise was close and loud and entirely in languages he couldn't follow, and Rozanov's hands, which had nowhere left to go, ended up somewhere in the middle of it all. One at J.J.'s shoulder, one hanging slightly at his side, the adrenaline with no target still moving through him, the body prepared for impact receiving warmth instead, not entirely sure what to do with the difference.
Shane got there as the pile was breaking. He saw Rozanov's face. The aggression was gone. What was left was harder to name. His body had prepared for one thing and received something entirely different, standing in the wreckage of that confusion with the Forum erupting around him. The wide eyes had settled. His jaw had unclenched. He appeared, for that moment, genuinely young.
It lasted about a second. Then Rozanov blinked and his face did what it always did, smoothed back toward neutral, and he was moving away from the boards. Shane tapped his shin pad. Rozanov glanced back. The same thing as after the first goal, still brief and still involuntary. Gone before it fully arrived.
Final score: 7-0. The Metros' wildest shutout in three years. Rozanov went through the handshake line correctly, hand out, eye contact, moving steadily from one Pittsburgh player to the next. On a regular night, they wouldn't have done a line, but Shane knew Pittsburgh all wanted a good look at Rozanov. 
Theriault had pulled Rozanov for most of the third, cycling through the other lines, managing the minutes conservatively. Standard practice. Also the wrong call, and the conversation in the corridor afterward confirmed it. Shane couldn't hear Theriault's side of it. He could hear Rozanov because Rozanov's voice carried, and he was in the process of making a point with the vocabulary he had.
"Too much bench. Third period."
Theriault's response was inaudible.
"No." A pause, working around a missing word. "Soviet shift long. Two minute. More." Another pause. "Here, thirty second, I stop. I start. I stop." He appeared to search for something and land on it. "Not tired. In Moscow — "A longer pause. "In Moscow, play until coach say stop. Not clock."
More from Theriault, still inaudible.
"I can do." Direct, the tone he used when he was stating something he considered factual. "Three games left." The pause this time had a different quality, less linguistic, more deliberate.
Shane sat with his skate in his hand and stared at the wall. Hayden appeared from around the corner and raised his eyebrows.
"He's asking for more ice time," Shane said.
"I know, I could hear him from the showers." 
Hayden sat down. "He's not wrong about the shift thing. Soviet shifts are apparently brutal. He probably feels like he's barely been out there."
"He's not wrong about any of it."
"That's the problem with him," Hayden said. 
"He just keeps not being wrong." He pulled his jersey over his head. "Three games left. Then what, he just stays here all summer?"
"That's the plan," Shane said. "Language lessons. Get the documents sorted. Hit training camp ready."
Hayden was pensive for a moment. "He can't go anywhere."
"No."
"So he's just…here? In Montreal. All summer."
"Yes."
Hayden nodded slowly at the floor, the expression connecting a thought he hadn't quite reached the end of yet. "And you're going to the cottage?"
"My parents' place. Probably June, July."
"Sure," Hayden said. He picked up his boots. He didn't say anything else.
The corridor calmed. Rozanov came back into the room and sat at his stall and pulled off his jersey without comment. He had three goals and two assists in limited ice time and three games left in the season, and he knew what that meant, and so did Theriault, and so did the front office, and so did Shane.
The room was loud how locker rooms are after shutouts. Someone had the radio going. Hayden got down on the floor to do his hip flexor routine, narrating the game to himself at low volume. J.J. was telling the same story twice to different people. Comeau was at the centre of his own story, apparently, gesturing at Rozanov's stall while two of the defencemen listened with expressions that were somewhere between sympathetic and delighted. Shane caught enough of it to understand that the story was about the boards, about the fist in the jersey, and that Comeau was telling it with the energy of a man who had survived a war and wanted credit for it. 
Rozanov gazed up once from his gloves. He looked at Comeau across the room, clearly performing a brief assessment and reaching a conclusion, and then he said, loudly enough for the four nearest players to hear, "You celebrate before whistle. This is why you do not score."
Comeau stopped mid-sentence. Rozanov went back to picking a loose thread on his glove. Comeau's audience sneered between them. Comeau laughed, eventually, the laugh of being told a fact and choosing to treat it as a joke instead of an insult.
"He's right," J.J. said, from across the room.
Comeau pointed at J.J. "You're supposed to be on my side."
"You celebrate before the whistle," J.J. said.
He was very still in the middle of all of it. Not unhappy. Sitting with his helmet off and his hair pressed flat on one side, looking at his gloves where they sat on his knees. The same as after the first goal, but quieter now, more settled. Shane watched him from across the room without appearing to watch him, and saw the exact moment when it almost reached Rozanov's face, some private version of the evening, processed and filed, and then didn't quite make it, pulled by whatever reflex had been running long enough to be automatic.
Then J.J. dropped onto the bench beside him and said a few words in French. Rozanov studied him. 
"This word," he said. "Again."
J.J. blinked. "Which word?"
Rozanov made a gesture between them. "You say. When goal."
J.J. said it again, slower. Incroyable.
Rozanov held it for a moment, testing the shape of it. His expression shifted slightly, the same involuntary thing from the ice. Then he nodded once and turned back to his skates. Shane looked away. He reached for his shoe and started unlacing it.
Across the room, Rozanov pulled his sweat-soaked base layer over his head and sat in the noise and steam of a won game, and there was nothing in his posture that asked for anything. That was the thing Shane kept returning to. Rozanov had arrived with nothing and no English and a work permit that wouldn't let him leave the country, and he sat in this locker room like he'd been here for years, like the Forum ice was his by right, like the summer ahead in a city where he knew almost no one was simply the next sequence to read.
Shane thought about the corridor before the game. Blue jerseys bright under the fluorescent lights, the name across the back he'd spent years watching from the wrong side of the ice.  Nervous. Is normal? He thought about the boards. The fist in Comeau's jersey and then the letting go. If this is how he played nervous, next season is going to be wild.
Three games left at home, then the season closed out, and the building would empty out after playoffs, and Shane would drive to the cottage and the lake and the calm of a place that had no agenda. His parents. The dock. Probably Hayden for a weekend in June.
And Rozanov would be here. In this city, in some apartment, the Metros arranged, working through English lessons with a teacher the organization found, learning words in the deliberate way he learned everything, the dictionary open beside him. Nowhere to go. The travel documents in process. 
The summer stretched out in front of him, long and foreign and without a locker room in it. Three games from now, then playoffs, and then it would be summer, and Rozanov would be in Montreal, and Shane would be at a lake in the woods, and somehow that felt like the beginning of something rather than the end of it. Shane had the inexplicable urge to ask him to come with him for the summer. But no. He needed his English lessons. And it's not like they were friends. He didn't examine the feeling he was having too carefully. He put on his other shoe and went to find Hayden. He didn't look back at Rozanov's stall. He was aware of the effort of not looking.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Some research notes, since you seem to like them and I'm feeling chatty.

The Metros' arrangement of intensive English lessons over the summer is consistent with documented NHL practices. When Mogilny moved to Buffalo in 1989, the Sabres enrolled him in English classes and paired him with a Russian-speaking liaison. The expectation in most cases of Soviet defectors was that the player would be functionally conversational within four to six months.

Ilya is uncomfortable when Comeau hits him in celebration. This was based on several interviews with Soviet players who reached the NHL in the late 1980s and early 1990s. They described the adjustment to celebratory physical contact as genuinely disorienting. Soviet celebration culture on ice was not a thing. Tikhonov actively discouraged individual displays, and physical celebration was considered both undisciplined and vulgar, emphasizing the individual over the collective.

The complaints about shift length are also based in fact. In the early 80s, the Soviet teams ran short, very tight shifts. As the 80s continued, these shifts got gradually longer. By 1988, CSKA players ran shifts of three minutes or longer (on a few rare occasions, he kept players on the ice for five minutes!). The system was built around sustained aerobic dominance rather than the stop-start burst model the NHL preferred, which itself was modeled after trying to beat the Soviet teams. Adapt to the game, right? When real Soviet players finally reached North American ice, these short shifts (30-60 seconds) were a genuine adjustment. It was an “old style” of play. If you watch a modern hockey game, you can see how even a three-minute shift is WILD stuff. The league average last season was 47 seconds.

A note on writing/pacing: To power through to finish longfics, I HAVE to have a very tight outline. When I wrote Miracle, it was originally supposed to be 10 chapters, but it ended up at...40. Whoops. Something similar-ish is happening here. I have this tagged as ending at 30 chapters, but I keep getting the "oh shit, I should include this plot beat" problem. So, if you're married to that number, I'd expect it to flex up...maybe to 35 or 40, but I don't want to commit. I hate leaving the ? there, because when I see fics with that, I always assume the author doesn't know how things are going to end, and I definitely know the ending. Is that a fair assumption? Probably not, but that's my feeling.

Seeing this work get recommended on Threads or Reddit is actually the wildest. I love you guys. Let me know what you think!


  


      

  












      Chapter 12: Annotation
  


    Chapter Summary

    Ilya learns to annotate. The meetings, the games, the road trip, the bar. Everything goes in the margins of something. Three home wins and eight days alone and one moment at the Admirals game where he notices, with an embarrassing degree of precision, exactly what Hollander's hands are not doing.



    Chapter Notes

      I've been fighting off some intense jet lag, which means I can be up all night writing...have another chapter.

I want you to know that sticking to (vague-ish) historical accuracy is clearly important to me, but we are playing a little loosely with the dates here compared to a real hockey season, just so Ilya could get on the ice before the season ends. I gave myself about a three-week flex compared to the actual dates. Is anyone actually checking this against the real Canadien's schedule? Probably not, but if you are... don't expect to-the-day accuracy here.


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  Annotation

	A note added to a text or diagram by way of explanation or comment.



	The act of marking up a document with observations not contained in the original.



	What you do in the margins when the main text is moving too fast to follow.




Example: "Ilya wrote Washington, outside in the margin of his folder and circled it." - April 1988
He had been reading the schedule on the apartment wall every morning since they taped it there, tracing the home dates with one finger. It was something to do. The away dates he left alone. There were too many of them and they all meant the same thing: a city across a border he was not permitted to cross, a seat on a bus he was not permitted to take, a dressing room full of his teammates who would be there without him.
Washington was three days after Pittsburgh. The dressing room going into the game had the frenetic energy that comes after a success when the team is trying hard, and failing, not to look overconfident. Ilya understood this. He sat in his stall and methodically taped his stick, as he always did before a game to clear the noise.
Home games were different here, very different from playing in Moscow. Home games were the Forum, which he was beginning to understand was not just a building but an institution. He had stood in the tunnel before the Pittsburgh game and heard the noise build from somewhere below the sound of individual voices, a low compression in the air that he felt in his sternum before he heard it with his ears, and understood then why these people cared so much about this building.
He said almost nothing before games. This was not unusual. He had said almost nothing in any dressing room for the better part of the past three years. But then, the silence had been strategic. Here it was structural. There was simply no material to work with. The conversations moved too fast, in English that collapsed into French and back again, full of references he couldn't follow and jokes that needed twelve things to understand he didn't have yet. He caught words. Fragments. Enough to know when someone was talking about the game and when they were talking about something else, but not enough to enter. He was at the edge of a room he could see into but not walk through.
J.J. had taken to talking to him in slow, heavily enunciated French. Ilya understood approximately ten percent of it and appreciated the effort without being able to say so. Comeau had decided the solution was volume. If he said things loudly enough, Ilya would eventually understand them through sheer repetition, which was not how language worked but was apparently how Comeau worked, and Ilya had no English to explain the distinction. He nodded at Comeau's contributions and stored them in the part of his brain reserved for things he would look up later.
The hardest part was the meetings. Theriault ran systems meetings before every game, a whiteboard covered in arrows and numbers and shorthand that Ilya could follow visually but not verbally. He understood the plays well enough. He had studied systems his entire career, Soviet and Western both, and diagrams had a logic that preceded language. What he couldn't follow was the commentary around the diagrams. Adjustments, the opponent-specific notes, the jargon of a team that had been playing together for two years and had built a private vocabulary out of it. Words that meant one thing in a dictionary and something different in this room.
He had a system. He wrote the words he didn't know in the margin of the folder they gave him, in the phonetic Cyrillic that was faster than the Latin alphabet, and looked them up when he got back to the apartment. The list after the first meeting had been twenty-two words long. After the third it was down to eleven. He kept the lists. Progress was a form of evidence he needed to hold onto.
Hollander helped without appearing to. He had a way of restating things Theriault had just said in simpler English, directed at the room rather than at Ilya, so that Ilya could catch the meaning without the humiliation of being talked down to. Ilya was not sure Hollander knew he was doing it. He filed that information away anyway, in the private ledger he was keeping on things he knew about Hollander. The ledger had started as a vocabulary book and had become something else without his permission.
At the second meeting, Theriault drew out a neutral-zone trap for Washington's third line and Ilya saw the counter before Theriault finished drawing it. He said so. Carefully, in the English he had for it, "This line, they give you outside. If you take outside, trap is broken."
Theriault looked at him. Not unkindly. The look that said do I have the energy to deal with this right now? "We'll look at that option, Rozanov. For now—"
"Is not option," Ilya said. "I have seen this." He said it without inflection, how he stated things he knew to be true. In Moscow, stating things you knew to be true was the only language that worked. Opinions got you nowhere. Facts were the only currency. 
The room had a certain feel to it at the moment, and Ilya felt the shift immediately. Some of it was the usual locker room noise, filling itself over the silence. Some of it was specific, a few of the veterans exchanging a look that Ilya could not place. Theriault moved on. Ilya wrote Washington, outside in the margin of his folder and circled it.
J.J. appeared in the corridor after the meeting. "You're going to need to let him finish his sentences," J.J. said. He wasn't unkind. He said it with the gentleness of trying to give useful information in a way that didn't require anyone to lose face. "It's not—nobody's saying you're wrong."
"I was right," Ilya said.
"I know. That's what I'm saying. You're right, and you need to let him finish his sentences." J.J. looked at him. "It's the same information. It just lands different."
Ilya looked at the corridor wall. In Moscow, the option had never been to be right at a speed the room could receive. You were right loudly and first, or someone else was right instead. He understood, mechanically, what J.J. was telling him. He understood it how he understood that the rules were different here, without yet having developed the instinct. He understood he had made a mistake. "Okay," he said.
"Thank you," J.J. said.
"I was right."
J.J. walked away without answering.
The Washington game started badly. Their center won four of the first five face-offs, and the Metros spent the first eight minutes defending. Ilya found himself on the ice against a defenceman who played the body well and had been explicitly briefed on how to close the gaps that Ilya needed. He knew this because the defenceman was doing it correctly. He was good. The counter was to draw him wide, which required Ilya to be faster than the defenceman expected. In the first period, he hadn't quite managed the power he needed, because the Forum ice read differently on a game night than in practice, and his edges were still learning what this surface required.
He came to the bench after the second shift and Hollander was already there, breathing hard from the shift before. He didn't say anything for a moment, just looked at the ice. Then: "McAllister. Forty-four. He's going to give you the outside and take away the middle. Take the outside."
"Outside is—" Ilya stopped. He didn't have the word. He gestured toward the boards.
"Worse angle, yeah. But he's better at the middle than he thinks you know." Hollander glanced at him. "He's not expecting you to go wide."
Ilya looked at the ice. "Okay."
It worked on the third try. He took the outside at a speed McAllister hadn't calibrated for, got the shot away before the angle became impossible, and watched it go in off the near post with a satisfaction that was clean and the closest thing to uncomplicated he had felt since arriving in this country. The Forum went up. J.J. arrived from his left and hit him hard enough to make his teeth rattle, and Ilya caught him this time, both arms wide, which he had not managed with the correct instincts against Pittsburgh. It wasn't comfortable, but he saw it coming and avoided the awkward fumbles of the previous game.
They won 4-2. Ilya had a goal and two assists, the assists on passes that arrived at places the recipients had not yet reached and had to adjust toward, which Ilya understood was both irritating and correct. He was working on the patience required to put the puck where the man was rather than where he should be. It was a different calculus than the Soviet system, which had relied on collective positioning over individual improvisation. Here, the improvisation was the point. He was relearning a game he had been playing his entire life. It was like being six again, unsteady on his skates at the pond.
On the second goal, the crowd made a different sound, beyond the usual approval, closer to surprise. Ilya knew what that sound was. He had heard it at the Olympics. It was what it sounded like when a crowd decided to believe in you.
In the dressing room after, Comeau told what was apparently a very funny story about a near-miss that had happened in the second period, and the room laughed, and Ilya laughed at the same time as everyone else because he had understood enough of it to know when the punchline arrived even if the specifics were gone. Comeau caught his eye across the room with the satisfied expression of a man whose joke had landed with full coverage, and Ilya gave him the half-nod that meant yes, I heard you, and Comeau seemed happy enough with that.
Buffalo was the following night. Back to back. Ilya had been told this was common and had privately considered it an interesting logistical choice for a league that professed to care about the quality of the game. They were a team in the lower half of the division that the Metros were expected to handle without difficulty. Ilya had learned by now that the games the team was expected to handle without difficulty were the ones that produced the oddest kind of tension in the dressing room beforehand. A slight looseness that wasn't quite confidence, more like a room that had relaxed slightly before it should have.
He said this to J.J. before warmups, in the methodical English he had been constructing since practice started, each sentence built ahead of time like a small piece of engineering. "Room is too easy. Before game."
"You mean the guys are too relaxed?"
"Da. This. In Moscow. If relaxed, Coach make you skate. Until not."
J.J. stared at him. "Skate until you're tired on purpose?"
"Until we remember."
"Remember what?"
Ilya considered. "That game is not won."
J.J. was quiet for a moment. "I'm going to tell Theriault you said that."
"No," Ilya said, with some alarm.
"I'm kidding." J.J. was smiling. "He'd probably actually do it."
The game against Buffalo was 6-1. Ilya had a hat trick and set up two more goals for Hollander. The third goal went in six minutes into the third and the Forum went up as it usually did, but then something else happened.
The first hat came from the lower bowl, a dark wool thing that landed on the ice near Ilya. He stared at it curiously. Then another hat joined it. Then a dozen at once, sailing from the upper sections. Suddenly, the ice was covered in them. Caps and toques and dress hats in a slow spread. 
He had no idea what was going on. This country was weird. You are meant to score the goal, and keep playing. He looked at the hats. J.J. skated over, clapping a hand on Ilya's shoulder. He was grinning with the delight of someone watching a person encountering a new experience for the first time. Ilya recognized it as an expression usually saved for children.
"Hats," Ilya said.
"Yes, hats." 
"Why?"
"You scored three goals. A hat trick. They throw the hats."
Ilya looked at the ice again. Hundreds of hats. He picked one up, turning it over in his glove. A green wool cap with a yellow pompom.
"You can take it, if you want.
"They do not want?"
"No, it's yours now."
Ilya looked at the pompom. He set it back down with the others, carefully, which felt like it was not what you were supposed to do with it, but was apparently what he was going to do. The linesman was already coming out with a bucket. Ilya watched him collect them and felt an emotion he could not have named, the Forum's typical volume around him, the ice slowly clearing.
Ilya spent the third period on the ice slightly more than the score required. The other players noticed. A team with a five-goal lead over a lower-half opponent does not typically generate that quality of attention, and the bench was quieter in the third than it had been in the first two periods, watching. After the game, Hollander looked at Ilya from across the room with an expression that said he was holding back. Ilya looked at him. Hollander pressed his lips together and said nothing. Ilya shook his head and went to unlace his skates.
The team left Thursday morning. Eight days. Boston, New York, Philadelphia, and further south. He knew this from the schedule. He had not known what eight days in the apartment without the team would feel like, and it turned out to feel like something he did not have an English word for yet. He felt it in the practices that didn't happen. In the silence every morning when there should have been somewhere he had to be. He made coffee and watched the street do its ordinary Thursday things while he only watched.
He ran. The route continued to grow and stretch over the weeks into routes with grades and options. The flat river path for days when his legs were heavy, the slope past the park when he wanted the effort to be the only thing requiring his attention, and the route up the hill for mornings when the apartment had been particularly bad. The running helped in that physical exhaustion always helped, which was to say it helped until it stopped, and then the apartment was still there. The roaring static was still there.
When he wasn't running, he was watching television. He had a system: a dictionary open on the cushion beside him, a notepad for words he couldn't find quickly enough. He watched everything, news, game shows, the American dramas that his teammates apparently loved, and paused it, rewound it, wrote things down with the same focused relentlessness he'd applied in Moscow to film of opposing defencemen. He had filled half the notepad in four days. His English was bad. Not as bad as it had been. His vocabulary was depressingly small.
He watched the games on television. This was worse than not watching them. He could see Hollander from the broadcast angles in a way he couldn't from the bench. The full shape of how he moved, the decisions he made at three-quarter speed that were invisible at full speed. He watched this more than he watched the puck, which he was aware was not the usual way to watch hockey. He watched until the final buzzer, and then the broadcast cut to the studio and the arenas emptied on the screen, and the apartment was quiet again.
On the second night, he turned the television off before the third period. He sat in the quiet for a while. Then he turned it back on.
He felt profoundly unprepared for this. In Moscow, the barracks were never empty. There were always bodies, always sound, always someone moving through the peripheral space of his awareness. Privacy had been a thing you stole in small pieces. Here he had all of it, rooms of it, more than he knew what to do with, and it turned out that privacy without company was just another word for alone.
He considered this carefully, because it was important to be precise. This was not homesickness. There was nothing in Moscow that would be better for him than being here. He was not afraid, or closer to the truth, the fear, the noise that lived in him for years, that fear of being seen and found and returned, had quieted to a background register he could mostly ignore. What he really had was smaller and more embarrassing than fear. He missed the noise. He missed the noise of men preparing to play hockey. The tape guns and the music someone always had too loud and the arguments about nothing. He missed having somewhere to be.
He kept the television on in the evenings for the noise more than the content. He ran longer and longer routes. Claire brought him an English phrase book that he read cover to cover twice. It assumed the reader was a tourist with simple needs, which he was not, but it had the virtue of being readable.
The Boston game was the first night. The Metros lost 3-2 in overtime. He found himself tracking Hollander across the ice how he tracked him on the bench, the way his head moved when he was scanning. Ilya sat with that for a while, then turned off the television and went to bed. Philadelphia was four nights later. The Metros lost 4-2. Hollander had a goal and an assist and played well in a way that contained its own frustration, visible in the set of his jaw on the broadcast and in how frozen he sat on the bench between shifts. Ilya understood what he was looking at on the standings board in the corridor. The arithmetic was plain enough even without full English. They were close to the playoff line. Every road game mattered in a way that home games, which Ilya could at least attend, did not.
He had learned the shape of the road trip the same way he learned the shape of the city on his runs, not a recurring condition but one long thing, with a beginning, a middle, and a known end. Nothing left in his legs by the time he got back. The apartment waiting on the other side of the door like a storm he hadn't packed for, and then the end of it, and then practice. The team came back Saturday. He knew this from the schedule and also because Hollander's car was back in the lot at the Forum when Ilya arrived before the doors opened, and the knot in his chest that had been sitting at a slightly wrong angle for eight days rearranged itself. He did not examine this feeling with any rigor. He went to practice.
The Admirals were on Friday. The final home game of the regular season. Ilya had been told they were a rivalry, fifteen years of history between the two franchises, and that this mattered in a way that exceeded the usual meaning of a regular-season game.
He understood rivalry. Soviet rivalries were political before they were personal, constructed from above and handed down. What he was watching in the dressing room before the Admirals game was different. It had roots somewhere specific, carried in Hayden's jaw and the way he taped his stick and in Comeau, for once, saying nothing at all.
Hollander was doing the thing he did before games he considered important. He sat at his stall and was very still. Eyes on a fixed point across the room. Somewhere that was not here. Ilya had seen this in Moscow in men who had been playing for years, and it had always felt like a private thing. He looked away. After his stillness, Hollander got up to do his hallway pacing. Ilya found it distracting. Annoying, even. But they all had their own ways to prepare for the game.
The Admirals had a veteran captain named Scott Hunter. J.J. had mentioned him during warmups with the tone people used for someone they genuinely respected, which, in Ilya's experience, was rarer than the tone people used for someone they merely feared. Hunter was thirty-four. His sixteenth season in the league. He moved on the ice with the economy of a man who had learned long ago not to waste anything. Like many players on the other side of thirty, he wasn't as fast or as explosive, but he was smarter. Thinking faster and cleaner than the younger players. Ilya could see this.
During the pre-game skate, Hunter came to the red line and stopped. Not assessment, not hostility. Something more straightforward. He nodded once. "Welcome to the league. Good to have you." Earnestly, like he actually meant it.
Ilya looked at him. The lines at the corners of his eyes. The nose broken at least twice. A sparkle of gray at his temples. Sixteen seasons of NHL hockey visible in the joints and how he held his shoulders.
"Thank you," Ilya said. Then, because the observation seemed relevant, "You are old."
Hunter blinked.
"In Soviet Union," Ilya continued, working it out as he went, "player this old" he searched, "retired. Long time. You would be…grandfather. Grandfather of grandfather." He considered the image. 
Silence settled over the red line. Hunter stared at him. Behind Ilya, J.J. suppressed a laugh that turned into a cough. Further down the ice, Comeau appeared to have developed a sudden, intense interest in his own skate blade.
Hunter's expression moved through several stages in quick succession and landed somewhere that was not quite a smile. "I appreciate the perspective," he said, in the tone of selecting each word individually.
"You are welcome," Ilya said.
Hunter skated away. J.J. appeared at Ilya's shoulder three seconds later, moving with the barely contained energy of holding back his laughter under significant pressure.
"You just called Scott Hunter a grandfather," J.J. said, very quietly.
"He is old," Ilya said.
"He's thirty-four."
"Yes," Ilya said. "I said this. Old."
J.J. looked at the ice. Then at Ilya. Then he skated away without another word.
He found out later, from the expression on Comeau's face in the dressing room, that it had been discussed on the Admirals' bench for most of the first period. Ilya did not see the problem. Hunter was old. He confirmed it himself in the corridor after the second period, stopping Ilya with one hand on his arm: "For the record, in Canada, thirty-four is not old."
"In Soviet Union—" Ilya started.
"In Canada," Hunter said, firmly, "thirty-four is not old."
"Okay," Ilya said, in the tone he used when he did not agree but had decided the argument was not worth the vocabulary it would require. He paused, then added, "You skate good. For the age."
Hunter held his gaze for a moment, then laughed, a short, genuine thing, and shook his head and kept walking. Ilya filed it under things to understand better once his English was sufficient for nuance.
The game was the best hockey Ilya had played since arriving in Montreal. The Admirals came out structured and physical and the first period was a chess problem he was genuinely interested in solving. Hunter was on the ice for most of it and was, Ilya had to admit, extremely good for being an antique. 
The goal came in the second period off a sequence he hadn't planned. Hollander carried behind the net and Ilya went to the post on instinct. The angle was right, the Admirals' defender had taken one step too many toward Hollander, and there was a corridor that would close in approximately half a second. Hollander found him without looking. The puck came exactly to where Ilya's stick was, as though Hollander had a map of the ice that included wherever Ilya was going to be, and Ilya redirected it upstairs before the goalie had finished moving. He stood at the post for an instant. The Forum was very loud. Then J.J. hit him from behind with both arms and the noise became something physical and Ilya caught him without thinking about it. He would get comfortable with this. He would try. 
Hollander got there as the pile was breaking. Not part of it, but at the edge of it, the way he was at the edge of most things. He tapped Ilya's shin pad with his stick, the same way he'd done after the Pittsburgh goal, and that was all. J.J.'s arms were still on his shoulders. Gagnon, one of the defencemen, was laughing somewhere to his left. And Ilya stood in the middle of it and felt, with a clarity that arrived without warning and left him briefly wrong-footed, that he wanted Hollander's hands on him like everyone else's were. Not the shin pad. Not the stick. The weight of his hand. The actual contact. It was a want so clear it embarrassed him, and it was gone almost before he'd registered it was even there.
Later, Hollander said in the corridor, "I didn't know you were going to the post."
"I know."
"How did you—"
"You look at puck," Ilya said. "When you look at puck. Not at me. Then I go." He searched. "You are...telling. With the eyes."
"I telegraphed it."
"This word. Telegraph."
"Sending a signal without meaning to."
Ilya nodded. "Yes. But—" He stopped. What he wanted to say was: it was not a weakness, it was information, and I used it, and this is what we are going to do together for as long as we play on the same ice. What he said was: "Good pass."
Hollander looked at him for a moment longer than the sentence required. Then he laughed, short and real, and shook his head. "Yeah," he said. "Okay."
They won 3-1.
J.J. organized the bar, which Ilya gathered was a tradition. Final home game of the regular season, somewhere on Crescent Street, a place the team apparently knew well enough that the bartender had the first round ready before they'd fully sat down. Ilya came because J.J. asked him and because the alternative was sitting alone in the apartment.
The bar was loud in a different way than the Forum. The Forum's noise had a direction to it, a focus. This noise was just ambient, people talking over each other across small tables, a jukebox in the corner playing a song with a guitar that Ilya didn't know. It was nice. Comfortable. He settled into a chair between J.J. and Thibault and looked at the room and tried to read it like he read a dressing room, which was not exactly the same skill but was related.
The drinks arrived. Then another round. Ilya drank slowly, watching how people paid. Flagging down the server, handing over bills, waiting for change, or not waiting in a way that seemed to signal something. He had not yet worked out the system. In Moscow, you paid what you owed, and if you wanted good service next time you found a separate and private occasion to make sure the right person knew you were worth looking after. Here people were doing it openly, in front of everyone, at the end of every transaction. He wasn't sure what to make of a country where the bribe was public and voluntary and came with an expected percentage.
When the server came for the second round he took out his wallet. He offered to pay for J.J. and Thibault. The bill was eleven dollars. He had a twenty. He looked at the twenty. He looked at the bill.
Hollander was two chairs down, not watching him, and then was watching him. He leaned across Thibault. "Tip about a dollar a drink. So on eleven dollars, leave fourteen, fifteen."
"This is bribe?"
Hollander looked at him. "What?"
"Is right word? Pay more, brings good drinks. Fast. Or no, you wait a long time. Bad drinks." He looked at the server. "This is the same."
"It's not—" Hollander stopped. "Okay. It's not exactly the same. But leave fifteen."
Ilya put the twenty on the table. The server took it and left and came back with change, which Ilya left on the table in the amount Hollander had indicated. The server said thank you.
"Same," Ilya said.
Hollander opened his mouth. Closed it. Picked up his beer.
Across the bar, Pike and one of the defencemen were at a table with two women who seemed to know them, the conversation running with the loosened energy of people who had decided the evening was going somewhere. Ilya watched this for a while. He understood the general mechanism. The leaning in, the laughter that wasn't about anything funny, the way bodies arranged themselves. He understood the mechanism. He did not know the rules of this city, this bar, this version of the game, and he had no interest in making a fool of himself in English in front of his teammates.
Hayden was at the end of the bar talking to a woman Ilya hadn't seen come in. She had dark hair and was saying a joke that made Hayden laugh with his whole face, which was not an expression Ilya had seen from him in the dressing room. She was also, Ilya noticed, the one doing most of the talking. Not performing, just thinking out loud, and Hayden was listening how you listened when you were actually interested in what someone was going to say next.
He watched this for a moment. Then he turned to J.J. "Who is woman. With Hayden."
"Jackie. She's—they've been seeing each other. She works at a law firm, I think. Or a newspaper. Something."
Ilya looked back at them. Jackie kept talking and Hayden laughed again and put his hand briefly on the bar near hers, not touching, just near.
"Too smart for Pike," Ilya said.
J.J. considered this. "Probably."
"Too funny also." He watched Hayden attempt a response and Jackie tilt her head. "He is fifteenth-best player on team. Maybe sixteenth. She should know this."
J.J. pressed his lips together. "I'm not telling him you said that."
"I will tell him."
"Please don't." J.J. turned serious. "You know the rules about teammates' girls."
"I would not do this to Pike. He would not find another woman." He watched Jackie laugh at whatever Hayden said, genuinely this time, and Hayden went slightly pink in a way that was probably invisible from where he was standing. It was, Ilya thought, a good laugh. Hayden had reasonable taste, for a sixteenth-best player.
He was coming back with his second drink from the bar. Comeau was at the near end of the bar with Thibault and one of the younger defencemen, and they were in the middle of a conversation that stopped when Ilya got close enough to hear it. Not all at once. One person registering him first, then the others catching the register, the conversation finding a natural-looking pause that had not been natural at all.
He had heard this kind of pause his entire career. Every locker room, every corridor, the barracks and the cafeteria and the coaches' offices when he walked past. He knew what it sounded like. The texture of words that had been about you, stopping.
Comeau looked at him. His expression was easy, the default setting. "Rozanov," he said, and raised his glass in either a greeting or a continuation of whatever had just stopped being said.
"Comeau," Ilya said, and kept walking.
He did not look back. He filed it and did not examine it. There was nothing to examine yet. A pause was only a pause. What came after it was information.
Ilya was nearly past the bar when a man he didn't know stopped him. Mid-forties. He'd been watching the table of Metros players for a while with the loose attention of waiting for a chance to feel talkative. He said a few words to the bartender in French and then turned to Ilya with the easy sociability of someone who expected to be well-received. "Soviet, eh? I've seen you play."
Ilya looked at him.
"Brave, I guess," the man said. "Getting out like that. Long as you were actually, you know. Came here. Not sent here. You hear things."
The question underneath the question. He had heard it in four different forms since Calgary. "I know what you mean," Ilya said.
"Right, sure." The man smiled like people smiled when they wanted to recover ground. "Good player, anyway."
Ilya picked up his drink. "Yes," he said, and went back to the table.
J.J. watched him sit down. "Everything okay?"
"Yes." Ilya drank. "Man wanted to know if I was spy."
J.J. was quiet for a moment. Then: "What did you say?"
"I said I know what you mean." He looked at the table. "He knows I know."
J.J. looked at him and didn't say anything, which was, Ilya was learning, sometimes the correct response.
Hollander was at the same table, not across the room where Ilya had half-expected him.  He was nursing a ginger ale of all things, watching the room with the half-presence of attending out of obligation rather than intent. He had not gone to find a table with anyone.
For months before he joined the team, Ilya had constructed a picture of what Hollander's life looked like. The Canadian captain, the face in the sports pages, a woman beautiful and easy in a bed, wrapped in white silk sheets somewhere in this city while he was at the bar with his teammates. Maybe more than one woman, a finger brushing over his freckles in the dim light of the night. The picture had been a piece of the larger fantasy. The West, the abundance, the life on the other side. The actual Hollander was sitting six feet away from two women who had glanced at him twice and he had not glanced back. Hollander hadn't spoken to him much since he'd arrived, so the picture of his home and his wife hadn't fully materialized in reality yet. But sitting there, alone in a crowded room, did not fit the image. He noted this and filed it in the same place he filed other things about Hollander that he noticed and did not examine. The file was getting full.
J.J. drifted off around ten, then Comeau, then most of the rest in the gradual dispersal that happened when a group ran out of reasons to stay. Ilya was putting on his jacket when Hollander appeared beside him.
"I'll drive you," Hollander said. "I'm going past Westmount anyway."
Ilya looked at him. "You live other way."
"I know where I live."
Ilya put on his jacket.
The car was a sensible dark blue sedan, clean, suggesting its owner cared about the inside of his car. Hollander drove like he played.  Controlled, making decisions slightly earlier than the situation required, already reading two moves ahead. The city moved past the windows, streetlights on wet pavement, the particular late-night emptiness of a weeknight in April.
They didn't talk for a few minutes. Ilya had his elbow on the window ledge and watched the city. He was learning the grid slowly on runs, which way the mountain ran, and where the river was relative to where he was standing. It was starting to hold.
"I'm glad you're here," Hollander said. Not looking at him, watching the road. "In Montreal. On the team." He said it without preamble.
Ilya looked at the side of his face. The dashboard light caught the line of his jaw, the straight nose, the way he was holding his expression neutral. Ilya could see that smattering of freckles across his nose, the restrained bow of his lips. He remembered the corridor after the Pittsburgh game, and the bench exchanges, and Hollander's hand on his shoulder that had lasted exactly one second before Hollander had noticed and removed it.
He looked back at the window. "Yes," he said. "You are very lucky."
A beat. "That's not what I—"
"Best player in world," Ilya said. "You said this."
"One time!"
"Yes. Was true."
Hollander was quiet for a moment. When he spoke, his voice was in a register that was not quite irritation and not quite amusement, which Ilya was beginning to find he had opinions about. "You're an asshole," he said.
"Yes," Ilya agreed.
They drove for a while. The city thinned out toward Westmount, the streets quieter, the buildings older. Ilya watched the lights. Then, because the question had been sitting in him since the bar and he had the English for it now, "You have a girl?"
Hollander's hands shifted on the wheel, just the tiniest bit. "No."
Ilya looked at him. "At the bar. You did not—"
"No," Hollander said again. Same register. Not defensive, not explaining. Just the word, placed down with a flatness that said it was not an invitation to continue.
"Do you not like them?"
"What?"
"Girls."
"No, I like girls. Just not like that. I mean, yes, like that, just not at the bar."
"Is fine. To be virgin, Hollander. Time will come."
"Who taught you that word?"
"J.J."
"Of course he did. And I'm not a virgin." He paused. A beat. "You didn't either."
Ilya looked at the window. "My English."
"Your English was fine for telling Hayden his girlfriend was too smart for him." Hollander's voice was even.
Ilya said nothing.
"No," Hollander said, after a moment. Quietly, closing a mental door. "I don't have a girl."
Ilya filed it in the same place he filed the million other things about Hollander that he noticed and did not examine.
Hollander pulled up in front of the building on Metcalfe and put the car in park. The street was quiet. The engine ticked. Through the windshield, the city was doing nothing in particular.
Ilya didn't get out immediately. He had his hand on the door handle and was looking at the building and was aware, in a way that was becoming familiar and not entirely comfortable, of not wanting to go inside. The apartment was up there with its adequate furniture and its schedule on the wall and the days of silence waiting on the other side of the door.
He could feel Hollander beside him, not looking, but present, the slight warmth of another person in a small space, neither of them speaking. The moment had a heaviness to it that Ilya could feel without being able to name, and he had learned enough by now to know that the thing to do with moments like this was to get out of the car.
He got out of the car.
"Good night," he said, through the open door.
Hollander looked at him. In the dashboard light, his expression was doing several things at once, none of them fully resolved. "Good night," he said.
Ilya closed the door. He watched the car pull away and then went inside.
He ran every morning. The hill route on the bad mornings, the river path on the others. He came back each time with his legs wrung out and his head clear enough to read the grammar book for an hour before the television became necessary. The team came back Saturday. Ilya was at the Forum before the doors opened.
The last regular practice of the season was on a Monday. Theriault kept it short: conditioning work, a light scrimmage, nothing designed to break anyone. At the end, he gathered the room. Ilya caught most of it. His English was not yet sufficient for every word but it was sufficient for the shape of things, and the shape of this was Theriault was disappointed about the regular season and intended to do something about what came next. He caught not enough. He caught playoffs, Wednesday, said with a weight that meant it was not a question but a fact. He caught Rozanov.
Theriault looked at Ilya as the room broke up. Not a long look, not a speech. Just a nod, the kind that meant: I see what you did here, and I am noting it. Ilya nodded back.
The room dispersed into the energy of a season ending. Playoffs were coming, and they always brought weight and uncertainty. The in-between was the hard part. Packing equipment bags, handshakes, understanding that their last day together could be any time. Hollander moved through it with the ease of someone who had done this many times, saying the right things to the right people. He found Ilya near the door.
"After playoffs," Hollander said. "English lessons."
"Okay."
"They said they'd have a translator around if you need something in the meantime." He said it the way he said most practical things: without ceremony. Then he put his hand out. "I'll see you soon."
Ilya looked at it. Then he took it. Hollander's grip was firm and brief, and he held it for exactly as long as a handshake lasted and then let go. Ilya let go. Hollander picked up his bag and walked out.
Ilya stood in the corridor for a moment. Then he went to get his own things.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    A few research-y things from this one.

I couldn't not include the hat trick. Toronto and Montreal both claim that they originated the tradition somewhere in the 1950s. "Hat Trick" is a cricket term, so Ilya almost certainly would know what one was, but would have been baffled by the hats. Henri Henri, a still-operating Montreal hat shop, gave free hats to players who scored three goals during the 50s-70s, which is where the association with the city comes from. Up until the 80s, you also could go pick up your hat at a kiosk after the game, so you'd get it back...but not anymore. They're donated now.

I included the Scott Hunter exchange because it was funny and unavoidable to me, but it gets funnier if you know that Ilya isn't entirely wrong. Under Tikhonov's barracks-living system, Tikhonov alone decided when a player was no longer useful. Vladislav Tretiak, considered one of the greatest goaltenders in history, retired at 32 in 1984. He was still capable of playing top-level hockey, and if he had been able to go to the US he probably would have played many more years. He retired after a major argument in which Tikhonov refused to let him live at home with his wife and children rather than in the barracks. Valeri Kharlamov was dropped from the 1981 Canada Cup roster at 33 due to being "out of condition" due to his advanced age.

The NHL operated on a very different timeline. In 1988, 34 was squarely mid-career for a quality veteran. Players routinely competed into their late thirties, and the game actively rewarded the kind of positional intelligence and economy of movement that accumulates over a long career. Fetisov and Larionov, when they finally reached the NHL in 1989, went on to win the Stanley Cup together with Detroit in 1997 and 1998. Fetisov was 39, Larionov 36. Scott Hunter, being 34, by North American standards, has years left. Gordie Howe, a notable outlier, played until he was 52 and (don't hate me, hockey people) I would argue he was still pretty good well into his 40s. Howe's career best season was when he was 40.

See? Scott Hunter is a little baby, not a dinosaur. I also aged Scott up to match the show closer than the books. Love me some Francois Arnaud, but no one is mistaking that man for being in his 20s (which is fine, and aging is fine, and we don't have to be weird about it).

Next chapter, playoffs. After that: Ilya's hot Montreal summer. As always, thoughts, feelings, comments - all welcome here. Love you all!


  


      

  












      Chapter 13: Contact
  


    Chapter Summary

    Ilya's first playoffs, and a phone call that has nothing to do with hockey. The season ends. So does everything else.



    Chapter Notes

      This one came out kind of long, and was a real bear to try to wrestle into how I wanted it. This hit a new bunch of people recently (welcome! Happy you're here! Thanks Reddit!) but here's another gentle (firm) reminder that this is fiction. I'm a good researcher, but I absolutely cut corners for the sake of the story. My search history for this chapter includes an embarrassing amount of time spent looking at photos of playoff beards, trying to find the most facial hair Connor Storrie has ever grown, Soviet military communications infrastructure, and KGB soft-harassment tactics. But always a grain of salt on the details, please.


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  Contact (noun)

	
The state or condition of physical touching.



	
The action of communicating or meeting.



	
A person who may be approached for information or assistance, in an emergency or otherwise, assuming that such a person exists.




Example: "He looked at the phone for a long time. Then he put it back." — April 1988
Game one at the Forum was the loudest the building had been for Ilya yet. Not louder in volume, exactly, but louder in concentration, the crowd packed in with a focused heat that had nothing of the ordinary season in it. He understood playoffs in his body before he understood them in language. Higher stakes, tighter systems, the other team playing with an urgency that had none of the regular season's looseness. Philadelphia was physical like teams that had been told physicality was their best option against him, which he also understood, and which did not work the way they wanted. He scored once and set up another. The Forum sent them off with a noise that reverberated through the tunnel floor.
In the locker room after, he noticed that several of the guys hadn't shaved. Not all of them, but enough that he checked twice. Comeau's jaw was rough. Thibault had a few days of stubble coming in along his chin. Drapeau, the starting goalie, already had more growth than the others by some distance. Ilya considered this, decided it wasn't worth forming a theory about, and went to shower.
Game two was quieter in the building but louder in the dressing room before, the inverse of the first game, and told him how the room worked when it was confident. He scored twice. Hollander got the other two. The combination that had built across the past weeks was running at close to its full capacity, and there were moments on the ice in the second period when he and Hollander were moving through the same geometry without either of them having to think about it, how he had played with men he'd known since juniors. He noticed it. He thought Hollander had noticed it too. He did not say anything about it. 
By the second game the not-shaving had become impossible to ignore. Every man in the room had something going on below the nose. Drapeau's was the most advanced, a dense, even growth that had clearly been underway for longer than two days, which meant Drapeau either knew information Ilya didn't or had simply stopped caring about his face in late March. Hollander had the patchy, uneven attempt of someone whose beard came in reluctantly and in pieces, darker along the jaw, thin above the lip, the kind of growth that on anyone else might have read as neglect. On Hollander it read as stubborn. J.J. was somewhere in the middle, filling in steadily. The younger players had the soft, uncertain scruff of men not yet sure their faces would cooperate.
Ilya sat in his stall and looked at the room and understood that he had missed the memo. Not a rule, because nobody had announced a rule. Something older than a rule. He had shaved that morning out of habit, the same as every morning since the barracks, and he was now apparently the only person in this locker room who had. One of the younger defencemen glanced at him and then away, with an expression that Ilya couldn't fully parse but which clearly registered some unspoken breach of protocol. Gagnon glared at him from across the room, but said nothing.
He caught Hollander before they went out for warmup. Hollander was in the corridor doing the pacing he always did before important games, forty yards and back. He stopped when Ilya stepped into his path.
"No shaving," Ilya said, making it a statement rather than a question because he was fairly sure and didn't want to be wrong in a way that required further explanation.
A twitch crossed his face that wasn't quite a smile. "Playoff beard," he said.
Ilya considered this. "All players?"
"All players."
"How long?"
"Until we're eliminated." Hollander paused. "Or we win the Cup." He whispered the last part carefully, like he didn't want to jinx it. Ilya nodded. He went back to his stall and did not reach for the tape for his stick for a moment, looking at the middle distance. He thought about the barracks, the morning inspection, a clean face as mandatory as a clean weapon. He thought about six years of shaving before the mirror in whatever room he'd been assigned. In Moscow, personal appearance was not personal. It belonged to your coach, and he would have never tolerated such an unkempt appearance. He let it grow.
After the game, in the corridor, J.J. said a few words to Comeau in French, gesturing toward Ilya's stall. Comeau laughed. Whatever it was, it was short and had his name in it and the laughter had the texture of a joke said that didn't need to be said where he could hear it. Ilya dried off and dressed and said nothing. He had stopped expecting anything different. The geography of the room had settled around him over the weeks in a way that included him as a player and excluded him as a person. He had learned to operate within those boundaries like he had learned the hill route and the river path, the shape of a thing accepted, not reconciled.
He walked home. The city was running outside, people in jerseys, bars with their doors open, the noise of a playoff city that had just won two at home. He walked through it and went upstairs. The apartment was the same as he'd left it: the groceries Claire had delivered that morning, the folded towel on the oven handle, the laundry he hadn't sent out yet sitting on the chair in the bedroom. He stood in the kitchen for a while. He thought about who he could call at eleven at night after a playoff win. He thought about it for long enough to know what the answer would be, and then went to bed.
Games three, four, and five were in Philadelphia. He knew this from the schedule. He knew the dates, the game times, the outcome only afterward, when it arrived in the newspaper or on the television broadcast that he watched from the couch with the dictionary open on the cushion beside him. He was not on the bus. He was not in the dressing room, not in the tunnel, not on the ice at the Spectrum with its different sight lines and different ice and different crowd that would have taken him half a period to read. He was in the apartment.
He had done this before, during the away games in the regular season. He had learned what the days felt like. The morning of a travel day, when the building was empty, and practice had been canceled, and life went on without him. The long corridor of the afternoon. The game was broadcast in the evening. Claire or Paul's grocery delivery would appear on the counter while he was out, the refrigerator restocked by the time he got back from his run. His laundry went out in a bag on Mondays and came back folded on Wednesdays. He had not bought food or washed his own clothes since February. The same five outfits. There was a version of this arrangement that was meant to feel like hospitality. There was also a version that was structurally identical to being managed, and he had been managed by institutions his entire life and knew the texture of it.
He had said nothing about this for two months because saying nothing was what you did inside an institution when someone else held all the leverage and you were still establishing your value. He understood that calculation. He had been running it since he was eighteen. But he had also spent his entire life inside systems that decided where he slept and what he ate and when he could leave a building, and somewhere between game three going dark on the television and the folded laundry appearing on the chair Wednesday morning, he reached the end of his patience with it.
He called Claire from the apartment phone. He had been rehearsing the words since the laundry came back folded that morning.
"I want," he said, "to buy food. Myself." A pause. "And laundry. And phone. For me. To call. More than Metros or doorman."
A pause on her end. Claire was not unkind, and she was also not the person who made decisions. "I'll pass it along," she said.
He had prepared for this too. "I know," he said carefully, "there are reasons. I understand." He searched. "But I am here months. I cannot — "the word wasn't there. He tried around it. "My clothes. I do not touch them. Food, I do not buy. This is — "He stopped. He did not have the English for what it was. "In Moscow also this. Always someone else. I am done."
Another pause. "I'll pass it along," she said again, and this time it landed differently, the tone of saying she was going to actually do it.
Three days later the phone arrived. A wall-mounted unit, cream-colored, with a long cord. A notecard in Claire's small, even writing clipped to the handset.
Local calls only. Yours to use.
The groceries and laundry he would have to keep waiting on, apparently. One thing at a time. He read the notecard twice, then went to run.
Ilya had stopped shaving the morning after the conversation with Hollander, and by game five he checked the bathroom mirror out of habit and found a surprise. Dense, even, coming in dark and fast, already further along than most of the room had managed in the same time. He had no frame of reference for this. He had shaved every morning in the Soviet army. It felt strange. He touched it with the back of his hand. He wasn't sure he loved the way it looked, but it was different. He stood at the mirror for a moment, then went and watched the game.
He watched all three games on television, not missing a single moment. He relished another opportunity to watch the broadcast angles, showing Hollander in ways he so rarely could see him in person. He could see the full shape of Hollander's positioning, the decisions he made before he made them, how his head moved when he was reading a play two seconds ahead of everyone else. He tracked this more than he tracked the puck, which he knew was not the usual way to watch hockey, and which he stopped doing when he caught himself doing it and then started again. Ilya realized Hollander was playing as if he were there. But he wasn't. When he tried to pass to Hayden, it didn't land. 
Game three they lost 3-1. Game four they lost 4-2, Hollander with a goal and an assist, playing well enough that the frustration showed anyway in the set of his jaw on the broadcast and the stillness of how he sat on the bench between shifts. Game five they lost 2-1 in overtime, a deflection off a defenceman's skate that could not be assigned to any failure and therefore could not be fixed. 
After game five he turned the television off and sat in the quiet. Philadelphia led the series three games to two. One game left, at home, which meant he would be there. If they lost, the season was over. He went to bed.
The call came at half past two in the afternoon. He had gone to morning skate and noticed the shift in the room. The guys were finally acknowledging his beard, though it was a silent, grim acceptance. Hollander's was still a patchy mess, which gave Ilya a flicker of unexpected satisfaction. He had come home and was at loose ends. Bored. Killing time for a few hours until he was back for the game. He was eating a chunk of bread standing over the sink. It was from the loaf Claire had left with the groceries that morning, same as every week, same delivery, same bag. When the phone rang, he felt a sudden jolt of elated anticipation. A phone call. A real phone call from another human. He picked up on the second ring.
The voice was male. Nobody he recognized. Flat and careful, the cadence of someone who had made calls like this before and learned to keep them short, or who was reading from a prepared statement. He spoke in clipped, native Russian.
"Your father went walking today," the voice said. "He became lost. It took some time for his wife to find him."
Ilya's blood went cold. He said nothing. He was aware of his hand tightening, crushing the bread into a dry pulp.
"He is home now. He is safe." A pause that was not a pause for breath. "For now."
The line went dead.
Ilya stood at the counter. The street below was doing what it always did. A car went past. Someone's window opened a floor up, then closed. He was still holding the bread, compressed nearly into paste in his fist. He set it down. His hands were shaking. He looked at his fingers how he had looked at them in Vienna before his first game against Canada, when they had felt like tools borrowed from someone else. He pressed them flat against the counter. The shaking didn't stop. Suddenly, he felt the bile rising in his throat and he gave several stifled, dry heaves into the sink, struggling to get back in control of himself.
The call had lasted under thirty seconds. His father's name had not been used. His own had not either. No names at all, just concern relayed about an elderly relative, the kind of call a neighbor might make, the kind that left nothing on a tape that could be connected to anything real.
For now.
He thought about his father going walking. Someone with a failing mind stepping outside and forgetting. He had known before he left that this was happening, had watched it happen at dinners and in hallways, his father's mind drifting somewhere Ilya couldn't follow. He did not know how far it had progressed since February. He did not know who was with him. He did not know if Polina was there or if she had gone. He knew nothing, and the knowing-nothing had a different weight than ordinary not-knowing. This was the not-knowing of someone who had cut every line, who had made it impossible to ask, who was standing in a kitchen in another country holding a phone that could not call the one number that mattered without potentially making everything worse.
His father was lost somewhere in an apartment in Moscow and Ilya had put him there. Not the dementia. Ilya. By leaving, by making himself into a liability the State would want to use as leverage. He stood at the counter for a long time. Then he went to the bathroom and splashed water on his face and viewed himself in the mirror above the sink. The beard, which felt like a badge of belonging a few minutes ago, now felt like a disguise that hadn't worked.
He showered again, trying to get the feeling of disgust off his skin. He dressed for the game. 
He was in his stall forty minutes before he needed to be. He had nowhere else to be, which was part of it, but he also needed the room to do what it did, to become something he could use. The Forum before an elimination game had a different energy, lower than usual, more deliberate. Thibault's music was on but three of the guys sat with their heads down. Gagnon paced the back of the room. J.J. was taping his stick with intense focus. Ilya sat in his stall and began his own tape job.
Ilya had his own pre-game rituals, like all players. These things were all he was allowed to have of himself, unique, in a team that prided itself on being the same. Most of the Metros preferred white tape, but he chose black every time. He didn't care. It was what he knew. He started at the heel, the tape at a five-degree angle, each successive strip overlapping the previous one by nearly half its width. No gaps. Consistent tension. At the toe, he folded the tape back instead of cutting it, then ran his fingers down the entire blade face twice, pressing out any lingering air pockets. Always twice. Then the knob was built up in two phases. A base layer, eight wraps. Then a second, looser layer, creating a gradient, not a hard stop. It fit perfectly in the heel of his hand this way. 
Then the skates. He skipped the first eyelet on both boots, which lowered the flex point slightly. The lacing went normally from there until the top two eyelets, where he crossed the laces instead of threading straight through to create a slightly different pressure distribution across the top of his foot. Then a triple knot, not a double. After lacing, he tapped each blade against the floor twice. It was probably the closest thing to a genuine superstition in the whole process, and he was aware of it, but did it anyway. It emptied him out. Pulled all the thoughts from his head, ready for the game. Ready to think of only the puck, and only winning, and it had worked for so many years. And today, today it was not working. 
He understood the room. He had been in rooms like this in Moscow, before games that mattered in ways he was not permitted to discuss, before games he was told to win in the same tone someone else would use to give a different kind of order. He knew what collective will looked like when it was starting to cost something. The difference was that in those rooms he had known every face for years. Here he had two months. He knew the rhythms. There was a layer beneath the rhythms he was working toward, and tonight was not the night he was going to get there.
For now.
The words surfaced again like they had been surfacing since half past two, arriving without invitation in the middle of whatever else he was doing. During the shower. During the drive to the Forum. He would be somewhere inside a thought and then the two words would be there, flat and unhurried, in a voice he couldn't place. He pressed the tape down and smoothed it and pressed it again. It wasn't right. It wasn't sitting like it was supposed to.
He did not know if his father had actually wandered. He had been turning this over since the call ended and had not gotten closer to an answer. The not-knowing was a low continuous pressure behind the sternum that he recognized from the barracks, from the years of living inside a system that rationed information as a form of control. He knew how to function inside that pressure. He had been doing it since he was eighteen. What he had not anticipated was doing it in a locker room in Montreal two hours before a playoff elimination game with no one he could tell.
He ran his thumb along the tape again. Uneven. He pulled it off and started over.
"Rozanov."
Hollander, from two stalls down. Not loud. Ilya's head came up. Hollander was already dressed, sitting with his stick across his knees, watching him with an attention that had nothing to do with hockey. 
"First elimination game," he said. It was framed as an observation rather than a question. An offering, reasoning for his nerves, in case Ilya wanted to use it.
"Yes," Ilya said.
Hollander held his gaze for a moment. "It's loud," he said. "The crowd. Different from regular season. Takes a period to settle in." A pause. "You'll find it."
"I am ready," Ilya said.
Hollander's jaw shifted. He understood this was the answer he was getting, and that pushing would accomplish nothing. He nodded once and went back to staring at his stick. He stayed aware of Ilya for the rest of the time in the room, peripheral, steady, like you watched ice you didn't entirely trust. Ilya noticed it and kept taping and thought about a voice on a phone that had not used a single name. The tape just would not sit right.
The Forum was full. He had learned over the season to use the Forum's noise, its energy, to let it run along the outside of his focus rather than through it. He went through warmup and put pucks on net and listened to Theriault, who kept the pre-game short, which was the right call. The room was not going to absorb more words tonight. 
He stood in the tunnel. When he stepped onto the ice the crowd came up, and he went through his first lap, and he tried to only think of the ice. Just the ice. But he couldn't. He thought about the call, the voice on the other end of the line, for most of the first period.
It came back in the gaps. Not during contact, not when he was moving at full speed. His body was too busy then, it crowded everything else out. It came in the moments of stillness. Waiting for a face-off. Skating back to position after an icing. The bench between shifts, which was when it was worst, when his legs stopped and the thirty seconds of audio started again. He is home now. He is safe. The pause. For now. He would be back on the ice before it finished and then it would wait, and then the next whistle would blow and it would start again from the beginning.
The problem was not grief, or not only grief. The problem was not knowing in a way he couldn't stop thinking about. He could not confirm whether his father had actually wandered. He could not assess the caller, could not run him against any face or voice from his years in Moscow, could not determine what apparatus he represented or how close it was to his father's actual life. He had thirty seconds of audio and no name and no callback number and no one in Montreal he could tell. He played his shifts and came back to the bench and sat with it and went back out again. 
He was not bad. He was close enough to good that Theriault wouldn't pull him. But he was a half-second slower than he had been in game two, not in his legs but in the space between reading a play and acting on it, that gap where the decision lived, and a half-second at this level was a different game. For now, echoing in his ears. He missed a setup for Hollander in the first period that he would ordinarily have put on his tape with his eyes closed. He saw the lane open and was already moving toward it and then the two words came back and his edges held for one stride too long and the lane closed. He felt Hollander look at him when he came to the bench, a question on his face. But Ilya didn't look at him. He wouldn't. He couldn't.
Philadelphia scored late in the second on a defensive breakdown he was not part of. Then again early in the third on one where he was. A pinch that cost them the angle, a recovery that came one stride late. A pass that didn't connect. He had been at the wrong depth, recalibrating from a face-off he had spent half a second not watching. He knew it immediately. He was back on the bench before the lamp was lit, and he sat there, listening to the crowd, and did not let himself think about the call, which meant he was thinking about it.
He played the rest of the third. They got one back with seven minutes left, Hollander sliding it in, and for a few minutes the Forum was doing what it had done all series, running on its own belief. They did not score again. The final buzzer landed in a way that wasn't silence but wasn't a noise either. It was the sound of thousands of people being disappointed at the same time.
He stood at his blue line and watched Philadelphia celebrate at center ice and felt the crowd change frequency around him. This morning he had come to the rink. He had taped his stick. The season had existed then. Now it was over, and the phone call was still there, and he would have a lot of time to think about that.
The handshake line he moved through correctly. Eye contact, firm, move. Some of the Philadelphia players gawked at him like a dangerous thing they had narrowly avoided. He was aware of this and kept moving.
The locker room after was the worst room he had been in since the windowless office in the back of the Wiener Stadthalle where the minders had waited for him after the Vienna game, the one with the flint-eyed man and the Western newspapers and the silence that had teeth. Not quiet. He had expected quiet.
Instead it was loud in the ugly way, equipment thrown rather than set down, someone's stick hitting the wall hard enough that the sound went through the room and nobody acknowledged it. Gagnon was in the shower corridor saying words in French that didn't need translation. Itemizing blame, one person at a time. Hayden had his jersey on the floor and was staring at it like it had insulted him personally. Comeau had a face like a storm system moving in, looking for somewhere to land.
Theriault came in and said what coaches said, the version of it that was technically accountability and functionally nothing, and the room received it. Someone knocked over a water bottle. Nobody picked it up.
Ilya sat in his stall and let the sound drift around him. He could understand the anger. He had been in angry, bitter rooms his entire career. He knew how to recognize the difference between the kind that was useful and the kind that was just a missile looking for a target. This was the second kind. The disappointment had no place to go, so it went everywhere, flowing like water, to the coach, the ice, to each other. Comeau said a few words across the room at Thibault that had a sharpness to it that he didn't deserve. Thibault's jaw tightened but he said nothing, which meant whatever he was holding back would come out later, as anger or as some vice. 
Across the room, Comeau pivoted and said a sentence in French. Low, meant to carry, the tone of a joke that needed an audience. Ilya caught his own name and the laugh that followed, the one that had been there all season in the register just below where anyone would officially acknowledge it. Hayden's head snapped up sharply. Then he seemed to decide it wasn't the moment and looked back down. Ilya finished removing his equipment and said nothing. He had gotten very good at that.
Hollander was across from him, jersey already off, forearms on his knees. He was not part of the anger. He was somewhere on the other side already, working out what needed to happen next. He found Ilya across the room. Held it for a moment. Something was in the look, an awareness of the gap between what had just happened on the ice and what Ilya had been carrying into it, but he had no way to ask about it and Ilya had no way to answer. He returned his eyes to the floor.
The room went about its business. The anger drained away slowly, like it always did, leaving behind the sound of the end. Equipment being packed, the absence of the season. The walls had been there all year, the ones that existed in registers too low for anyone to officially acknowledge, and he had operated within them, and tonight they were simply more visible than usual. He sat in the middle of it and understood, with a clarity that was not new but was sharper tonight, that he had been here for two months and had teammates and an apartment and the Forum ice and nothing else. He had built his entire life around leaving one country. He had not given sufficient thought to what it meant that the life in this one had to be built from zero, at twenty-one, in a language he was learning, alone.
He dressed. He went out through the corridor without stopping and nodded to the equipment staff and went into the cold.
He walked back to the apartment. It was a little far, but was a reasonable distance on a night when he needed his legs to help him drown out the noise. The city was still running. Fans moving in the same direction, some loud, some with the quiet of the locker room settling into them. A man outside a bar with a jersey on and his head down. Two women leaving a restaurant, laughing softly, their breath white in the cold air. He went down his street and unlocked the door and went inside.
The kitchen light was on. He had left it on when Paul picked him up to go to the game. The rest of the apartment was exactly as the organization had left it before he went to morning skate. Counter wiped, dish towel folded over the oven handle, the week's groceries still in the refrigerator behind a door he had opened twice today. The laundry from Monday was back on the chair in the bedroom, folded. Everything in order. Everything arranged. He had come home to an apartment that was already finished before he left.
He put the bread back in the bag and folded the top over. In Moscow, there had been a period when bread was unavailable at the barracks for eleven days because of a supply problem. He had been eighteen then. That kind of thing stayed with you. Here, bread appeared on the counter on schedule, same as everything else, and he had not once had to think about where it came from. 
The phone was on the wall. He sat down at the table. He pulled the handset off its cradle and held it. The cord reached to where he was sitting. A dial tone. In the barracks there had been one phone for the whole floor, a gray unit bolted to the wall outside the sergeant's room. You signed for a slot. Fifteen minutes, if you were lucky and nobody had taken yours. Most of the time the line ran long and you got less, and whatever you needed to say had to fit into what remained. He had called his father on it twice in three years and both times his father had ended the call before the time was up. Here the phone was his own and the line was clear and he could call anyone in Montreal, which was the full extent of what the organization had agreed to give him.
He could not call Moscow. The line didn't reach. That was not a technical limitation. It was a decision someone had made in a room he wasn't in, the same as every other decision about his life. He held the handset anyway.
He thought about who to call. His father's number was memorized, a Moscow number, but it was just five digits, the kind of thing that didn't deteriorate from your memory. When you were a local, you only needed five digits. But he wasn't local now. He didn't know how to dial the number. It needed a long-distance prefix, and more numbers. What numbers? He didn't even know who to ask. He held the handset and thought about a voice on a phone saying he is safe, for now, and what it would mean to call that number. To have someone answer. Whether Alexei would answer. Whether the line was monitored. Whether calling Alexei would tell someone that Ilya had something to protect, which they probably already knew, which was the whole point of the call this afternoon. But he couldn't dial the number, even if he wanted to. Local calls only.
Alexei. He had no way of knowing if Alexei was safe. He had written him a letter in February and walked out of an apartment and gotten into a gray sedan and that was the last information that existed between them. He did not know what Alexei had said when the KGB came, or whether they had come at all. He did not know if his brother was still in Moscow or still in his apartment or still employed or still free. The line didn't reach anyway. 
Svetlana. He knew her number too. He sat with it for a moment, her reading the letter in her coat pocket, what her face had done with it, and put that away. He wanted so badly to talk to her. To tell her he loved her. That he thought of her every day.
Sasha. What would he even say to Sasha?
Maks. Somewhere in Moscow in a room Ilya would never see, having said whatever he needed to say about Ilya to keep himself safe. He hoped Maks had said it convincingly. He hoped it had been enough. He hoped it was just that room, and then Maks could go home and he wasn't in a prison somewhere.
He could call Hollander. He had the number, a piece of paper folded in the kitchen drawer from when Beaulieu had written the whole roster's numbers down and handed it to Ilya as though this were a normal thing to do. He thought about what he would say. He thought about Hollander's face across the locker room tonight, the look that had lasted a moment and ended, the understanding that couldn't be spoken because there was nothing to speak it into. He thought about what it would mean to call Hollander from this kitchen at midnight after a playoff elimination and say: someone called me today and used my father to tell me he can reach my father, and I cannot explain to you what that means, and I have nobody to call. He did not have the English words to do it.
He set the handset back in its cradle. He sat with his hands flat on the table. The worry was real. That was the uncomplicated part, the part he could hold without it turning on him. His father in a Moscow apartment, his mind going, no one reliable to watch him. Ilya had left his father knowing Alexei was not going to fill the gap. Not knowing where Polina was at all. He had known it when he wrote the letter and walked out. The worry lived in him as a low, continuous ache that had nothing to do with the phone call and everything to do with February.
The rest of it was harder. He had a memory from when he was nineteen. He had just won the Soviet championship. Not contributed to. Won. His goal in the final minute, the kind of goal that got written about and discussed in admiring tones. He had gone home for the day they were given, and his father had sneered at him across the dinner table and said, without preamble, that he was skating like he was afraid of getting hit. Like a little girl. That his edge work was soft. That a stronger player would have scored in the second period instead of waiting for the game to nearly slip away. Ilya had sat with this, the medal in his bag, and said nothing, because saying nothing was what you did. 
He had been nineteen. He had just won the Soviet championship. It wasn't enough. It was never enough.
There had been other moments like it, scattered across his whole career. After Vienna, his father had said the silver medal was an embarrassment and that Ilya had played the third period like a loser. After the Canada Cup, that his skating in overtime had been sluggish and lazy and that he had let the team down by not being where he should have been. There was never praise. There was the baseline, and then there was falling below it, and that was all the scale his father operated on.
Ilya understood that this was not cruelty for its own sake. His father was a colonel. He had learned to build soldiers, and building soldiers meant closing off the parts of a person that needed reassurance, because reassurance made you soft and soft men died. Ilya knew this. He had even found a use for it, the way you found a use for everything the State gave you. The voice in his head that said not good enough had driven him through games that would have broken other players.
But the voice was his father's voice. And now his father was lost somewhere in an apartment in Moscow, and Ilya was in a kitchen in Montreal, and there was nobody in the world he could call and say: I am worried about him. I love him. I do not entirely know how to love him. I have never once heard him say he was proud of me and I do not know if I needed him to and I think perhaps I did.
That was what he wanted. Not advice, not strategy, not someone to tell him the call was a threat or that his father would be fine. Just someone to sit with the fact of it. The way Svetlana used to sit with things, in the dark of her apartment, not trying to fix anything, just present. The way Sasha had said stay with me, don't go to that place in your head. He wanted the weight of another person in the room. He had not understood, until he was sitting in this kitchen at midnight with a phone on the wall that didn't reach far enough and no one local to call, how much of his life had been held together by the proximity of other people even when those people couldn't be told anything true.
He sat at the kitchen table in Montreal at the end of his first season in a country that did not know his name yet, and the night ran itself down around him, and there was no one to call. He had known this in a general sense since February, that the life he had come from was not portable, that the people in it were on the other side of something he had crossed and could not re-cross. He had known it as a fact. Sitting with it at midnight with his new phone and nothing to say to anyone was a different thing than knowing it.
The phone on the wall. The bread in the bag. The Forum ice going cold two miles away. Everything in its place, arranged by other hands. He got out of the chair and slid onto the floor, his back against the kitchen cabinets in the only patch of the apartment that didn't feel pre-arranged. He stayed there until his hip bones ached, then he went to bed.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    This one is quieter than the others, which felt right for where Ilya is.

Oh. Fun facts.
Stick taping. Every player treats tape differently, and it's a fairly non-negotiable ritual. Blade taping affects how the puck feels, your shot accuracy, and how the puch releases off the stick. You absolutely can tell the difference. The knob at the top of the stick is also very personal. Maybe you want a hard stop, maybe you want a taper. The grip in the hand during a wrist shot is directly effected by this. Also what color tape you want is a big deal. The argument for black is that the puck blends in and makes it harder for the goalie to see...but there isn't great data to back that up. Writing this scene, this is how my D1 hockey-playing college boyfriend taped his hockey stick. In case you're reading this Scott.

Superstition in general. As seen in Game Changer, they're super serious abotu this. Gretzky famously tucked one side of his jersey into his pants. Many players won't step on lines when skating to the bench. Equipment goes on in the same order, every game, every time. If you mess it up, you have to start again. Winning streaks mean changing nothing. Same meal, same music, same route to drive to the rink. Playoff beards. They're a weird superstition because they are collective, not individual. The WHOLE TEAM has to do it, which is why Ilya sticks out like a sore thumb, and why they can easily blame him for their loss. Playoff beards started in NY in the late 70s, as far as I can tell. If you are unfamiliar, you stop shaving when playoffs start, and then keep it going until you're eliminated or win. Ilya would have had ZERO idea what was going on with that. Sexy Lumberjacks incoming.

Playoff format in 1988. The format ran 2-2-1-1-1, meaning the higher seed hosts games one, two, five, and seven, and the lower seed hosts three, four, and six. So, technically, they should have played five at home and six away, but I needed Ilya to be there for the elimination, and didn't want to write all seven games. It was getting tedious and this chapter was getting LONG.

The phone thing is real. 125 guys sharing a single phone, able to make one phone call a week for fifteen minutes, in the couple of hours of "leisure time" they had in the evening only. The math does not math there, and most of the time you didn't get your call. There is a zero percent chance any of them would have ever been able to make an international call of any kind.

The KGB regularly visited, questioned and monitored the left-behind family of defectors. It was vague and deniable, and used soft-pressure tactics to destablize defectors and remind them that they were never out of the reach of the Soviet Union. This is not the last you'll be seeing of that.

Thanks for reading. Comment on what you liked/didn't/want more of. The next chapter has gotten shifted around like four times, but it's finally time for Ilya's HOT MONTREAL SUMMER. You won't have to wait too long for it. That was a MUCH easier chapter to write than this one.


  


      

  












      Chapter 14: Acclimation
  


    Chapter Summary

    Ilya is ready for summer. English lessons, exploring the city, and getting a taste of what life in Canada could be.



    Chapter Notes

      Surprise update!

If this chapter was an episode, it would be #3, in that it's kind of this moment out of time that is very important to the plot.

Ilya's whole summer was originally meant to be one jumbo chapter, but that chapter right now is nearly 15,000 words and isn't done. It got to be so unwieldy that I had to cut it into chunks. Good news? More updates, sooner than expected! Bad news? Story just keeps getting longer. Is that bad news? I wrote this part while I was on an airplane a few weeks ago, so it doesn't make sense to sit on it any longer. And I think you deserve some joy after that last chapter.

Anyway. Content warning for sex in this one.


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  Acclimation (noun)

	
The process by which an organism adjusts to changes in its environment.



	
What happens to the body when it has no other choice.



	
The word you use when what you want to say is that you are surviving somewhere new until it becomes somewhere you live.




Example: "I am learning to like it." — Ilya Rozanov, Montreal, May 1988
The movement restriction lifted on Tuesday. Ilya lay in the apartment the following morning and listened to the city begin its day. Today was the day. Today, he was going to venture out of the apartment on his own. He made a list. Seven items: milk, bread, eggs, coffee, bacon, apples, butter. It was certainly not all he needed, but it was a good start. He wrote it in English, which took longer than it would have if he had just done it in Russian, but his English lessons didn't start for another week and he needed the practice. Seven things. He felt ashamed at the simplicity of it. He was a grown man, going to the market for the first time, like when he was five and his mother pressed a few kopeks into his hand so he could buy sweets, her coaching him how to shyly ask the man at the counter how many candies he could buy. He put on his jacket and went to the store.
The Provigo was on Sherbrooke. It was only a ten-minute walk that he had done twice this past week during his runs. He always saw it from the outside and moved past quickly. From the outside, it looked like a store, but on the inside, it was a sports complex lined with wall after wall of refrigerators, shelves, and bins. They had every possible thing he could imagine and thousands more he couldn't. Arrays of fruits he had never seen before, and wouldn't even know how to eat them if he had bought them. He stood in the entrance and let the monumental scale of it settle, the smell, something sweet, and then he got a basket. He was going to start with bread because bread was the first thing on the list.
He could not find the bread. Well. That was not true. He found so much bread. Too much bread. There were forty-two varieties. In Moscow, you went to the market and they had bread or they did not have bread and you bought it if they had it and did not have any further decisions to make. He thought about being eighteen and being unable to buy bread for eleven days during the shortages. That would never happen here. There was twenty years worth of bread right in front of him. He counted them. He had been standing there for long enough that counting seemed like a reasonable use of time. Reading labels, trying to identify the logic of the arrangement. Was it by type, or by brand, or by price, or by something else entirely? A shop assistant, a teenage girl, appeared at his elbow. Did he need help? He had firmly declined, in English, because he was an adult and adults know how to buy a fucking loaf of bread. 
He chose a loaf from the middle of the display. It was not the cheapest and not the most expensive, and it had a label that was the same color as the one Claire usually brought him with his weekly grocery delivery, even though he was certain they were not the same. But he had done it. He had chosen one and could move on.
Milk was worse. How could milk be worse than bread? There was a whole refrigerated wall, subdivided into nonsensical categories. He knew whole and skim from his dictionary. He did not know homogenized or partially skimmed or 2%. 2% what? There were also at least two full categories of liquid that could be milk, but also was maybe not milk. And the cream, and the buttermilk, and all the other white containers of other things that may be dairy. The cold came off the glass in waves. He read the labels until the words detached from their meanings and became shapes. He stood there for a long time. 
He could not stay there any longer. He left with the bread and one carton of milk. They were both certainly the wrong kind and not what he wanted. He also fumbled with the money, pulling a twenty-dollar bill out of the envelope of cash that Paul had procured for him. He had gotten back numerous coins that he would study later. He had gone in for seven things. He was missing coffee, eggs, bacon, butter, and apples, which was most of the list, and the list could have been much longer. It was only meant to get him through a couple of days until he could get more familiar with the shop. How would he ever be familiar with this store with its endless aisles and impossible choices?
He was not going to call anyone for help. He was an adult. He was enough of an adult to defect from the Soviet Union. He had survived the processing facility in Calgary, fingerprinted and photographed in a room with no windows, stripped down to a borrowed identity in someone else's clothes. He had learned to play hockey in a language he did not speak. He had won an Olympic gold medal and gotten into a gray sedan in a loading dock and changed his entire life and he was not going to call someone because buying bacon was too hard for him.
Before Beaulieu left him for the summer, he had said, among many other practical things, that Vadim would be available if Ilya needed help navigating things. Ilya had tucked that knowledge away, certain he wouldn't need it. He did not need a guide. He did not need someone to take him to the store and press coins in his hand and coach him on what to say to the cashiers. 
He sat a long time. And then he called Vadim.
Vadim arrived forty minutes later with a grocery bag and a small box from a bakery. He had the look of someone who had been expecting this call, but he didn't make Ilya feel guilty about it. He set the goods on the table and sat down without being invited. He looked at the bread and the single carton of milk on the counter.
"Too many choices," he said, in Russian.
"There were forty-two breads," Ilya replied, also in Russian.
"There are always forty-two breads." Vadim stood and put the kettle on. He unpacked the bag while it boiled. Eggs, butter, coffee, tea bags, apples, cheese, a packet of meat Ilya didn't recognize. He set each thing on the counter.
"What is—" Ilya started, looking at the meat.
"Smoked meat. Montreal thing. You will like it."
The bakery box had chocolate-filled pastries inside. Vadim offered Ilya one and they drank weak black tea while he talked through the logic of the grocery store, still in Russian, easy and fast. Ilya felt the relief of speaking his own language again. The store was a system. Always start in produce and move inward. The milk wall. Choose whole, full-fat, at least for now. Once you find one you like, buy that one every time. There were actually two places to buy bread in the store. The bread at the back, from the bakery, was better and looked more like bread you would recognize. The bread in the aisles in the plastic bags isn't as good. Forty-two options was because the store wanted you to stay longer, not because you were actually supposed to choose between them.
Ilya listened. He understood it all perfectly, immediately. That was the problem. In Russian, everything arrived easily, without the agonizing friction of trying to parse out what was actually being said. He had been here now for months. His language teacher arrived next week. He was conducting his recovery from a defeat at the grocery store entirely in Russian with a man whose entire value to him was supposed to be the opposite of that. He set down his cup.
"English," he said, abruptly changing languages. Vadim looked at him. "From now. Speak English to me."
"Your English is–"
"I know. Very bad." He held Vadim's eyes. "Need to speak English."
Vadim considered this. Then he switched. "Okay, the grocery store is a system. Treat it like a system." He tapped the table to make his point. "Do you understand what I'm saying?"
"Yes," Ilya said in English, and he meant it. In English every word cost a little more energy, a little more effort, than Russian. But he needed to do it until there wasn't a difference. 
"You haven't been answering the calls," Vadim said.
"I answer. I say fine."
"Gerald reads this as hostile."
"Who is Gerald? And what is hostile?" 
"Beaulieu? That's his name. Gerald. Gerald Beaulieu." Ilya rolled his eyes. "Hostile. Angry or mean."
"Not hostile. Nothing to say!" He paused. "If you say fine, it means is fine. Stop asking."
"Not in Canada. They want you to be happy."
"I know this. I will tell Gerald I am happy."
"That would help."
"Is a lie," Ilya said.
Vadim looked at him steadily, his eyes lacking judgment, but with the attention of cataloging what was actually in the room. "You're alone," he said.
That was not the same word as bored or homesick or any of the other words Ilya had looked at in his dictionary to try to describe the condition of the apartment, but it was more accurate. "Yes," he replied.
Vadim looked at Ilya. Bright blue eyes landing on him. "Do you want to see the city?"
"I see the city," Ilya said. "When running."
"You run the same three routes. I'll show you the rest."
"Why?"
"Because it's my city and you don't know it."
"One rule," Ilya replied.
"Yes?"
"English only. I need to learn."
Vadim considered this. Then he nodded, stood, picked up both cups and took them to the sink. "Get your coat. We're going to try the store again. You will need a car, though," he told Ilya. "To really explore."
"I can buy car. I have money." 
"You have money in an account the Metros have been managing for you. But can you get money yourself? Without calling Paul?"
Ilya did not have an answer to that. "So, they bring you an envelope of cash every week for you to spend on beers with the team. How much?" Vadim continued.
"Twenty dollars."
"Twenty dollars a week? And you just hang on to it? What if you need more? Do you know what bank it's at? Or your account number?" Ilya looked at the floor. He didn't know why he was feeling so embarrassed. He said the name of the bank.
"There is one on Sherbrooke," Vadim said. "Next to the grocery store. Come."
The branch was cool and carpeted, with the serious tones all financial institutions have. A teller with careful English and a charmingly painful demeanor that seemed accustomed to complicated situations looked at Ilya's work permit, the identification they had, and the account number Vadim had found by calling the Metros office from the lobby payphone while Ilya stood beside him. The account existed. There was money in it. Someone had set it up in March and had deposited his signing bonus and his salary since then and nobody thought to explain to Ilya how to use it because Paul had been handling his weekly allowance and that seemed sufficient. 
The teller explained chequebooks. She explained how to write a cheque, what information went where, what the numbers along the bottom meant. She spoke slowly and clearly and only looked at Vadim once, when a particular phrase produced no visible comprehension in Ilya's face. Vadim said one word in Russian. Ilya nodded. It was the only Russian spoken between them all day.
At the end, the teller handed him the chequebook. She explained he would get one in the mail in a few days with his name printed on them, but that this would last for now. She counted out the cash he requested across the counter, bill by bill. He put them into his pocket along with his starter cheques. He would need a wallet.
"There is much more money in that account than you think."
"How much more?"
Vadim told him. An outlandish sum. Hundreds of thousands of dollars. 
"Good," he said.
Madame Tremblay arrived the following week at nine in the morning with a canvas bag, a recorder the size of a paperback, and the expression of a woman who had been correcting people's English for thirty-five years and had made her peace with what that entailed. She studied Ilya after he opened the door.
"Say something," she said. "Anything."
Ilya said, "I am happy to meet you."
"Your English is very bad."
"Yes," Ilya said. "Is why you are here."
Her expression changed, a slight recalibration. She set the bag on the table and opened the textbook. "We'll start from the beginning. Not because you know nothing. Because you've learned things wrong."
She came Tuesdays, Thursdays, Saturdays. No exceptions. She treated his English like a good mechanic treated an engine that had been badly repaired. She did not have a contempt for the previous work, just the clear understanding that some of it needed to come out before anything useful could go in. She left him homework. She had him record himself speaking and play it back, which he found unpleasant enough that he was motivated to improve simply to make the recordings less painful to listen to. He practiced evenings with the recorder after she left. He filled a notebook. He went back and corrected his earlier entries, producing the odd experience of being embarrassed by himself across time. By the end of the first week, she said, "Better." Just that. He put it in the ledger under things that mattered.
A structure developed. The rink at five-thirty. The ice at the municipal rink in the east end Beaulieu had arranged. Soft ice and uneven boards and a Zamboni kid who had not recognized him and had continued to not recognize him across all the mornings that followed, which Ilya found useful. He was nobody at that rink. Nobody who needed to be the best player in the world. Just someone who showed up to skate at the crack of dawn for a few hours. 
Back at the apartment, shower, the grammar book for an hour over coffee that went cold because he forgot about it in his focus. Lessons on Tuesdays, Thursdays, Saturdays. The gym on Saint-Laurent on the other days. A basement room Vadim had found, iron weights and a cracked mirror. The kind of room that had been getting men in shape for decades. He came back from the gym with legs wrung out and his head quiet, brought on by exhaustion.
Afternoons with Vadim, most days, learning the city. Vadim had a way of moving through the city that suggested he had long since decided where he stood in relation to it and had stopped revising. He walked like he talked, at a pace that was neither hurried nor demonstrative, stopping when something was worth stopping for and not when it wasn't. Ilya found himself watching this. Not the city Vadim was showing him. Vadim showing it. The way he held his coffee on the walk between the market and the car, the way he turned to check that Ilya had understood what he had said without making it obvious. He had bright eyes and the kind of face that looked best in motion, less remarkable in repose.
Somewhere in the second or third week of May, he realized the noise was lower. Not gone, but lower. He was so tired each night that it couldn't take full hold, and during the day there was always something that needed his attention. A rule, a direction, a task, a question. Between the exercise and Vadim's company and Madame Tremblay's corrections, there was not enough space for the noise to run at full volume. He did not examine this closely. He just let the structure work.
The noise had started at twelve. The winter his mother had died. He remembered the feeling arriving, a high-frequency vibration at the base of his skull, and not understanding what it was. Before that, there had been something else in its place. He could still hear her laugh if he tried. How it arrived from seemingly nowhere, too large for her small body, her blond curls moving with it. She had been thirty-three when she died. He hadn't comprehended until recently how young that was.
Hockey drowned out the noise the best. Starting when he was thirteen, and now, almost a decade later. There was always hockey. Always a next game. Always Hollander's positioning to analyze, or a system to read, or some other factor the noise could occupy itself with. Now the season was over and the apartment was quiet in a way that never happened in Moscow. He knew, lying in bed waiting for his alarm to ring, that he had a fear he did not look at directly. That the noise would do to him what it had done to her, given enough time and enough quiet. She had needed something for the noise. Something that was not available to her. He would feed the noise. He would keep it away.
The echo of the phone call had not gone away. He had folded it up and put it somewhere he wouldn't look. His father in a Moscow apartment, the fog in his mind thickening. Ilya could not call to check and he could not let this be the noise that overpowered his life. He had known they would do this since February. They would do something. They would press on him in ways they knew hurt. The knowing didn't make it quieter. But there was nothing to be done, so he pushed it down and tried instead to worry about all the ways he could live on his own terms. Without the noise.
Vadim was right. To really solidify his independence from the minders, what Ilya needed was a car. This process was not as simple as it should have been. The first problem was the licence. His Soviet documentation was not recognised in Quebec in any straightforward way, which Vadim had anticipated and Ilya had not. There were forms. There was a written test, which existed in French and English but not in Russian, which Ilya sat at a plastic table in a government office on a Tuesday and worked through with the same focused ferocity he brought to systems meetings. The diagrams clear enough, the vocabulary mostly manageable, the occasional question requiring him to read it three times before the meaning arrived.
He passed. The examiner handed him the certificate without ceremony. Ilya looked at it. It had his name on it and his photograph and the seal of the province of Quebec, and it meant that he was a person who existed here in a legal and documented way that had nothing to do with the Metros or the KGB or anyone else's decision about where he was permitted to be. He folded it carefully and put it in his jacket pocket.
"Done?" Vadim said, from the plastic chair where he'd been reading a newspaper.
"Done."
"Road test is Thursday."
Ilya had known this. He had studied the road test requirements with the same methodical attention he gave to opponent film. He passed the road test easily, which the examiner noted with the mild surprise of someone accustomed to first-time failures. Vadim, in the parking lot afterward, didn't comment on it. He just handed Ilya the keys to his own car and got in the passenger seat, and Ilya drove them back to Vadim's apartment in the Plateau in the silence that comes from being given something he'd needed for a long time.
The dealership was the following week. Vadim came, sat in the background, saying almost nothing. He had told Ilya beforehand, "You have English. Use it. I'm here if it fails." The salesman spoke quickly and ran through features and financing options in a patter Ilya caught about seventy percent of, which was enough. He asked two questions. He got two answers. 
When the salesman tried a third financing option, Ilya said, in careful English, "I will pay the full amount. Today." The salesman recalibrated visibly. Ilya wrote the cheque at the counter with his own pen, his name already printed along the top, the amount in both numbers and words, the way the teller on Sherbrooke had shown him. He tore it out along the perforated edge and handed it over.
He drove home in a Grand Wagoneer, green, with a distinctive smell that Ilya had never experienced. He had chosen it because it seemed the most sensible car for the snow and because it was a different color from Hollander's. On the street outside the building, he sat in the driver's seat with the engine off. His own car. His own license. His own money. Three things that had existed in this country for less than a week and were already reshaping the apartment from a place he was kept to a place he lived.
He went upstairs and called Vadim. "Thank you," he said.
Vadim replied, "You did the work."
"I should have gotten something more – what is the word?"
"Sexy?" 
"Yes, sexy."
"Next time," Vadim said, with a large, genuine laugh. "You will get another car."
One afternoon that week, Ilya drove the two of them up to Outremont, carefully following Vadim's directions. It was a street on the crest of the hill where the river was visible between the buildings, the light gleaming on the water. Vadim had been explaining the logic of the boroughs, which ones were historically French and which anglophone and why the distinction still mattered in ways both obvious and invisible, and Ilya had been following most of it. Then Vadim stopped talking, because the explanation had run its course, and they sat in the car in the silence with nowhere to be.
Ilya was aware of the distance between them. The gear shift in between. Vadim's hand resting near it. The specific quality of the afternoon light through the windscreen. He looked at the river.
"You like it," Vadim said. It wasn't a question.
"The river?"
"Montreal."
Ilya thought about this. "I am learning to like it," he said, which felt more accurate. Vadim looked at him. Ilya felt it before he turned to meet it, the weight of being looked at with a gaze that had nothing professional about it. Then Vadim looked away.
"That is how it works," Vadim said.
At the beginning of June, Vadim took him shopping. Ilya had five outfits. The team had arranged for them. A practical selection, delivered in a bag. Jeans, shirts, a dark sweater, track pants. Some exercise gear for practice. Functional, correct in size, chosen by someone who clearly knew what a hockey player needed. He had been wearing them since March on a strict rotation. He hadn't thought about this until Vadim commented on it.
"We are going shopping."
"I have clothes," Ilya protested. He was thinking of the mall. Bright colors. Too much.
"You have three pairs of pants." He looked at Ilya. "You have money. Do you even know what you like?"
Ilya thought about that statement. He knew what the State gave him to wear. He knew what the team gave him to wear. He didn't have much data on what he would choose if choosing was available. "No," he said.
"Then we'll find out."
Saint-Laurent in early June was warm and beginning to open up after winter, the street doing its summer business tentatively, jackets still on but lighter ones. Vadim moved through it with the ease of someone who had been coming here for years, knowing which blocks to skip, which doors to go through. He had opinions about clothes like he had opinions about coffee, based on something he had worked out a long time ago and didn't need to revisit.
The first shop Ilya walked out of with nothing. Too much, too fast, the rails dense and the salesman attentive in a way that required him to have preferences he didn't yet know he had. They went to the next one.
The second shop was smaller and Ilya stood in front of the racks and started pulling things out. Not methodically, like he had approached the bread wall, but because something caught his eye. A shirt in a deep burgundy, the color of good wine, the kind of color that had not existed in the CSKA wardrobe or the Calgary bag or anywhere in his life that he could remember. He held it up. The fabric was different than the clothes had been at home. Thicker. The stitching more robust.
"Yes," Vadim said. "I like that color on you."
He tried it on. He looked in the mirror and knew two things simultaneously. First, that he had been wearing clothes that fit him incorrectly his entire life because the State did not make clothes for his specific dimensions. Second, that he had been living in a color palette of grays and reds and state-issue blues that had nothing to do with what he actually wanted to wear. The burgundy shirt was none of those things. He gave it to the clerk and went back to the rack.
A rust-orange sweater in heavy cotton that Vadim held up and Ilya took immediately, the color saturated in a way that would have read as inappropriately loud in Moscow. A forest green jacket, structured, good buttons, the kind of thing built to last a decade. A pair of trousers in a warm caramel that had no equivalent in the Soviet color palette and that fit him as though they had been made with his proportions in mind. He paid for each with bills from his wallet, counting them out at the counter, getting change back, the transactions accumulating into a pile of paper bags by the door.
The leather jacket was in the third shop, on a rack near the back. Dark brown, minimal hardware. Ilya put it on and Vadim's eyes widened but he said nothing at all, which meant yes. He took his chequebook out for this one, the amount large enough that paying in cash felt unwieldy. He wrote it at the counter, tore it out, handed it over. The salesman held it for a moment, read the name printed along the top, looked up at Ilya, and then processed the transaction without comment.
He wore the jacket out of the store, the burgundy shirt visible at the collar. On the street he stopped at a shop window. His own reflection with the jacket, the shirt, the correct trousers.
Vadim had come to stand beside him, looking at the same window. Not at himself. Ilya could see him in the glass, the slight tilt of his head, looking at Ilya's reflection with an expression that had no professional distance in it whatsoever. He said nothing, which was different from his usual nothing, which was neutral and considered. This nothing had a different feeling entirely.
Vadim observed him. Then, "The jacket is right. The shirt is right." He paused. "You look like yourself. For the first time since I've known you." He turned and walked toward the car. Ilya looked at his own reflection, then he followed.
The money stopped being an abstraction that day. Not the contract number, not the figure in the account. The chequebook with his name on every page and the pile of paper bags in the back of the Jeep and the leather jacket sitting on his shoulders exactly right.
He spent the rest of June filling the wardrobe at his own pace, one or two things at a time, learning what he was drawn to. Color, it turned out. He had been living in grayscale and his appetite for it was larger than he had known. A deep teal shirt he wore to three consecutive grammar lessons because he kept reaching for it. A cobalt blue sweater. A pair of dark olive trousers. Shiny leather loafers. Running shoes. A new suit to wear on game day, made to his measurements like the cheap polyester one the team gave him was not. A scarf in a deep ochre that he bought in the second week of June and wore on cool mornings driving to the rink, which Madame Tremblay noticed without saying anything. By the end of June, the five Metros outfits were still in the wardrobe but the wardrobe had become his, and the apartment had become his along with it, each small claim adding up to the fact of a life being lived rather than endured. 
One afternoon, Ilya came out of the gym still sweating from the workout, jacket over his arm, and found Vadim waiting outside. Vadim gave him a long look that was not strictly professional and didn't pretend to be. 
"What," Ilya said. 
"The gym is working."
"I have been in gyms since I was thirteen."
"Yes," Vadim said. "I can see that." He said it like he said most things, plainly, and then changed the subject, but Ilya walked to the car aware of being looked at in a way that was not new as an experience and felt entirely different from all the previous times.
Vadim came on a Thursday in the second week of June, which was not a usual day. He had a paper bag from the bakery and a smaller one Ilya didn't recognise, a flat square one with a label from a music shop. 
"The Metros had your birthday on file," Vadim said. He set both bags on the table and sat down. "I thought you might like a gift."
"You didn't have to."
"I know."
Inside the bakery bag was a singular piece of decadent chocolate cake. That would have been enough of a gift all on its own. But the other bag held a cassette. No case, just the tape itself with a strip of white label: Montreal. The other side listed song titles, none of which Ilya knew.
"Local music," Vadim said. "The kind you won't find on the radio. The city has its own sound. You should know what it is."
Ilya turned the cassette over. He looked at the recorder on the shelf, which until now had only ever played his own voice back at him. "Thank you," he said.
"Twenty-two," Vadim said. "Young."
Ilya knew, sitting at the kitchen table in the apartment in a city that did not know his birthday existed, that this was the first time since playing in the juniors in Moscow that anyone outside his family had marked the day. He did not say this. He put the cassette on the shelf and they ate the cake.
He listened that evening with the window open, Montreal coming in underneath the music. Something unlike he'd ever heard in rhythm, words in French, with an undertow that felt like the city at two in the morning when he couldn't sleep and the streets were wet with rain. He wrote three song titles in the margin of his grammar book and fell asleep with the recorder still running on the table.
The following week, Vadim said one evening, "There's something I want to show you. Saturday."
"What?"
"Easier to show."
It was a bar on a street east of the Plateau, a small sign, a man at the door who nodded them through. Ilya wore his leather jacket over the burgundy shirt. Inside the light was low, the space filled with the same music that had been coming through his window all week. But the surprise was the men dancing with each other. Openly, without performance. The muscle memory of doing it long enough that you had stopped thinking about it. Ilya stood still inside the door. He was aware of his own heartbeat in a way that was distinct from exertion. 
"Okay?" Vadim said. He looked nervous, Ilya noticed. It was a rare expression on him.
Ilya didn't answer immediately. A man across the room caught his eye and held it for a beat, something that was not quite fear and not quite desire and contained elements of both. He read the room like he was stepping onto new ice. Nobody here knew his name. Nobody here had a relationship with the version of him that existed outside. The Soviet defector, the hockey player, the version of himself the city was watching. The anonymity hit somewhere he hadn't expected.
In Moscow, even in the rooms where the thing was known and understood, the pressure of the outside world had been present. You felt it even when it wasn't in the room. Here it had not come with him. He had known this intellectually since Calgary. He had not, until this room, grasped it in his body.
"You don't have to do anything," Vadim said. "We can just stand here. We can leave if you want."
Two men near the far wall were dancing badly, enthusiastically, with no apparent concern for this. Ilya watched them and then laughed. Short, involuntary, arriving before he'd decided to. Vadim looked at him, eyes nervous, hungry.
Ilya moved toward the dance floor without looking back. He was not a dancer. He had never danced. His body moved before the decision was fully formed. Vadim found space beside him. They barely touched. They didn't need to. Ilya felt the music in his chest and the anonymity of this room in his lungs and something he hadn't felt in so long he'd stopped expecting it. Happiness. Is that what this was? Yes. Just that. Uncomplicated pleasure. He grinned at Vadim across the small distance between them and Vadim grinned back, the full real version, and Ilya thought, I am allowed to be happy. The thought arrived without irony and he let it stay. He watched the lights dance over Vadim's face. He never wanted to leave. 
They left around midnight. On the pavement Ilya said, "I knew the music."
Vadim looked at him.
"The cassette. From my birthday. It was the same."
Vadim was quiet for a moment. Then he smiled. The real version, which Ilya had learned to distinguish from the professional one. It split his face wide, just as it had inside. "Good," he said. "That was the point."
They walked in the direction of Ilya's car. Their shoulders were close, occasionally touching. Ilya was still feeling the music somewhere in his blood, the residue of an evening that didn't need anything from him except to be present in it. He was not paying attention to the distance between them. That was why, when Vadim stopped walking at the corner of a narrow alley, Ilya stopped too and turned, and found Vadim closer than he'd calibrated for. Vadim looked at him with the same curious expression from the car above the river, from the shop window, from outside the gym, the one with nothing professional left in it, and then he kissed him. Not tentative. Not a question.
Ilya kissed him back immediately, one hand finding the front of Vadim's jacket, pulling him in. It was soft and slow and tasted faintly of whatever Vadim had been drinking, and it was entirely unlike anything that had preceded it in Ilya's life, which had always been conducted in the dark with one ear toward the door.
Vadim pulled away. "Is this okay?"
"Yes," Ilya replied. He was smiling, which was not something his face did without consulting him first. "Very okay."
In the apartment, Vadim pressed him against the wall inside the door, mouth on his throat, and Ilya let his head fall back against the plaster and felt his whole body light up. He got his hands under Vadim's shirt immediately, spreading his palms against the flushed skin of his back, pulling him flush. Vadim was solid against him, radiating heat, and Ilya could feel his heartbeat through his chest, which was faster than his controlled exterior suggested, which was information Ilya found he wanted more of.
Vadim had a way of going slowly that wasn't restraint but intention. He walked Ilya backward to the bedroom with his hands on his hips, kissing his jaw and his throat and the corner of his mouth each time Ilya turned toward him. Ilya kept trying to speed things up and Vadim kept declining, which should have been frustrating and instead was making Ilya slightly insane in a way he hadn't anticipated. By the time they reached the bed, he had his hands in Vadim's hair and his mouth against his ear, saying words in Russian he hadn't meant to say, which Vadim seemed to find encouraging rather than alarming.
Vadim took his time with Ilya's shirt. His mouth followed his hands down Ilya's chest, deliberate and attentive, and Ilya put a fist in the pillow above his head and stared at the ceiling and worked very hard on breathing. He had spent his adult life treating sex as a transaction to be completed at speed in the dark with maximum efficiency and minimum noise. What was happening now was nothing like that in any particular way. Vadim looked up at him from where he was, his face catching the light from the window, and Ilya understood in a way that rearranged something foundational that he was being attended to. Not serviced, not evaluated, not rushed through. Attended to, with genuine interest, by someone who was in no hurry to be anywhere else.
He pulled Vadim back up and kissed him hard, rolling them so that Vadim was beneath him, and felt Vadim laugh against his mouth, his hands spreading across Ilya's back. Ilya was twenty-two years old and had more money than he knew what to do with and his name was on a chequebook and nobody in the world knew where he was right now except the man underneath him, and the room was cozy and the window was open and Montreal was doing its indifferent beautiful thing outside, and he felt, quite suddenly, the specific lightness of a person who has set something very heavy down.
He had not been with anyone since Svetlana, in February, in the narrow bed in the Moscow apartment. That had been soft and familiar and threaded through with grief he hadn't let himself feel yet. This was different in every conceivable way. He unbuttoned Vadim's shirt, then undid his belt, learning the geography of him with hands and mouth. Vadim's stomach was flat and solid under his palms, and he made a sound when Ilya's mouth reached his hip that Ilya decided immediately to catalog and return to. He worked his way back up until they were pressed together chest to chest, both of them breathing hard, and felt Vadim's hand slide between them and wrap around them both. The sound Ilya made was undignified and he did not care at all.
Vadim moved his hand with the same relaxed, deliberate effort he brought to everything, and Ilya buried his face in his neck and held on and let himself be loud about it for the first time in his life, because the walls were his walls and the room was his room and nobody was listening at the door. When Vadim finally pressed his face close to Ilya's and watched his eyes as he brought them both over the edge, Ilya kept his eyes open because he had spent enough of his life doing this in the dark. He breathed Vadim's name into the emptiness of the apartment, letting the release, the complete bliss wash over him. 
When it was over, he lay there breathing, Vadim's weight across him. He felt rinsed out. Quiet. The noise was gone, completely and simply gone, the way it vanished after a very long hard skate, and he hadn't realized until the silence arrived how much room it had been taking up. He could not remember ever feeling this way.
Vadim propped himself up and looked at him. "Still good?"
"Yes," Ilya said. "Better."
Vadim was silent, his chest still warm against Ilya's. Then, "Have you done this before?"
Ilya looked at the ceiling. "Which part?"
"Any of it. The bar. This."
"The bar, no." He paused. "This," he waved his hand between them. "Women, yes."
"And men?"
The ceiling had a small crack running from the light fixture toward the window. Ilya had not noticed it before. "One," he said.
Vadim didn't say anything. He had the ability, sometimes, of making silence feel like a room you could stay in. Not uncomfortably. Safely.
"A friend," Ilya said. "Not romantic. Just. Something we did." He paused. "It was not like this."
"No," Vadim said. He was not asking.
"I did not know it could be."
Vadim settled back down. After a while, he said, "I was worried you wouldn't like the club."
"I had never been somewhere like this."
"But you liked it."
"I liked it," Ilya said. Then, because it was true and the room was dark and the noise was gone, "I liked all of it."





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Hope you liked it! Shane will be back from summer break soon, and will get to meet cool fashionable confident club rat Ilya.

The Provigo on Sherbrooke is the only grocery store I have ever personally been to in Montreal. I am also a personal fan of Montreal smoked meat, which is cured and steamed rather than smoked and steamed the way New York pastrami is and the spice blend is different. The canonical and correct (in my opinion) version comes from Schwartz's on Saint-Laurent. Vadim bringing it as Ilya's introduction to Montreal food is basically cultural onboarding.

I spent a LONG time deciding on Ilya's car. The Grand Wagoneer was produced from 1963 through 1991 before a hiatus (you can get 'em now) and became increasingly associated with a particular kind of wealthy-outdoorsy aesthetic. Wood panelling. Leather inside. The luxury SUV before that was a thing. Ilya buying one for practical reasons while accidentally getting one of the most recognisable status vehicles on the lot is very on brand for someone who has no context for what anything costs or signals. Quebec had no graduated licensing system until the mid 90s. Written test, road test, full licence. Ilya could have been driving alone on the highway within two weeks. He would have been fine. Terrifying, but fine.

Okay. Last one. I want to mention one more time that I am not ignoring the AIDS crisis. But this is also not a story about AIDS and I'm not making it one. It's important. It exists. It will be present, especially as Ilya contacts the community more. But right now, Ilya is 22 and has just gone dancing in public one time, so we're going to sit in that for a minute. The Village along Sainte-Catherine Est had been developing as a distinct gay neighbourhood since the 1970s and was established by 1988, though it pretty much exploded into mainstream visibility in 1990, if you know you know. Vadim's bar is slightly west of that, in the Plateau. Known to people who know. The music playing in it is a nod to the Haitian-Canadian scene that was genuinely thriving in Montreal by this point. Compas (or Konpa or Kompa) fused with Quebecois and R&B, played in venues that wouldn't play it on mainstream radio. Montreal had developed one of the largest Haitian communities (outside Haiti, of course) in the late 1980s. Perhaps maybe something that Ilya and J.J. can bond over. Someday. Maybe. Or not.

See you next chapter. Comments always appreciated here.


  


      

  












      Chapter 15: Belonging
  


    Chapter Summary

    The summer Ilya spends with Vadim is the first time silence arrives without him having to chase it. He learns the city, learns English, learns what it feels like to want something without fear underneath it.



    Chapter Notes

      Ilya and Vadim have a conversation regarding safe sex practices in this chapter that includes a period-appropriate understanding of HIV/AIDS.


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  Belonging (noun)

	
The state of being a member of or fitting naturally into a group, place, or situation.



	
What accumulates in the corners of a room where someone has chosen to stay; the weight of a place that has had years to become the way it is now.



	
The thing you didn't know you had until the room is empty and it's yours alone.




Example: "The second time Ilya knew the music before they walked in and felt the familiar pleasure of a place becoming comfortable and yours." - July, 1988
After that first time, it became frequent like things became frequent when you had been missing something for a long time and didn't need to avoid it anymore. Three nights a week, sometimes four, sometimes more. Vadim would arrive after Ilya's evening English practice or they would eat dinner and the dishes would be washed and the grammar book set aside and they would find each other in the natural progression of an evening that had nowhere else to go. Maybe they watched television before, or went for a walk.
Vadim was patient in bed. Willing to take his time, willing to demonstrate, making it a form of instruction without making it clear that's what it was. Ilya's instinct was to rush, but Vadim's hand on his hip, easy but firm held him in place. Not yet. There was more here. Take the time. He learned to take the time.
He learned other things too. He learned what sounds Vadim made and what produced them and which discoveries, when applied, made Vadim forget to be quiet and controlled and slow. He learned that he had an enormous amount of previously untested capacity for patience when the alternative was Vadim's mouth on his throat saying his name like he did, breathless and soft. It was a strong argument for patience. He learned that sex without fear underneath it was a completely categorically different experience, and that he had been missing this for the entirety of his adult life, and that he intended to make up for the deficit now.
One evening, maybe two weeks in, Ilya came out of the shower and found Vadim asleep in his bed, a mystery novel open on his lap. Vadim never asked if he could stay. He did or he didn't, but Ilya didn't think his opinion mattered either way. Ilya didn't mind it, which had become its own kind of invitation in time. Ilya dropped the towel without thinking about it and watched Vadim stir into wakefulness and look at him like he did, not a hurry or a care in the world, hitting Ilya somewhere foundational every time. He crossed the room.
Vadim pulled him down and spent a long time with his hands and his mouth moving over Ilya with the focus that came from having no other commitments or requirements of the evening. He kissed down Ilya's sternum, his stomach, mouthing at his hip until Ilya's grip tightened against him. When Vadim finally took him in his mouth, slow and thorough, Ilya lay with his hand loose against Vadim's head and the noise went so completely silent it was like the rink before the lights came up.
He stared at the ceiling. Vadim's mouth was hot and patient and utterly without urgency. Ilya understood, lying there making sounds he would not have permitted himself a month ago, that this was the thing he had been looking for every time he pushed himself to physical exhaustion on the ice or in the gym. The silence he had been chasing could arrive like this. Through someone else's deliberate, unhurried attention. He hadn't known that was an option. That there was something else besides treating a body as an object to be used and moved on from. He felt, lying there in the after, feeling the pressure of Vadim's body on his, a wave of something that was partly grief for all the years he had spent not knowing this, and mostly gratitude that he knew it now.
He pulled Vadim up when he couldn't stand it anymore and kissed him hard, turning them over, getting his mouth on him in return and feeling Vadim's whole body go tight and attentive beneath him, those carefully controlled sounds coming apart at the edges. Ilya took his time with it. He was learning what Vadim liked, and he applied that knowledge with focus and found it was its own particular pleasure, the pleasure of a thing done well, until Vadim's hand tightened in his hair and he gasped, and Ilya cataloged that away too.
Some nights Ilya drove to Vadim's apartment in the Plateau and they cooked there, which was better because Vadim had a real, well-stocked kitchen. Ilya still struggled with buying enough food at the store. He was missing something constantly and hadn't branched out from the few items he was now comfortable buying. Vadim cooked meals from memory, and the apartment smelled of things that had no equivalent in the barracks cafeteria. Soups and stews that were familiar enough but slightly different. They ate and talked, sometimes about questions Ilya had, interactions he didn't understand. Other times, about nothing important. After dinner, they moved to the bedroom without discussing it.
Vadim's apartment was lived in in a way Ilya's wasn't yet, a place that had had years to become the home it was now. The bedroom, especially. Books on the nightstand, a lamp that cast an amber light, a window that looked onto a courtyard where someone had planted something determined and green. Ilya liked it there. He felt, in Vadim's bed in the balmy Plateau dark, a version of himself that was not performing anything for anyone. Vadim read with his finger moving just below the lines of text, tracing carefully. Ilya noticed this the first time and then kept noticing it. He read fast, his finger flying across the page. When he finished for the night he would fold the corner down. When Ilya pointed this out, he said books should look like they've been read. 
Sometimes, after a late night where it stopped making sense to return home, he would wake at five in Vadim's bed, the city not yet started, the room still gray. Vadim was asleep beside him, breathing slowly and evenly, one arm across Ilya's chest. Ilya would lie there for a while and look at the ceiling and feel the noise absent and understand that this was what it was like when the structure held properly. This was what it was like to live somewhere instead of survive it.
He would get up quietly and drive to the rink. The leather jacket in the passenger seat. His car handling well on the empty streets. The color of the city before sunrise, purple and gray and briefly gold where the first light hit the mountain. He would think about nothing on these drives except the route. The noise stayed gone. Sometimes on these drives, Vadim's voice arrived in his head without warning. Something Ilya had said wrong the night before, the correction arriving suddenly but without impatience. Or a thing Vadim had said about the city, a building or a street name. Ilya would hear it like you registered an unexpected sound any other time. But then the rink would appear and the voice would be gone. 
They went back to the bar on the street east of the Plateau the following week, and the week after that. The second time Ilya knew the music before they walked in and felt the familiar pleasure of a place becoming comfortable and yours. He was better at dancing the second time, or less self-conscious about being bad at it, which was the same result. A man with a red shirt and a strong, defined jaw danced near him for a while and said something in French that Ilya caught most of and smiled at, and the man smiled back and they danced together for two songs before Ilya's vocabulary ran out and the man drifted away good-naturedly. Ilya found Vadim at the bar and reported the exchange. Vadim corrected his translation of the French with the pleasure of a linguist finding an error in an otherwise solid piece of work.
"You should have talked to him longer," Vadim said.
"I did not have the words."
"You had enough words."
"What did you say?"
"He asked if I come here often. I said no."
Vadim paused. "Yes, that was the wrong thing to say. He was not asking for the information."
"I know this now."
"You should say something like not often enough. Or I will come back if you're here. Don't give an actual number of visits."
"This is inefficient."
"Flirting is inefficient. I am sure you were plenty good at it in Moscow." He was smiling. He bought them both drinks and they stayed until the music changed tempo around midnight.
The club closer to downtown was Vadim's idea, which surprised Ilya until Vadim explained it was on Crescent Street and that a woman he knew from university worked the bar on Wednesday nights and would make sure they were not overcharged for the privilege of standing in a room full of anglophones.
It was louder than the other bar. This bar wasn't for people like Ilya. Women. Women looking for men like him. Everyone was more self-conscious swaying instead of dancing. More lights, less interesting music, the aggressive cheerfulness of a place designed to move people from sober to less sober as efficiently as possible. Ilya stood at the bar and surveyed the room and felt the difference immediately. Here, people were performing. Not badly or dishonestly, just how everyone in a room who knows they are being observed and has opinions about what that means.
Vadim's friend was behind the bar, a small dark-haired woman named Barbara who spoke to Vadim in rapid French and then approached Ilya with uncomplicated assessment. "Hockey player," she said in English.
"Yes," Ilya said. 
"Don't cause trouble," she said, setting two drinks on the bar.
"I am very good," Ilya said, which was true in some contexts and completely untrue in others. Barbara looked at him in a way that suggested she understood the distinction. She went to serve someone else.
Vadim leaned against the bar beside him. "See the woman over there. Green dress? She looked at you twice when you walked in."
Ilya found her. She was talking to a friend, dark hair, easy posture, the kind of woman who was comfortable in herself. "Yes."
"She's going to look again."
"You are very confident."
"You are tall and wearing a very nice outfit. I am just observant." He sipped his drink. "When she looks, make eye contact. Hold it longer than feels comfortable, then look away first. Then look back."
The woman in the green dress caught his eye. He held her gaze for a beat past comfortable, then shifted his focus to his drink, then back up to her eyes. She was still looking. She said something to her friend without taking her eyes off him. Her friend turned and assessed him too, then looked away. The woman smiled, small and private.
"Good," Vadim said. "Now wait."
Ilya waited. He was good at waiting. He had spent most of his career waiting for the right lane to open, the half-second of hesitation that was the only invitation he would get. She came to the bar to order a drink. Not next to him, but near enough that the distance was a question. Ilya turned towards her and said, in English, "Good evening."
Up close, she had a sharp, amused face and earrings that caught the light. She said something in French he didn't catch.
"Only English," Ilya said. "My French is," he paused, selecting the words Vadim had told him. "Work in progress."
"I think your English is fine." 
"I am still learning. I am Ilya."
Her name was Elaine. She worked in an office downtown and had a direct way of speaking that he found restful after months of navigating the social indirectness of English small talk. They talked for twenty minutes, him navigating through sentences that were almost sufficient and occasionally landing on exactly the right word, her patient in a way that seemed genuine rather than performed. She laughed twice at things he said. The second time he was fairly sure it was at him rather than with him, but in a way that felt good, not bad.
Vadim had disappeared into the room at some point. Ilya caught sight of him talking to Barbara over the bar, both of them laughing. He seemed comfortable. Ilya was comfortable too. The room was loud and a little ridiculous and Elaine was pretty and interesting. Ilya felt a sudden lightness. He was standing in a club in Montreal speaking English to a woman he had met twelve minutes ago, and the sheer improbability of this being his life compared to where he was even a few months ago was staggering.
She gave him her number on a piece of paper torn from the corner of a receipt. He folded it and put it in his jacket pocket. They danced for one song, which he was only slightly better at than the red-shirt man had been, and she found this funny in the right way. She pressed her lips against his neck and giggled in his ear and it was nice. He would let her do that some more. He had the sudden thought that he could take her home. To his apartment. Where they could be alone and he could take all the time he wanted. He could do that and no one would stop him. He wouldn't, because Vadim was coming home with him. But he could. When the song ended, they parted without ceremony.
Vadim found him at the bar afterward. "How long did you talk?"
"Twenty minutes. Maybe more."
"She gave you her number?"
"She kissed me," Ilya said. He gave the information to Vadim to see what came back.
Vadim smiled at him. Ilya thought he may have seen a flicker through the smile, but perhaps he imagined it. "Yes?"
"Yes." Ilya picked up his drink. "Are you jealous?" Jealous. He had worked on feelings words with Madame Tremblay a few days ago. 
Vadim turned his glass in his hands. "No," he said. Then, more carefully: "Maybe a little. But it is not the important thing."
"What is the important thing?"
"That you did it." Vadim met his eyes directly. "That you spoke to a woman in English and she kissed you at the end of it. I wanted you to be able to do this." He paused. "But I am allowed to feel two things at once."
The small amount of jealousy on Vadim's face, visible only because Ilya had been watching that face directly, in detail nearly every night and knew the facets of it, was not an unpleasant thing to see. It meant something real was there. "Are you going to call her?" Vadim asked.
"No," Ilya said. "But I could."
"Yes," Vadim said. "You could." He picked up his drink. "That is the point."
They drove to Ilya's apartment, and went inside for another drink. They ended up in the bed again, as they often did. Vadim was not noticeably jealous for the rest of the evening, which Ilya found he appreciated, and also very much did not. At a certain point, Ilya shifted his weight, moving his hands until his fingers slid between Vadim's legs, making his intentions clear enough that Vadim stilled. He wasn't sure why he decided tonight was the night to push things. Maybe it was the possibility that he could have been inside a woman right now. Maybe it was the flash of jealousy. But he wanted this. He wanted to be in Vadim. 
"I want to," Ilya said, his English still struggling around subtlety.
Vadim didn't pull away, but he went still in a way that was different from desire and looked at the ceiling. He was quiet for long enough that Ilya felt the temperature of the room change. "I know you want to. I need to talk to you about something first," he said.
"You do not want this," Ilya said, pulling his hands away. A beat passed, the two of them in silence, Ilya's heart thumping in his chest. 
"That is not –," Vadim started. He sighed. Not impatiently. Choosing his next words carefully. Vadim switched to Russian. Ilya started to object, but Vadim put a hand on his arm. Just, wait. "I knew a man here. Pierre." He paused. "He died in March. AIDS." The word sat differently in Russian. Borrowed and blunt, a foreign word for a foreign catastrophe. "There is a man from the bar. He is sick now. So, so sick," Vadim continued. He turned to look at Ilya. Ilya had heard fragments even at CSKA, the kind of information that moved obliquely, half in code. He had not, until now, connected them to himself. The habit of not connecting things to himself was old and well-practiced. "This disease. It is moving through men like us." 
Vadim ran a thumb along his cheekbone. Ilya's eyes closed at the touch. Vadim kept talking. "What you want to do." Vadim stopped, pausing before starting again, every word chosen carefully. "People are afraid of it now. There is a reason for that." His thumb continued the soft strokes. "Condoms help. This is what they know. But help is not the same as safe and I cannot give you a number." He looked back at the ceiling. "Pierre did not know he was sick until he was already dying. The time between is long and you cannot see it."
Ilya thought for a long moment. Condoms. He never used them. In Moscow, they were impossible to find, thick and unwieldy, but he knew that they were better in North America. He had watched Volkov trying to smuggle back strips of them from a game in France once, individual foil-wrapped squares. He could start using them. He would start using them.
"Pierre. How long from when he knew?"
"Five months."
A car passed on the street below. Someone's radio, two floors down.
Vadim broke the silence. "If you want – if we did this. Condoms every time. And it would need to be only us."
Ilya turned his head to look at Vadim oddly. "It is only us now."
Vadim was quiet a beat too long. He didn't meet Ilya's eyes, and his face shifted. "Ilya, I never asked that of you."
That made Ilya hesitate. He had spent these weeks assuming something that they had apparently not agreed upon. He was certain he was not wrong that he assumed that it was just the two of them. He was also aware Vadim was not in the wrong either. These two things could exist at the same time. "Have you?" Ilya asked. He tried to bite the jealousy from his voice.
Vadim didn't answer it. He held Ilya's eyes instead. "I am telling you this because you should know what you are asking. It is not nothing."
"I know it is not nothing."
"You came here with nothing. I don't want you to say yes because it is simple to do that. I want you to say yes because you understand what that means." Vadim had a way of being honest that did not leave room for argument, not because it was harsh but because it was accurate, and the accuracy was hard to push back against.
"You are telling me we can," Ilya said finally, "but that if we do, it changes what this is."
"Yes," Vadim said.
"And you are not sure you want it to change."
Vadim waited a beat too long. Again. Ilya wished he would just say it. Would hurt his feelings. Would be honest, as he so often was. "I am not sure you should want it to change. This is good. It does not need to become something else."
Ilya lay back. He thought about Pierre, a man with no face who had died in March. He thought about what Vadim's careful honesty was costing him to deliver, because it was costing something. He could see that plainly.
"For now," Ilya said. "What we have been doing. This is fine?"
Vadim looked at him. "Yes. This is fine."
"Yes." He paused. "We will not. Not tonight. But we should talk about it again. Later. If we need to."
"Okay," Vadim said. His face settled. He reached over and put his hand over Ilya's on the sheet. They lay there in the quiet for a while, and Ilya thought about the word careful and everything it held that he didn't yet have the English to say, and the city came in through the window and the night ran itself down around them.
Things were different after that. Vadim showed Ilya more of himself. On the fire escape outside Vadim's apartment, where they sometimes sat with coffee and cigarettes when the evening was mild enough, Vadim said, "I came to Toronto when I was fourteen." Ilya looked at him. Vadim was watching the street below, not making it into a bigger thing than it needed to be.
"From Crimea. My father had a cousin there, in Toronto. We came with two suitcases and an address written on a piece of paper." He drank his coffee. "I didn't speak English. My father spoke a little. My mother spoke none. The cousin had a house in Scarborough and three children who found us very funny."
"What was funny?"
"Everything. The way we dressed. The food my mother cooked. I said 'yes' to everything for the first six months because it was the only word I knew. Someone asked if I wanted mustard on my hot dog. I said yes. I didn't know what mustard was."
Ilya considered this. "Did you like it?"
"Mustard?"
"Toronto."
Vadim considered this. "No. Toronto is," he paused. "Cold. Cold in a way that has nothing to do with the weather. I was fourteen and I went to a school where everyone had known each other since they were five years old." He turned his cup in his hands. "I learned English in eight months. Not because I was gifted. Because I decided I was not going to spend one more day not understanding what was being said about me."
Ilya recognized the mechanism. "And Montreal?"
"I came for university. I was eighteen and I thought I understood the country." A pause. "Montreal is different. It doesn't care if you understand it. It just goes on being itself and eventually you either belong to it or you don't. I decided I did." He looked at Ilya. Some feeling flickered across his face before the words arrived. "You will too."
They sat with that for a while. Then Vadim said, without looking at him, "I have not been back to Crimea since we left. My father went once, three years ago. He said it was smaller than he remembered." He turned his cup in his hands. "I think he meant he was larger. That he had grown past the size of the place where he was from." He was quiet for a moment. "I think that happens. You leave somewhere and the leaving changes the size of things."
Ilya thought about Moscow. The apartment, the rink, the gray of the sky in November. He could not tell yet if it had shrunk. "Does it help?" he asked. "Being larger than it."
Vadim considered this seriously. "Sometimes," he said. "Not always." He lit a fresh cigarette, then continued, still looking at the street, "I did not have anyone, when I came here. To Montreal. I knew people, eventually. But the first year." He stopped. He turned his cup in his hands. "The first year is very long."
Ilya looked at him. He thought about the winter in the safe house, the Ottawa streets, the silence that had no bottom to it. "Yes," he said.
Vadim glanced at him. Something passed across his face, brief and unguarded. "You did better than I did," he said. "I want you to know that."
Ilya did not know what to do with this, so he said nothing. Vadim looked back at the street. Below them a couple argued in French on the pavement, quietly, like people who had been arguing about the same thing for years. 
It was Vadim who shifted the conversation then, without making it larger than it was. "Did you leave anyone behind in Moscow?" Ilya knew what he was asking. It wasn't about his family.
"Yes," Ilya admitted. "We knew each other. There was no word for it. In Russian or in English. Sasha."
Vadim smiled sadly. "I know that arrangement."
"Here it is different."
"Yes," Vadim said. "Here it is different. It is not…open. But it is possible to have a life here that is not possible back home."
Below them the arguing couple had stopped arguing and were walking together, their shoulders almost touching. The cat in the window had lost interest and gone elsewhere. They sat for a while without speaking. The coffee had gone cold. At some point Vadim shifted and his knee came to rest against Ilya's, light contact, nothing that required acknowledgment. Neither of them moved away. The street below went on doing what streets did.
Eventually, Ilya broke the silence. "We should go in."
Vadim looked at him. The particular look from the car above the river, the one with nothing professional in it. "Yes," he said.
Ilya stood first. He offered his hand to pull Vadim up, a practical gesture, and Vadim took it and stood, and they were close, the narrow fire escape making it inevitable, and neither of them stepped back. Vadim looked at his face, running a finger along his cheek. Then he kissed him, brief and affectionate, and Ilya caught his jaw and kept him there longer than brief, and they went inside. Vadim's words were in Ilya's ears. It is possible to have a life here.
The third time they went to the bar on the east end it was a Saturday in late July and Ilya wore a striped silk shirt and danced for an hour without stopping and came off the floor with his hair damp and his heart rate high and was, simply and without caveat, happy. Not the qualified version, not the careful monitored version he had been permitting himself since February. Just happy. Vadim appeared beside him and clinked his glass against Ilya's without saying anything, which was exactly right.
He thought about Sasha sometimes. Not with grief exactly, or not only grief. What he and Sasha had been was real. But it had been conducted at a permanent low register of fear, so constant he had stopped noticing it as fear and had thought that was simply the shape of the thing. That wanting something you weren't supposed to want and the fear underneath it were the same thing, inseparable. They had never been the same thing. He understood this now, lying in a room where nobody was listening at the door. The fear had been a condition of Moscow. Not a condition of the wanting. He was glad, with a depth that surprised him, to have learned the difference while he was still young enough for it to matter. He was glad to have been wrong. He wished he could tell Sasha. He could not tell Sasha.
The noise was almost gone by August. He noticed this gradually by looking at where it had been and finding it diminished. Between the rink at five-thirty and the gym and Madame Tremblay's implacable corrections and the evenings with Vadim and the long afternoons learning the city street by street, there was simply not enough room for it. He had been running himself tired on purpose since February, in the barracks, in the safe houses, on the Ottawa streets. He had not understood until now that the noise was what he had been running from. He had been running from the noise his entire adult life. Hockey had been the most effective solution. Vadim was the second.
He thought about his mother. Not how he had thought about her at the cemetery in February, the cold granite and the kopek and the words that had gone into the air and not come back. He thought about her more practically. What she had needed. What had not been available to her. The silence his father had required of her, the shape of the life she had been permitted to have. He sat with this and did not do anything with it except keep the structure, keep moving, keep the apartment full enough that the quiet had no room to collect.
Vadim came on a Thursday in the last week of August, after the lesson. He cooked while Ilya sat at the kitchen table with the grammar book, and they ate without much conversation, which was not unusual. What was unusual was the quality of the quiet afterward. Vadim washed the dishes. Ilya dried. They moved around the kitchen like they had moved around it all summer, comfortable and familiar, and something in that familiarity was different this evening. Present in a way it hadn't been before, as though the summer had suddenly understood it was ending.
Vadim set the last cup down and turned.
"I need to tell you something," he said.
Ilya waited. Vadim didn't start speaking right away. He pulled two glasses out of the cabinet, and poured a bit of vodka in each one. It wasn't the Russian stuff Ilya was used to. The Canadian vodka was grassier, sharper. 
"The Metros didn't renew my contract." He said it plainly. "I've been offered work in Ottawa. Government translation, foreign ministry. I'm going to take it."
Ilya looked away, trying not to betray the emotion he was feeling.
"Why did they not renew?"
"Because you don't need me." Vadim held his eyes. "Your English is good enough now. Good enough that what I do isn't necessary." He paused. "You did that. Three months. You worked harder than anyone I've helped before."
Ilya sat with this. The thing he had worked toward every morning with the grammar book and every evening with the recorder had been real progress, measurable progress, progress he was proud of. He was still proud of it. The pride and the other thing existed in the same place without canceling each other out, which was one of the stranger things the summer had produced.
"You could stay," Ilya said. "In Montreal."
"It is a good job." Vadim's voice was not unkind. "And you'll be in training camp in three weeks. And your English will keep getting better. And by January you won't need anyone to show you the grocery store." He looked at Ilya steadily. "This was always going to end when you didn't need it anymore. You got there faster than I expected."
Ilya dropped his eyes. He felt a sudden clap of betrayal.
"You knew this from the beginning," he said. "Is why you helped me learn the city. Not just translate."
Vadim took a deep breath. "I knew since July," he said. "The offer came in early July. I had already decided by the time we went to the bar on Crescent Street." He held Ilya's eyes and did not look away. "I wanted to tell you. But I knew it would change what the summer was."
Ilya looked down at his hands. The bar on Crescent Street. Vadim coaching him through eye contact. Waiting. Vadim teaching him how to be alone in this city.
"You were practicing," Ilya said. 
Vadim waited a moment. "I wanted you to be okay, on your own."
"You were practicing me being alone," Ilya said. Vadim avoided his eyes. Vadim set down his glass, looking down at his fingers. The confession sat heavy between them.
The two weeks after that were ordinary in a brittle way that required effort to maintain. Vadim came on his usual evenings. They cooked, or Ilya drove to the Plateau and Vadim cooked there. They ate and talked and went to bed and none of it was different except that it was, how a room is different when you know you are leaving it. Ilya did not say anything about it. Vadim did not say anything about it. They moved around it carefully, like moving around furniture when walking through a dark apartment.
He stopped letting Vadim leave. It didn't require acknowledgment, nothing that could be named or pushed back against. He just found reasons for it to be late, another drink, a question that needed answering, and Vadim stayed, and they went to sleep with Ilya's hand on Vadim's ribs, feeling them rise and fall. In the morning, Vadim would leave for the Plateau, and Ilya would drive to the rink, and the voice would be there on the drive, still present, still usable, and he would think: not yet. Still here. He kept track of the days without meaning to.
He lay awake some nights after Vadim slept, memorizing the cracks in the ceiling and tried to locate what he was feeling, like Madame Tremblay had taught him to locate the right word, patiently, without forcing it. Talking around the words he did not know. He was not sure he had the English for it. Between grief and wanting, the knowledge that the thing you were holding was already leaving your hands. He had felt this before, about other things. He had not expected to feel it about this.
He did not say any of it. It would not have changed anything, and Vadim knew anyway. He could tell from how Vadim watched him sometimes across the kitchen, brief and direct, saying nothing, and then looked away. 
The last night was attentive how you were attentive to something you understood you were doing for the last time. Neither of them said so. They undressed each other slowly. Vadim's hands moved over him like he was memorizing something, the topography of Ilya's shoulders and the scar on his left side and the place on his ribs that made him inhale sharply every time. Ilya let him. He did the same in return, memorizing Vadim's particular angles and warmths and the sound he made low in his throat when Ilya touched him in certain places, or at a certain pace, storing it somewhere deliberate.
They took turns. That was the only way to describe the shape of the evening, patient and reciprocal, each of them giving the other their full attention in a way that was different from other nights, weighted by the knowledge of what it was. When Vadim's mouth moved down his body Ilya let himself be loud about it, the desperate sounds he had learned over the summer he was allowed to make in rooms that belonged to him, and when it was his turn he took his time and Vadim's control come apart in his hands with a satisfaction that was one of the better things the summer had given him.
Afterward, they lay pressed together, Vadim's arm across his chest, both of them breathing heavily. The noise that had been absent all summer was only quietly present at the very edges of the room, held off by the heat of another body. The window was open. The city came in. Traffic, someone laughing two floors down, the ambient hum of a place that went on indifferently past midnight. Vadim's hand rested open on top of him. He thought about saying something. He thought about grabbing his hand. Holding it. He had the shape of it without the words, how he still sometimes had feelings in Russian that arrived in English with parts missing. He lay there with it for a while, the thing he didn't say, and the city ran itself down outside. At some point, Vadim's breathing slowed into sleep, and Ilya was still awake with his hand an inch from Vadim's on the sheet, not moving, and he thought I will remember this. The thought arrived quietly, without ceremony. He would remember this. He went to sleep.
Then Vadim was gone. He shook Ilya's hand at the door, the formal grip he had used in Calgary at the very beginning, before any of it. Ilya watched him down the stairs until the angle took him out of sight. He closed the door. He stood with his hand still on the latch for a moment, not thinking anything in particular, just not ready yet to hear how the apartment sounded without him in it. Then he took his hand off the latch.
The noise came back immediately. The kitchen light was on, the one he'd forgotten to turn off that morning. The grammar book was on the table, open to the last lesson. The ledger beside it, two notebooks now, filled. The cassette recorder on the shelf. His jacket on the hook by the door. The wardrobe full of color in the bedroom, the burgundy shirt and the rust sweater and the teal and the cobalt, all the things he had chosen for himself. He took in all of it and it was his and it was not enough. Vadim had read on that side of the bed. Had left the coffee too strong every time without noticing. Had folded the corners of pages in every book he touched. There was nothing in the apartment that showed any of that. People left and took all the evidence of themselves with them and you were left standing in a room that looked exactly as it had before, which was its own kind of loss.Then he went to bed, because it was late and there was nothing else to do. 
He woke at five. The room was gray, the city not yet started. He lay still for a moment before he understood what was wrong, and then he understood. No arm across his chest. No slow, even breathing beside him. The bed had that longing emptiness of being recently vacated, still faintly warm on the other side, and Ilya lay there and felt the weight that wasn't there and did not move for longer than he should have. Then he got up. He dressed. He picked up the leather jacket from the hook by the door.
He drove to the rink that morning. On the way, he waited for Vadim's voice to arrive like it usually did, a correction, a street name, something said the night before surfacing unexpectedly. Nothing came. Just the route. Just the color of the city before sunrise, purple and gray and briefly gold where the first light caught the mountain, and the silence where something used to be.
Training camp in ten days. He was the best player in the world and he was going to walk into a room full of his teammates and play hockey and that was the thing he was built for. He knew how to do that. He had always known how to do that.
After, he made tea and sat at the kitchen table and the noise sat with him, and after a while he got up and put on a cassette of Vadim's music and that was a little better. He went to bed. He lay on top of the covers and listened to the city and thought about Vadim on a train to Ottawa and Madame Tremblay's last lesson and the ledger full of English words and training camp in ten days, and none of it was enough to fill the apartment, but he was tired enough from the gym that the noise didn't get a full hold, and eventually he slept.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Well. The summer has come to an end.

Let's do fun (and un-fun) facts.

The bars in this chapter reflect the two sides of Montreal nightlife in the 80s. The east end bar, darker, dancing, men-only, is there to represent the growing gay bar culture in what would be the Village. The bar on Crescent street is one of many bars on the strip that ran downtown that catered mostly to straight couples in louder, more performative spaces. Loud, commercial, designed for pickup culture. Two worlds, one city.

In 1988, there were approximately 500 reported AIDS cases in Montreal. Emphasis on reported. It is likely that the number was significantly higher due to the difficulty and stigma around getting tested for HIV. There was also still essentially no treatment at this time, and by the time you became symptomatic, life span was measured in months. The first antiretroviral (AZT) had been introduced in the US, but it was not widely available in Canada and was impossibly expensive. Montreal had the highest rate of HIV infection in Canada. The community organized their own response to the crisis, starting telephone hotlines and peer support groups, since the official public health response left so, so much to be desired. The community was very tight-knit, and everyone would have known someone who was affected.

I talked about condoms all the way back in Chapter 2, but here's a little more. Soviet manufactured condoms were known as "galoshes" at the time because of the thick, low-grade rubber they were made of. Western condoms, particularly French and German brands, were genuinely treated as desirable contraband by Soviet citizens who traveled abroad.

Vadim's story is also based on the wave of Soviet Jewish immigration to Toronto in the 1970s, primarily from modern-day Ukraine. There was already an established Jewish community in Scarborough that would have been the easiest place to call home. A teenager arriving in Toronto schools with no English in the 70s would have found no ESL support. This was deliberate, designed for students to learn through immersion only.

Comments and kudos always appreciated.
I had a hard time pulling this chapter out of my head and onto the page. Next up, Shane's POV.


  


      

  












      Chapter 16: Drawer
  


    Chapter Summary

    The lake is supposed to fix things. It has fixed things before. Shane runs eight miles every morning, reads the same four pages of the same book, and does not think about Ilya Rozanov. He manages two of those three.



    Chapter Notes

      And now we get a little of Shane.

There is a brief discussion of race and racial identity in this section. It is not a negative discussion and there are no slurs or distressing language.

Next update probably midweek, when we start entering the "forced proximity" portion of the work.


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  Drawer (noun)

	
A boxlike storage compartment without a lid, made to slide horizontally in and out of a desk, chest, or other piece of furniture. 



	
The place you put things that require more attention than you currently have available.



	
What you call it when you know exactly what's in there and choose not to look.




Example: "The drawer, it turned out, had been open the entire time. He just hadn't been looking at what was in it." — Shane Hollander, July 1988
Shane drove north out of Montreal on the Friday morning after the elimination, the city thinning into highway and then into the kind of country that felt endless. Anonymous. Shane loved that feeling. He loved hockey, but he didn't love being famous. He would rather be here, in the privacy of the woods. The drive was under two hours. He had done it so many times that his hands knew it without him, the exits, the turn onto the main road, the unpaved section after. He stopped once at a gas station because the tank was low and not because he needed a reason to stand outside for a few minutes. He stood outside for a few minutes. Then he got back in the car.
His parents' cottage sat on a lake twenty minutes off the main road, down a dirt track that had been washing out every spring since Shane was eight. His mother had been lobbying to have it paved for fifteen years. His father lobbied the other way, on the grounds that the wash-out kept the casual visitors away. Yuna considered this a flawed solution but had stopped arguing about it somewhere around 1981. The track was still unpaved. There was a pleasure in the sound of the crunch under the tires. 
His mother was on the porch when he pulled in, reading with a pen in her hand. She looked up, assessed him, and said, "You should have eaten before you left."
"I ate," Shane said.
"Coffee doesn't count."
His father appeared from around the side of the house in the old clothes he kept just for the cottage, carrying a section of dock. He set it down when he saw the car, and his face softened. That particular light, greeting his son with an overwhelming look of relief. Like the sun had come out on a cloudy day.
"There he is," his father said. "You want to help me with this dock?"
"Sure," Shane said.
"Give him an hour," his mother said. "He drove."
"Not that far," Shane said.
"Give him an hour," his mother repeated, and went inside.
He helped with the dock. His father talked about the winter damage, the ice heave, the section that needed a new bracket. Shane handed him tools and listened to him work through the problem out loud, like David always had, thinking with his hands, narrating as he went. It was one of Shane's earliest memories. His father under a car, under a sink, at a workbench, explaining each step to him. Explaining that you couldn't hire someone to do everything. You needed to do some things for yourself, with your own hands. His seemingly endless patience with an awkward, unhelpful adolescent Shane. He had grown up understanding that some people thought by talking and some thought by going silent, and his parents were one of each, which had given him both tendencies and made him careful about which one he used in public.
"Rough end to the season," his father said, not looking up from the bracket.
"We were outplayed."
"You weren't outplayed in the first two games."
"No," Shane said. "Just in the ones that mattered."
David tightened something and sat back on his heels. "Rozanov. He played well."
"He played very well."
His father seemed like he wanted to say more, but decided not to. He handed Shane the wrench, asked him to hold the bracket steady, and they finished the dock in the afternoon light while his mother brought out lemonade. The start to a perfect, easy summer.
The summer established its routine over the first week. Running in the mornings along the lake road, longer than he needed to, pushing into the heat because it was simple. Most days he swam in the lake. He lifted in the garage his father had set up with weights years ago, basic equipment, nothing like the facility in Montreal, which was the point. He skated twice a week at the rink in town, early enough that it was just him and the ice and the silence of an empty arena at seven in the morning. He was good at training alone. He had always been good at training alone.
The captaincy was almost a year old. He kept forgetting that. It still had that feel of a new outfit, put on each morning and checked in the mirror, not quite trusting the reflection. His teammates had voted for him. That was the part he kept coming back to. Not Theriault's decision, or a front office calculation. His teammates, in a closed room, had put his name down. Pellerin, one of the assistant coaches, had told him afterward that it hadn't been close. Shane had nodded and thanked him and driven home and sat in his car in the parking garage for six minutes doing nothing. He had been twenty-one. Gainey had been twenty-seven when they gave it to him, and if he hadn't retired, it still would have been his. The room was young right now. Mostly guys in their twenties, only a few years on the ice. If anything Shane was younger, which was either a vote of exceptional confidence or a sign the room had run out of better options. Shane had spent his career being very good and very quiet, and his teammates had apparently decided that was what they wanted. He was still working out what to do with that.
For most of the year, the captaincy had been a task he could get his arms around. He knew the room. He knew who needed a conversation and who needed to be left alone, who responded to accountability spoken directly and who needed to arrive at it themselves. The role was difficult and he was learning it, but he could see the weight of what was required. Then March happened.
He had done some reading in the weeks between the Olympics and Rozanov's arrival. Soviet hockey culture, the state program, the political dimension the front office kept briefing him about. He had assembled a picture of what Ilya Rozanov might be. The picture turned out to be wrong in almost every detail that mattered.
He had prepared for violence. He had watched tape on Rozanov going back to the '84 World Juniors and there were moments in it that were difficult. Aggressive, physical play that suggested instruction or inclination. He had prepared himself for a player who might be a problem in ways beyond the diplomatic situation. The fact was Rozanov was among the cleanest players on the ice in most games. Precise, controlled, no apparent interest in his body as anything except a tool for moving efficiently through space. 
The other thing Shane had prepared himself for was more personal. He had read about the Soviet state's official position on race. Not difficult reading to get your hands on. The propaganda was public, the ideology exported, the language available to anyone who looked. What he found was more complicated than he expected. The official line was more progressive than he had anticipated, built on decades of using segregation as a weapon against the West. He had sat with that for a few days and it did not reassure him as it probably should have. 
Shane was aware that certain players had overcome a lot to end up at the highest levels of hockey, and that Rozanov may have differing opinions on that. He had understood, abstractly, that a man formed entirely inside that system might carry views that would make a locker room very complicated very fast. Might make a remark in the wrong moment. Might look at J.J., or at Vilgran, in a way Shane would need to respond to directly, publicly. He had thought about how he would handle that when it happened. If it happened, he corrected. He had thought about it more than he had thought about almost anything else related to Rozanov's arrival. He had also thought about himself, which was the part he had been least willing to examine.
Shane was the only Asian player in the NHL. This was a fact he carried the way you carried something that had always been there. Just as the background condition of every room he'd ever been in, not a wound or grievance. His mother was Japanese. His father was white and cheerful and largely unaware that his son had grown up navigating a space his father moved through without friction. Shane had been raised in a good house in a good neighborhood with good schools and the kind of stability that came from two parents with government careers and very clear ideas about how to conduct oneself in public. French immersion. No Japanese. By every cultural measure that didn't involve a mirror, he had been raised white.
None of that changed what people saw. The half-jokes. The where-are-you-really-from. The reporters who called him disciplined or precise or surprising with a weight that has nothing to do with hockey. The opposing bench, once or twice, when the game was going badly and someone ran out of better ideas. He was good at not reacting. His mother had taught him that composure was power, and she was right, and he had been performing it for so long he sometimes forgot it was a performance. 
Shane knew exactly what it felt like to be visible in a way you hadn't chosen, and he did not want to introduce someone into that room who was going to make J.J. feel that way, or anyone else. So when he read about Soviet racial ideology he told himself he was thinking about protecting his team. And he was. But he was also thinking about whether Rozanov would walk into the room and recalibrate when he saw the C on Shane's jersey. Whether Shane would see it happen. Whether Rozanov would respect him. He had worked hard for a year to make that C the first thing anyone looked at. He hadn't entirely succeeded. He didn't need a new problem on top of the existing ones.
And Rozanov had not done any of it. He had looked at Shane the same way he looked at everyone. He had not said or done anything to anyone that required Shane to intervene. Shane had thought about all of this from the bench and felt a nameless tension unwind within him. Maybe relief. And underneath the relief, a more complicated truth. He had built an elaborate defense against a threat that had turned out to be completely unneeded. Rozanov arrived and was a different man than the one Shane had constructed in his head.
The question Shane couldn't resolve was why, having discovered that almost everything he'd prepared for was wrong, he had maintained the distance anyway. He had been preparing for a dangerous man and gotten a different one. But then he behaved, for the five weeks they played together, as though the preparation still applied. He had kept his careful captain's distance. He had measured every exchange and kept it short and functional. He had managed his feelings and told himself it was professional judgment.
The shower thing started on the second day of practice. Rozanov came off the ice and stripped his gear with total, immodest indifference. No performance, no self-consciousness. He simply existed in his body. The room noticed, Comeau made a comment that got a laugh, and Shane found something on the far wall that required his complete attention. 
After that he started timing the showers. Early, before the scrimmage fully ended, or late, after most of the room had cleared. Hayden noticed. He didn't say anything. He was waiting for Hayden to talk. It was the loudest conversation they didn't have all season. 
What he was actually afraid of was simple and mortifying: that Rozanov would talk to him, or look at him, or just exist in the room, and Shane's body would respond in a way he couldn't walk back. That he would be standing eight feet away from his most important player in a communal shower and something would happen that could not be explained as anything except exactly what it was. He was the captain. He managed it by not being there.
The honest version, available to him now in a way it hadn't been in April, was that the professional distance had not preceded the feeling. It had followed it. He had met Rozanov and felt feelings that frightened him, and had used caution as cover.
Shane knew what it felt like to be drawn to a woman. He had been drawn to women before. It hadn't lasted, but it could, he was sure. The right person. The right time. To not let his nerves get the better of him. So these feelings about Rozanov and his firm muscles in the shower was just misrouted. A filing error rather than a new category. He didn't want a new category. So he hadn't made one. 
His mother had said as much to him after the season ended, at the restaurant she liked in town. She had ordered for both of them.
"The Rozanov situation," she said, "is going to require more management than anyone in the organization is saying."
"The organization has been careful," Shane said.
"About the political dimension. That's not the same thing." She set down her fork. "He's going to be the most interesting story in the league next season. The first American cities. Every interaction he has with every player on every team is going to be watched." She picked her fork back up. "They're going to be watching you specifically. How you handle him publicly tells a story about the franchise. I'm not saying keep your distance. I'm saying be deliberate. There's a version of closeness that reads as endorsement, which is fine, and a version that reads as something harder to control. We need to keep control of the story. You understand."
Shane said he understood. And he had understood. That had not been the problem. The problem was that he had taken those words and used them to ratify something he had already decided, like using a doctor's note to justify a day off you were going to take anyway. His mother had been talking about optics. Shane had heard something more personal and had felt, under the dinner conversation, a wave of mostly relief.
He sat with that on the dock in July. The relief of being given permission to stay at a distance. The fact that he had needed the permission at all.
His mother had a list. It wasn't called a list. It was a folder on the porch table that had grown substantially since last year when he became captain. It was thick with correspondence and notes. Yuna Hollander had been managing the external dimensions of Shane's career since he was nineteen, first informally and then, after the second contract, as an actual professional arrangement with actual billing. Shane had not resisted. She was better at it than he was. She had never once steered him wrong on anything that mattered. She had also, over the course of the summer, scheduled him for four things he had not entirely agreed to.
The television spot in Toronto came first. Two days in late June, a camera crew, a jersey, a rink rented at five in the morning. The product was a skate blade brand he'd been with for three years. The spot was fine. He mentioned the four-thirty call time once and his mother looked at him with the expression that indicated she had heard him but would not advocating for changing the schedule, and he went to bed at eight-thirty and got up at four and did the spot.
There was a profile in a magazine he'd never followed closely, which required a phone call with a journalist and a photographer who came to the cottage in July and wanted the shoot on the dock, in natural light. Shane sat in the worn flannel shirt he wore every morning and answered questions about the captaincy and his training regimen and did not answer questions about Ilya Rozanov in any way he hadn't cleared with Beaulieu or his mother.
"He's my teammate," Shane said. "I'm looking forward to seeing what he can do with a full season." The journalist wrote this down. Shane could tell she had hoped for more.
There were two dinners with people his mother wanted him to meet. A sports director from the CBC interested in a documentary project about nontraditional athletes. Shane took that to mean non-white. A broadcast executive interested in Shane's perspective on expanding the league. Shane shook hands and ate the food and was thoughtful and engaged and drove back to the cottage both times feeling like he'd spent the evening in a slightly ill-fitting version of himself.
He didn't say any of this to his mother. There was no version of saying it that didn't make him sound ungrateful. She worked hard, had always worked hard, was doing work she was genuinely good at and that benefited him materially. He was the pillar she'd built her second career around. You didn't complain about that.
"The CBC conversation is going to matter someday," she said, after the second dinner. "Not this season, not for a long time. But Theriault won't be behind the bench forever and when that conversation starts you want to be someone they've already been thinking about."
"You're already planning my coaching career," Shane said.
"I'm planning options," she said. "You can choose not to use it. Everyone retires eventually."
This was accurate. He let it go. 
The profound relaxation the lake was supposed to provide, what it had done the two previous summers, and the summer before the captaincy, and every summer since he was old enough to need it, was make whatever he'd brought with him smaller. Quieter. Routable back to a level that didn't require attention. It wasn't working.
He understood why by the fourth week, lying on the dock on a Tuesday with the sun on his face and nothing to do. The Buffalo game kept coming back. Hat trick. The Forum making a sound he hadn't heard it make in years. And Shane across the room afterward, looking at Rozanov, holding back. He could feel the electricity of it, the weight of it, and pressing his lips together and saying nothing. Rozanov had looked at him. Held the look for one beat. Shaken his head slightly, the smallest possible gesture, and gone back to his skates. 
Not even a word. He had been standing in a locker room while a man who had left everything he knew and crossed an ocean scored three goals in front of twenty thousand people, and Shane had looked at him and offered nothing. He had wanted to say something. Do something. Be in his orbit. And he had given him nothing. He had told himself it was correct captaincy. Treating him like any player. Not making it a spectacle.
He was unable to make that version hold. What he could sit with was the simpler wrong. He had been managing a feeling and called it professionalism. He had kept a distance that served himself and framed it as serving the room. He had been the captain. He had not been Rozanov's captain. Those were different responsibilities, and he had known the difference at the time and chosen the easier one. He picked up his book and made no progress before putting it back down.
The nights were the worst of it, or the most honest of it, which was the same thing. He ran himself tired enough that sleep should have come easily. Mostly it did. But there were evenings when the cottage was quiet and his parents had gone in and he had showered and lain in the dark of the room he'd slept in since he was nine, and his body was tired and his mind was not, and he was twenty-two years old. With needs.
One night, when he could not quiet his mind, he ran a hand over his length. It started as nothing special, the ordinary animal fact of it, a long day and a quiet house and the restlessness of a body that had been working hard for weeks. He kept his eyes closed. He wasn't thinking about anyone. And then, without any decision being made, he was.
Not one moment or scene. Not anything he could have written down. Hazel eyes finding him across the bench, how the room reorganized itself around where Rozanov was standing in it, the corridor before the Pittsburgh game, the brightness of the home blues under the fluorescent lights, ROZANOV across the back in block letters. The weight of the man, in some way he couldn't articulate, like a pressure in the air. He spilled across his hand, faster than he expected, still thinking about Rozanov's eyes on him. He lay there after, looking at the ceiling, his heart coming down. He felt a flush of embarrassment he could not stop to examine. If he did, it would be his total undoing. He cleaned up, turned onto his side, and went to sleep. In the morning, he got up and ran eight miles and didn't think about it.
He didn't think about it for three days. Then, on the fourth day, sitting on the dock with a book he wasn't reading, he thought about it, and understood that this was what that had been making the lake not work. Not the season. Not the captaincy. Not the missed moments in the locker room, although those were real. This. He picked up the book. He read four pages this time. He put it down again. He could not keep avoiding the thoughts, not for an entire season.
Hayden came for a long weekend in July. He arrived with beer and a bad sunburn from a charity golf event and they took the canoe out and covered most of the lake without saying much for two hours. Hayden was good at that. He could sustain a silence with intent, without it feeling like a gap that needed filling. They beached the canoe at the far end and ate sandwiches and watched a heron stand in the shallows.
They sat for a while. Hayden pulled at the grass with one hand. "I'm going to ask Jackie to marry me," he said. "Before camp."
Shane looked at him. "You've known her what, six months?"
"About that."
"Hayden."
"I know what you're going to say." He didn't sound troubled by it. "But she's it. I knew pretty quickly." He turned a flat stone over in his palm. "You've met her. Tell me I'm wrong."
Shane liked Jackie. She was not what you expected, standing next to Hayden in a bar. "I can't tell you you're wrong," he said.
"Right." Hayden threw the stone. It skipped twice and sank. "She knows it's coming. We both know. I'm just making it official. You're supposed to be happy for me. I'm getting married!"
"Sorry, right. Congratulations. I'm happy for you," Shane said. And he was. He was happy for Hayden.
Shane looked at the lake. His best friend was getting engaged to someone he'd met less than a year ago. He understood it, actually. It was short but Jackie was not a person you needed a long time to understand. What he understood less clearly was the comparison it drew. Not to where he was now, which was fine, but to why he was there. He had ended things with Lisa a year ago on this same dock, more or less, and he had done it with a cruelty that still sat on him when he let himself look at it. Used the Olympics as the reason. She had cried quietly into her sweater and left. He had felt like someone who had cut the last thing tethering him to a life he'd been performing, which was accurate and did not make it better.
Shane thought about the night in the car. The drive back from the bar on Crescent Street after the Admirals game, two blocks, the city quiet. Ilya had turned and asked, with the elaborateness of someone who had been holding the question for a while, you have a girl? Shane had said no, flat, not explaining. He hadn't asked Ilya the same. 
He had been looking at it from one angle all summer. He looked at it from the other one now.
Ilya had left a country. He had left everything in it. A man in that system did not live alone. He had people. He had a life, structured and surveilled but real, with relationships in it that were real.
Hockey players got married young. It was practically a professional requirement. The league expected it, the organisations encouraged it, the culture read a wife as evidence of stability and character. Kids followed shortly after, nearly always. Nearly all his teammates had done it before twenty-five. Hayden was going to do it at twenty-three after less than a year, which was extreme even by those standards and somehow made complete sense when you'd met Jackie.
Ilya was twenty-two now, Shane was pretty sure. He had been the best hockey player in the Soviet Union since he was seventeen. In that system there would have been a girl. The state liked its athletes settled. A suitable woman, a suitable family, something that read as stable. There would have been someone. He left her. Or left the situation that contained her, which was close to the same thing. When Ilya had asked about his theoretical girl, Shane hadn't returned the question. It was possible there was an answer in there that Ilya had decided not to give, in a car, at night, to someone he'd known for three weeks. Shane had no way to know. He hadn't asked. He didn't know if Ilya had met anyone over the summer. Shane realized he wanted to know. He wanted to ask. 
"You should find someone," Hayden said. Not unkindly.
"I know."
"Not this summer, clearly."
"I know," Shane said.
Hayden lay back down. The heron had not moved. "You know, Jackie has this friend–"
"I didn't handle Rozanov right," Shane said, abruptly changing topic.
Hayden opened one eye.
"The weeks he was with us. I kept the captain distance." Shane said it at the lake rather than at Hayden. "He was trying to reach something and I kept it professional."
Hayden was quiet for a moment. "You were also figuring out how to captain him. That's not nothing. He came in with a completely different idea of what a captain even is."
"I know." Shane picked at the grass. "I'd built this whole picture of who he was going to be. Before he arrived. Most of it was wrong."
"Most of it," Hayden said.
"Most of it," Shane said.
Hayden seemed to decide this was a complete answer. He looked at the heron for a while. "So fix it in September."
"I'm going to."
"Good." After a while: "You're hard on yourself."
Shane didn't say anything.
"Neutrally," Hayden said. "Mostly it's useful. Just noting it."
Shane looked at the lake. He was thinking about the bench in Game 1 of the playoffs. The third period, the Metros two goals up, Rozanov coming off a shift that had made the building go briefly quiet how only a certain type of play could, and Shane reaching over without thinking and knocking his glove against Rozanov's. The brief look Rozanov had given him. The second and a half before Shane looked back at the ice.
He had put that in a drawer without looking at it. It had been in the drawer all summer.
"Yeah," he said. "I know."
They paddled back in the late afternoon, the light going gold, the cottage visible from the far end as a small pale shape against the trees. Shane's arms were tired. It was good to have something to be tired from.
The Metros called in late July. Beaulieu's assistant, training camp roster, availability dates, logistical notes about the new rookies. At the end she said, "One more thing. We're putting together a brief media package for the start of camp. First full season with Rozanov, travel documents in order. Theriault wants you involved in the framing. Nothing formal. Fifteen minute phone call with Beaulieu whenever you're available. There will be some media, probably."
"Next Thursday?" Shane said.
He was on the porch. His mother inside, audible through the screen door. His father back in Ottawa to catch up on some work. Beaulieu picked up on the first ring, which was unusual. He must have already opened his folder.
"How's the summer," he said. Not quite a question.
"Good. Quiet."
"Good." The word had no warmth in it. "We're framing the start of camp around normalisation. Rozanov as a Metro. Not a Soviet, not a defector, not a diplomatic event. We've got him settled now. He travels everywhere the team goes. His English is pretty good. He's making friends, handling himself now. Good enough we let the translator and both assistants go. He can talk to the media on his own. The story is a team story now, and we need it to read that way from day one."
"Understood," Shane said.
"The ownership group has been patient," Beaulieu said. The word patient sat in the sentence with a weight that comes from choosing carefully. "The acquisition cost was considerable. The political cost was considerable. We need the return on that investment to be visible. Quickly."
Shane said nothing.
"What I mean," Beaulieu continued, "is that Rozanov arrived in March with a few weeks of practice and four home games and a first-round exit. That is not the return anyone had in mind." A pause. "This season cannot look like that season. His experience in the room, his standing on the team, the way the rest of the league sees him when they play you. All of that starts in September, in training camp, on the first day. It starts with how the captain sets the tone."
"I understand what the captain's job is," Shane said.
"I know you do." Another pause, not a silence so much as a held position. "I'm saying it anyway. Because the people I answer to are going to be watching September very carefully, and they have long memories for what things looked like in March and April."
Shane looked at the lake. A boat was crossing the far end, moving slowly, trailing a white line. 
"He's going to be fine," he said. "He was always going to be fine. March was a compressed situation."
"March was a compressed situation," Beaulieu agreed. "And he handled it better than anyone expected and played the best hockey anyone in this organisation has ever seen in person. Which is exactly why there is now considerably more pressure attached to his second impression than there was to his first." He let that land. "He's not like he was in March. He asks about training camp. Specifically line combinations. Specifically whether his place on the first line is guaranteed or whether Theriault is going to run evaluation."
"Theriault will want to run his own read before he makes anything permanent. That's standard."
"Standard," Beaulieu said. "Yes. I would suggest, when you speak to him, you find a way to communicate that without making him feel like he is on trial. He is not a man who responds well to feeling like he is on trial."
"Has he said that?"
"He hasn't said anything. That is how I know." A brief pause. "He is also not someone with a great deal of patience for things that feel political when he considers them hockey questions. Managing the line between those two things is going to be part of your job this year."
"It was part of my job last year."
"Last year he was here for five weeks." Beaulieu's voice was even, not unkind, just exact. "This year is different. Everything this year is different. I need you to understand that the organisation is counting on the captain's relationship with this player to be one of the stable elements. If it isn't stable, other things become very unstable very quickly, and those things have dollar amounts attached to them that I would rather not say out loud on a telephone."
Shane looked at the white line on the lake. It was smoothing itself out. "It'll be stable," he said.
"Good." Beaulieu closed the folder, audibly. "How's the shoulder?"
"Fine."
"Good." He confirmed the media call details, said goodbye, hung up.
Shane sat with the phone in his lap. The boat had reached the other shore. His mother came through the screen door with iced tea and sat in the other chair. She handed him one without asking. They looked at the lake.
"Beaulieu?" she said.
"Training camp logistics."
"Rozanov."
It wasn't a question. He said yes anyway. She held her glass in both hands. "He performed well in the playoffs."
"He was the best player on the ice in Games 1 and 2. We still lost Games 3 and 4 without him."
"The road games."
"He couldn't travel."
"He can now?" Shane nodded in response. "That changes a great deal."
"I know."
"The media interest is going to be significant. The first American cities." She turned her glass slowly. "You're going to need to be thoughtful. Not at a distance. Up close."
"We already talked about this."
"I'm saying it again because it still applies. Keeping it professional while he was settling in was probably the right call for the first few weeks. This season is different. A teammate who remains isolated because the captain kept him at arm's length is a story too."
Shane looked at the lake.
"So the distance narrows," she said. "But in ways you control." She finished her tea and went inside. He stayed on the porch. The sun was going down behind the tree line and the lake had turned from blue to gray at the edges, still bright in the middle.
He had been building a version of how he would be Rozanov's captain. In the evenings on the dock, in the mornings on the runs. How to give him authority on the ice, how to involve him in the room without forcing it, how to be close in ways that read correctly. The prepared posture, the calibrated distance, designed to look like the thing he had not managed in the spring. He sat with the honest version for a moment. The honest version was that he was going to get to training camp and see Rozanov for the first time since May and he had very little idea what would happen to the prepared version when they finally made contact. Five weeks and a summer sitting by a lake and he had not managed to close the drawer where he kept those feelings.
He was not going to open the new category. He was going to correct the professional wrong. Those were different and he was capable of the second one.
He picked up his book, reading less than a page this time. Put it down. He was not going to finish it this summer.
His father came home late, headlights through the trees, the sound of the car door. He stretched, looked at the sky, looked toward the porch, raised a hand.
"Good drive?" Shane called.
"Long. Construction past Lachute. You want something to eat? I stopped at that place in town."
"Sure."
They ate on the porch, his mother with her folder, his father telling a story about a colleague that didn't seem to have a point. The lake went dark. The bugs came out. His father fell asleep twenty minutes after they finished, head tilted, breathing audible. His mother turned a page. Shane watched the dark water.
His father woke up briefly and looked at him.
"You doing okay?"
"Yeah," Shane said. David put a hand on the back of his neck, just the weight of it, no words, and went inside. His mother followed. Shane stayed until the air went cold.
He packed on the last morning of August while his mother sat at the kitchen table with her coffee and the folder, cross-referencing another sheet, adding a note in the margin. His father was already outside. Shane could hear him somewhere around the side of the house, the familiar sound of a tool against wood.
"There's a lunch in October," his mother said, without looking up. "The broadcast partner. I've penciled you in."
"I'll make it work," Shane said.
She looked up then. Assessed him like she had when he pulled in three months ago. Whatever she found, she seemed to decide it was sufficient.
"Good luck," she said. "Call me after the first skate."
He loaded the car. His father appeared from around the side of the house when he heard the trunk close, wiping his hands on a rag, and they shook hands like they'd been shaking hands since Shane was tall enough for it to make sense.
"You'll be fine," his father said.
"I know," Shane said.
David nodded, with the expression of someone who had been watching his son be somewhere else for three months and had decided not to make anything of it, not because it didn't matter, but because some things worked themselves out on their own schedule and pushing didn't help.
Shane got in the car.
The track was the same under his tires, the same sound, the same pleasure of it going the other direction. He reached the main road and turned south. The highway, the city, the season. Training camp coming soon. The first skate, the first time the room assembled itself around him and the C on his jersey and whatever he was going to make of it.
He drove into the morning with his hands steady on the wheel, the country opening out around him. He had a prepared version of how this was going to go, and he knew the prepared version was going to last about as long as it took for Rozanov to look at him, and he was going anyway.
He made the phone call from his kitchen. He had been thinking about when to make the call for days. He realized he didn't know enough about Rozanov to know when a good time to call would be, so he made the call before he could think about it any more. 
It rang four times. Then: "Yes."
The voice was different. Fuller. The English landed with more weight, more stability than it had in May, less assembled and more inhabited.
"Hi, Rozanov? It's Hollander. From the team." God, why did he sound so fucking stupid?
A beat. "I know who you are Hollander." Shane could hear his smirk. He wished he could see it.
Shane had prepared remarks and they left him completely. "How's the summer?"
"Good. Better than spring."
"Your English is better."
"Madame Tremblay does not like excuses." Not quite a joke, but moving in that direction. "You call for reason, or just to check I am not dead?"
"Captain's skate," Shane said. "Thursday morning. Nine thirty at the practice rink. It's not mandatory. Just the veterans getting on the ice before camp. But I thought you should be there."
A silence that was considering rather than careful.
"I am not captain," Ilya said.
"No. But you're going to be on this team for a long time and those are the guys you need to know." Shane paused for a moment. "You're our teammate. We need to treat you like it."
"Okay," Ilya said. Even how he said it had changed — less clipped, more room in it. Ooo-key.
"Nine thirty," Shane said.
"I will be there at nine."
Of course he would. "Good," Shane said.
He hung up and sat with the phone for a while, looking out at his dark neighborhood through the kitchen window. Then he went to bed.
Shane got there at eight-fifty, laced up in the quiet of the locker room, and was reaching for his helmet when the door opened. Ilya walked in.
Shane had been constructing a mental version of this reunion all summer. Measured, the corrected distance, the prepared captain. He had approximately three seconds of it before the preparation became irrelevant.
He wasn't sure what he had been expecting, but it wasn't that. The man who walked through the door was wearing a jacket the color of a pine forest, fitted at the shoulders and waist, unlike any clothing Shane had ever seen on a hockey player. Dark trousers. Clean boots. His hair was different. Gone was the close Soviet crop, replaced by curls that were longer on top, swept back with the kind of intention that required a barber with opinions. He looked good. Healthier, more comfortable. 
He saw Shane and stopped. Neither of them said anything for a moment.
"You said nine thirty," Ilya said.
"I did," Shane said.
"It is nine-oh-three."
"I'm aware."
Ilya set his bag down and started unpacking with the ease of someone who had been in locker rooms since before he could form long-term memories. The others arrived over the next twenty minutes. Hayden with his coffee, J.J. already moving like he'd been awake for hours, Gagnon, in conversation with Drapeau. Comeau coming in loud. Thibault. Lachance. Fleury.
Shane was mostly dressed by the time Ilya shrugged off the jacket. He folded it carefully, set it across the top of his bag, and pulled his shirt over his head in one motion, and Shane's peripheral vision did something he immediately told it to stop doing.
Something had happened over the summer to Rozanov. His body changed in ways that were not subtle. In March, he had been formidably built. Shane had spent considerable effort avoiding that directly through aggressive shower-schedule management. What was standing across the locker room now was something the spring had only suggested was possible. He had packed on more muscle and was enormous. The shoulders broader, the chest fuller, the kind of change that came from four months of training with no Soviet-era constraints on how to do it. He moved through changing into his practice gear with the same total indifference to his own body that he'd had in March. No performance, no awareness of the room, which made it considerably worse. 
Hayden appeared at Shane's elbow, ostensibly looking for his gloves. "You're doing the thing," he said, very quietly, into the middle distance.
"I'm not doing anything," Shane said.
Hayden found his gloves and left without further comment, which was its own kind of comment. Shane went to the ice.
The skate started loose and found its structure quickly after. Hayden organized a three-on-three without anyone asking him to. Shane ended up against Ilya in the third rotation and discovered, almost immediately, that whatever he had been expecting, it was not this.
Ilya had always been precise on the ice. What was different now was the ease underneath it. In the spring there had been something coiled in his game. Contained, careful, the posture of constantly running calculations. Now the calculations were faster or older or simply his, and what was left was play. He moved through the three-on-three with a fluency that was almost offensive, not showing off, simply doing exactly what the situation called for at the speed it called for, looking effortless.
He scored twice on Shane's side. The second time, Shane went for the poke check a half-second early and Ilya simply waited him out. Stood completely still until Shane committed, then went around him so cleanly that J.J. started laughing from the other end of the ice.
Ilya stopped beside Shane, not breathing hard. "You telegraph," he said.
"I know," Shane said.
"Every time. Same shoulder. You drop it before you move." He said it with the flat certainty of someone who had been sitting on this information for a while. "In Pittsburgh I see it game one. I wait all summer to tell you."
"You waited all summer."
"I was being professional."
Shane looked at him. "That makes one of us."
Ilya's expression changed. Not quite a smile, but something that was supposed to be one. "I also have notes on your weak backhand," he said. "But we have camp for this. I do not want to overwhelm now."
"Very considerate," Shane said.
"I am very considerate." He pushed off, already moving. "I will start with the shoulder. We work up from there."
Shane watched him go for a moment. Then Hayden hit him in the shoulder with a glove from behind. "Can we play hockey now," he said, already skating past.
The room emptied gradually after things petered out. Ones and twos, nobody making a formal departure, until it was just Shane and Ilya, the room suddenly a different size than it had been with fourteen people in it. 
Shane had managed this in the spring through careful logistics. He was the captain. He was a professional. He had spent the entire summer arriving at a position of clarity, and he was going to maintain it. He picked up his towel and went to the showers.
The shower room had six heads along one wall. Shane took the far left, turned it to cold enough to be useful. The rink smell hit first, sharper here where the steam hadn't entirely won against it. He stood under it with his eyes closed and his mind carefully blank. He heard the door. He did not turn around.
He heard the shower two heads down come on, the pipes giving their brief complaint before the pressure settled.
Shane looked at the wall. Institutional concrete, grout lines, nothing useful. He kept his eyes on it. The tile amplified everything. The hiss of the water, the hollow echo of the room, the way sound moved differently when there were two showers running instead of one. He was an adult. He was a professional. He had been in communal showers since he was fifteen and this was not going to be a thing.
Then Ilya said, without preamble, "You played well today."
His voice came off the tile and arrived from three directions at once. Shane looked over before he'd decided to.
This was a mistake.
Ilya was standing under the water with his head back and his eyes closed, water running down his chest and Shane's eyes moved before his brain caught up with what they were doing. He stood there for one terrible second in which several things became simultaneously and irrevocably clear. The cold water was not doing its job. There was fever moving through him that had nothing to do with the temperature of the room, and he stood there taking all of it in from eight feet away, wanting in a way that was not ambiguous and could not be filed anywhere useful.
"Hollander," came Ilya's voice. 
Shane turned off his shower in one harsh motion. Not because he was finished and definitely not because something in him was approximately thirty seconds from making itself known in a way that could not be walked back from. He wrapped his towel around his waist facing the wall, hands steady through an act of will, and walked to the door at a pace that was as close to normal as he could manage. He went back to his stall and sat down and pressed the heels of his hands into his thighs and looked at the floor and breathed.
"Your poke check," Ilya called through the doorway. His voice came off the corridor tile the same way, arriving from everywhere. "You go too early. Every time."
"Thanks," Shane said. Level. An achievement.
From the showers, after a pause: "Cold water not so cold today."
It was delivered without inflection. It could have been about the building's plumbing. Shane stared at the floor and said nothing. The back of his neck was hot.
"I will mention the poke check again," Ilya said. "Until it is fixed."
Shane sat at his bench, willing his growing erection to go away. He knew, with the clarity of someone who has been carefully not-knowing a fact for months and has just definitively known it, that the summer had resolved nothing. The summer had been a waiting room. He breathed through it and waited for his body to reach a decision he could live with, and eventually managed it.
He was still sitting there when Ilya's shower went off.
Ilya dressed with the ease he brought to everything. Beaulieu appeared in the doorway.
He looked at Ilya. Then at Shane. "Hollander. Good skate." Then, "Rozanov. You have a minute."
Not a question. Ilya pulled the jacket back on. It looked exactly as good as it had two hours ago, which struck Shane as faintly unreasonable, and he followed Beaulieu out without looking back. Shane should have left. He tied his shoes slowly. The rink's corridors did what they sometimes did, channeling sound in ways the building hadn't intended. There were rarely any secrets here.
Beaulieu's voice was too controlled to reach him. What came through were fragments of Ilya's.
"— the apartment. It was right then. Not now —"
Beaulieu, inaudible.
"No, not more money. I ask to live where I want —"
A longer stretch of Beaulieu. Whatever it was, it produced a silence from Ilya that carried weight.
"Okay," Ilya said finally. It didn't sound like a concession. It sounded like a position being held for later.
Shane picked up his bag and went out into the morning. He stood on the pavement for a moment in the cold air. The apartment. He didn't know what Ilya's place looked like, had never been there. He knew, without needing the details, that a man who had spent the summer learning a city would have reached the point of wanting somewhere that was his. Shane had not thought about this. He had been thinking about himself all summer and he had not thought about this. He walked to his car. He had a Montreal house to get back to. His own place, chosen by him, full of his own things, which he had taken entirely for granted until approximately right now.
He drove through the city and parked and let himself in and set his bag down in the hallway. The house was quiet, end-of-summer light coming through the back windows. He should eat. He should check his messages.
Instead, he went upstairs and sat on the edge of the bed and lasted about thirty seconds before he lay back and closed his eyes, and Rozanov was there immediately. Not constructed, not searched for. It was there, how he'd looked in the shower with the water running down him, the size of his shoulders, the total unselfconsciousness of him, and Shane's hand moved and he didn't try to redirect it or file it anywhere or call it something else. He let it be exactly what it was. He thought about Ilya's eyes when he'd said I was being professional, the corners of his mouth, the weight of him in a room, what it had felt like to stand eight feet away and not be able to look away. He thought about the glove-knock on the bench in Game 1 and the second and a half that followed and everything he had put in the drawer without looking at them, and he didn't look away from any of it this time, and when he came it moved through him in a long slow wave that left him on his back in the afternoon light with his arm over his eyes and no remaining ground on which to pretend he didn't know what this was.
He lay there for a while. Then he got up, cleaned himself up, went downstairs, and ate standing at the kitchen counter. Only a few more days until camp. A team to captain, a line to set, a wrong to correct, and a drawer that was not going to close. He was going to do all of it anyway.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Is the drawer a metaphor for the closet? Of course. It mirrors Ilya's file he's making on Shane. I am also so aware that I was being a big fucking tease with that shower scene. Sorry, not sorry.

Here's your research notes, fellow nerds.

As of this minute, the youngest NHL captain ever was 19 (Gabe Landeskog). Being 21 wasn't unprecedented for the time, but would be quite young still. The Gainey that Shane references is Bob Gainey. He was the Canadiens' captain and retired in 1989, so I just pushed that up a year. And I know the Metros aren't the Habs but they are a very helpful inspiration and Gainey is a legend so it makes sense. Also having a long-term beloved captain leave and replacing him with a very new but very talented player tracks.

The USSR's official anti-racist position was real and extensively documented. Soviet propaganda regularly used photographs of Jim Crow America to communicate that segregation was the result of capitalist failings, not like the noble Soviet Union. This is a fascinating subject and there is a WEALTH of knowledge there that I cannot do justice. As to whether this ideology translated into the lived attitudes of individual Soviet citizens is a different and more complicated question, but on paper, they were shockingly progressive in this way. There were zero real-life visibly Asian players in 1988. Shane would have been the only one.

Let's talk about marriage! The USSR used families as leverage, frequently... as seen in Ilya's mysterious phone call. Encouraging players to marry young and have kids helped maintain a "family first" image and also ensured compliance. Dark, but there's precedent there. In 1989, Slava Fetisov, along with seven other Soviet players, was permitted to travel to the United States to play hockey. Allowed to go! Didn't defect! His story will come into play later, including how 99% of his salary had to be surrendered to the Soviet government (fucking wild). But the important part here is that he had been trying to defect to the United States since 1978, but ultimately did not because of threats to his wife and daughter. They were not permitted to go to the US with him, presumably to get him to return to Moscow at the end of the season.

What about in Canada? In Junior Hockey, ages 16-20, hockey players are often billeted in small towns with host families. This put them in tight-knit communities where relationship formation was pretty accelerated. The communities that produced most NHL players in the 1980s, which were primarily rural communities in Quebec and Ontario, were places where marrying young and having 2-3 kids before age 25 was simply the norm, and hockey players arriving in the NHL with girlfriends or fiancées from home was standard. What Hayden is doing isn't weird. Shane being young, rich, hot, and somehow single is the weird thing.

Comments? Thoughts? Thanks so much for all of you who keep reading and commenting and recommending. You make this thing a joy to write.


  


      

  












      Chapter 17: Composure
  


    Chapter Summary

    An envelope arrives with six photographs. Ilya files this information the way he files everything, carefully, without letting it change his face. Shane Hollander is also becoming a problem he does not quite know how to solve.



    Chapter Notes

      Hello my sunshines. Another surprise drop for you. Another circumstance of the chapter getting so long it must be split, and I could not see any reason to delay putting it out. It's starting to be a trend. It’s the other half of Chapter 15, with that delicious Shane interlude we had in 16 stuck in the middle.

Please don't get used to it! We're starting to run out of the chapters that were (mostly) pre-written.


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  Composure (noun)
1. The state of being calm and in control of oneself.
2. What you maintain when the alternative is not available to you.
Example: "He finished taping and set the stick down and did not look at anyone's face, because the floor was the right place to look, and because he had been trained since he was twelve years old to keep his face arranged." — September, 1988
The envelope arrived four days after Vadim left, brought up by the building manager in the early afternoon. No return address. Ilya set it on the kitchen table and bounced it in his hand before opening it. Inside were six photographs, printed on glossy paper, no note.
His father first. Sitting by the window in the Moscow apartment, in the wool sweater Ilya had bought him two winters ago, looking at nothing. His eyes were glazed over, and Ilya could not tell whether it was from the progression of his disease or drugs. Both, perhaps. The photograph had been taken from the building across the street. You could see the texture of the window frame.
The second. Alexei outside his building, turning a key in the lock, not looking at the camera. The photograph was close. Whoever had taken it had been standing on the same pavement.
Svetlana on a street he recognised, carrying groceries, her head down against the wind. It was summer in the photo. Recent. She seemed thinner, her cheeks more gaunt.
Sasha at a tram stop. He looked tired. More worn somehow. He was reading something and his shoulders were up against the cold and he did not know the photograph was being taken. How did they know to find Sasha? What else did they know?
Maks. Maks who had bought him the few precious minutes he needed to disappear. He was standing outside what appeared to be a training facility, with a gear bag over one shoulder. He wasn't in Moscow. Somewhere more barren. He had a scar stretching down one side of his face from his hairline to the corner of his mouth, narrowly missing his eye. That hadn't been there in February. Red, taut, new. 
He went through all five of these slowly. He set each one on the table face-up and examined them in a row and did not let himself rush. The message would have been obvious from even just one photo. We know who they are. We know where they are. We are still close enough to touch them. You have not gotten away cleanly.
He had known this was a risk. He had understood it since he got into the gray sedan in the loading dock and watched the Saddledome's lights shrink in the rear window. He had built no fantasy in which his departure had no consequences for the people he left behind. He had tried to give them protection of some kind. Money. Permission to denounce him. Deniability. He had known it was not enough. He had gone anyway, because staying was not survivable either, and you made the choice that gave you the best odds and you lived with it when it was done. He knew this. He had known it for months. The knowing and sitting across from five photographs of people he loved were not the same experience. Maks especially. He barely knew Maks. But Maks was not someone he left behind by accident or by unfortunate circumstance. Maks was someone he had used, and Maks was the one paying for that.
But there was a sixth photograph.
Himself. On a street he recognised as being two blocks from the bar in the east end. He was wearing the leather jacket, the one he had bought on Saint-Laurent and walked out of the store wearing on that day in June. Beside him, Vadim, mid-sentence, gesturing at something ahead of them. Vadim's arm was around Ilya's shoulders, easy and thoughtless, the way you put your arm around someone when you had been spending enough evenings together that the gesture no longer required a decision. His collar was unbuttoned, askew. Neither of them were looking at the camera. Neither of them had known the camera was there. And Ilya. Ilya was looking at Vadim with nothing short of undignified lust in his eyes. Ilya remembered this day. They had gone to Vadim's apartment and Vadim had sucked his cock until Ilya had shouted his name and his vision had gone blurry. 
Ilya sat with this photograph for longer than the others. The Moscow photographs said we can reach the people you left behind. This one said something different. It said we are already here. In your city, on your street, close enough that we could have touched your shoulder instead of just photographing it. The ocean was not as wide as he thought.
It also said, without saying it, we know about this. We have it. We could use it.
He understood what that meant for himself. He sat for a while longer and then understood what it meant for Vadim, whose name was in the Metros' files, who had worked for a Canadian government-adjacent organisation and spoken Russian and spent three months in Ilya's apartment several evenings a week. Vadim was not untouchable. The photograph made Ilya a liability to Vadim. Which was possibly the point.
He thought about calling Vadim. He thought about what that call would contain and what it would do. If the line was monitored, it confirmed everything the photograph was holding over them. If it wasn't, it gave Vadim information he couldn't act on from Ottawa, information that would only sit in him and generate fear he couldn't use. Ilya knew what information did to a man. He had spent his life managing what he knew and when he said it and to whom. Calling Vadim did nothing except discharge his own need to do something, which was not a good enough reason.
He did not call.
He picked up all six photographs and put them inside the dictionary and closed the cover.
He put the dictionary on the shelf and stood in front of it. The noise was loud. Not the volume from February, maybe, but present, and finding all the space Vadim had been occupying for three months and filling it completely, leaving no gaps. He stood in the kitchen and let it run and did not try to quiet it, because there was nothing available tonight to quiet it with.
He put on the leather jacket. He picked up the car keys from the hook by the door. He went downstairs and got in the car and drove for an hour, the city opening up around him in the dark, the grid of it that he now knew street by street, the river appearing and disappearing as he moved through the east end, the mountain dark against the sky to the west. Nobody was following him. Or if they were, they were very good at it, and there was nothing he could do about that either.
He drove home. He parked on the street and sat with the engine off for much longer than he should have. He finally went inside. He opened the grammar book and worked through the irregular verbs until his eyes stopped tracking the page. Then he went to bed.
The phone call came a week later.
He had been picking up differently since the first phone call, not slowly, not with any hesitation anyone could observe, but with the attention he had learned in the barracks when rooms had ears. Arranged, ready, giving nothing away until he knew what he was dealing with. Showing no weakness. No chance that they could see the duress was getting to him. 
The voice spoke Russian, beginning before Ilya had the chance to say hello. Not the Russian of a man who had learned it at university. The Russian of Moscow, of somewhere administrative and cold, of a man who had grown up inside the same system Ilya had grown up inside and knew exactly what it required of you.
"Rozanov."
"Yes," Ilya said.
"You are well."
It was not a question. Ilya said nothing.
"Your father is also well." A pause, measured and deliberate, the kind of pause that had been practiced for maximum effect. "He had a good day yesterday. He was asking about you. He wonders when you are coming home from practice."
Ilya's hand was flat on the table. He watched it.
"What do you think he would say," the voice said. "If he could remember what you have done?"
The line went quiet. He could hear the slight compression of an open connection, the distance of it, and then the click of a receiver being replaced somewhere on the other side of an ocean.
He sat with his hand flat on the table and the kitchen doing its ordinary things around him, the refrigerator cycling, the street noise from below, the September afternoon continuing without reference to what had just happened in it.
He had known this was coming. He had known it since the photographs. He had known it, in a broader sense, since February, since the gray sedan, since the instant he understood that the cost of leaving was not a one-time payment. He had known it, and knowing it had not made the sound of his father's name in that voice any easier to hold. He sat at the table. The dictionary on the shelf. The traffic on the street outside. His father in Moscow, having a good day, asking for him by name.
The phone rang again. Fuck.
He arranged his voice and picked up.
"Yes?"
"Rozanov? It's Hollander."
The shift took a while to complete. He was still running the other call, the check for accent, for what came next, parsing the silence for what was underneath it, and then it resolved, Shane, talking about Thursday morning, nine-thirty, the practice rink, and Ilya's brain arrived two sentences late.
"Sorry," Ilya said. "Say it again, please."
"Captain's skate. Thursday, nine-thirty at the practice rink. It's not mandatory. Just the veterans getting on the ice before camp. I thought you should be there."
Ilya pondered what Hollander was asking him. "I am not captain."
"No. But you're going to be on this team for a long time and those are the guys you need to know." Something in Shane's voice that was careful and genuine at once. "You're our teammate. We need to treat you like it."
"Okay," Ilya said.
"Nine-thirty," Shane said.
"I will be there at nine."
He could almost hear Shane deciding not to comment on that. "Good," Shane said, and hung up.
Ilya put the handset back and stood in the kitchen. The dictionary on the shelf. His father asking for him by name, which was not always the case. Shane Hollander's voice, which was not either of those things and could not be filed in the same category as either of those things, and yet occupied the same room, the same hour, the same kitchen, arriving minutes apart on the same phone. 
He arrived at nine, as promised. Shane was already there, which Ilya had expected. Ilya had worn clothes that made him feel confident, in colors that he liked. He felt Shane's eyes on him when he walked in, that quick slide of attention before Shane averted his eyes, and the intensity of that attention.
What followed on the ice he filed under a separate category. He had been building this category since May, and it was well-organized by now. The three-on-three. The poke check Shane had been carrying since Pittsburgh game one, Shane's shoulder dropping before he moved. The second goal, where he simply waited Shane out, stood completely still until Shane committed and then went around him so cleanly that J.J. started laughing from the other end.
You telegraph, he had told him. Every time. Same shoulder. In Pittsburgh I see it game one. I wait all summer to tell you. The sentence had come out more fluently than he expected, and Shane's surprise at this was also filed.
The shower he was going to put in a different file entirely. Somewhere without a name or a location and therefore not findable during any kind of search. Hollander had already been in the shower when Ilya came in through the door. Ilya chose the shower two heads down, turning it to colder than he typically would. 
Ilya was reaching for the soap and his eyes moved before his brain had anything to say about it, and then he was looking at Shane Hollander standing under the water with his head back and his eyes closed. Hollander had been avoiding the showers. Ilya wondered briefly if it was because of some deformity or some embarrassment he wanted hidden. But Ilya didn't see anything. He knew it was bad form to look, especially with such scrutiny, but he did anyway. Smooth hard muscle, not as large or defined as his own. Not much hair besides on his head, almost like a swimmer. He was sure that Hollander's body would feel solid and strong under his hands. The freckles went further than he had realized, across the shoulders, across the chest. How his throat moved when he swallowed. Eight feet away, completely unaware of being observed, and Ilya's body had opinions about this that had been accumulating for years if he was being honest with himself and which surfaced all at once with very little time to manage.
He thought about the sixth photograph. The Montreal street, blocks away from the bar. Vadim's arm easy around his shoulders, neither of them looking at the camera because neither of them had known the camera was there. The implication of that image sitting in someone's hands. 
"You played well today," Ilya said. 
Hollander looked at him, briefly, so briefly. Ilya saw the panic in his eyes, the quick downward flicker. Hollander was getting hard. Before Ilya had a chance to say anything, to do anything, Hollander left the room hastily. Ilya could hear him, breathing hard in the lockers. 
Ilya kept speaking to him, trying to bridge the gap Hollander was creating. Your poke check, he called, Ilya's own voice echoing back to him, Cold water not so cold today.
He knew why he had said it. Now being alone, he let himself think about it. Not because he had decided to. Because there was nothing and no one in the room to stop it and his body had been waiting and Hollander wasn't going to come in and see him.
He imagined Hollander against the concrete wall. That was the first image, immediate and clear in his mind. The resistance of his body as Ilya pushed him against the wall. Would Hollander like that? To be handled? His fingers in Hollander's wet hair and the freckles and the jaw and all of it available at once, eight feet of distance collapsed to nothing. The noise in his head going completely quiet. Hollander could make the noise go quiet. He sat with it for as long as he was going to sit with it, which was not very long, because it was not useful and it was not safe and there was a photograph in the dictionary at home and Ilya knew what was safe and what was not. Ilya forced the thoughts from his mind, with far too much difficulty.
Beaulieu was in the corridor outside the equipment room with a coffee and the expression that said he had already had several difficult conversations that morning and was prepared for several more.
"Apartment," Ilya said. "I want to move."
"Something wrong with the current one?"
"No." He had decided beforehand what he was going to say, direct, because he did not have enough English for anything else, and because direct had the advantage of being true, up to a point. "I want something different. Smaller building. Quieter street. Closer to the rink."
"You've been in that apartment six months."
"Yes."
"You're settled there."
"I want to move," Ilya said.
"I suppose I'm just not understanding why. Did something happen?" Yes, they can call me and send me photographs and I do not want them to be there.
"No, no. The apartment, it was right then. Not now. Now I am looking for somewhere that I like. Not chosen for me."
Beaulieu studied him with the flat assessment he had been using since the plane out of Calgary. Something moved behind his expression, a man reading what he could and arriving at a conclusion that Ilya could see forming and could not quite correct without saying more than he intended to say. A settled player asserting a preference. A man making himself at home. A good sign.
"Is this about money? We are not paying you more." 
"No, not more money. I ask to live where I want. Where I choose. I will pay. I do not know how to get a new one."
"I'll look into it," Beaulieu said. Not no.
"Thank you," Ilya said, and went back to the ice.
September felt more austere, holding the promise of autumn, a new hockey season. He stood at his window with his coffee and watched the light slide across the street and understood, with the clarity of having studied the city for six months, that this was what Montreal was like when it was about to be serious. School back in session. People heading back to work. The carefree days of summer gone.
He was ready for serious. Training camp was held at a secondary rink in LaSalle. He arrived early each morning. He had arrived early every morning since April and saw no reason to stop now. Ice, he knew everywhere, but this ice was starting to feel less like a foreign language and more like a language he had spoken before in a different accent.
His English was passable. He knew this. Madame Tremblay had been thorough and the summer had been long. He could follow the systems meetings now, could hear the rhythm of the team's private vocabulary. He still built sentences slowly, testing each word before he committed to it, and he missed things, the context around words, the nuance of what people meant underneath what they said. But he was getting it. He was getting more of it every week.
What he did not need language for was skating. The first day of training camp he skated two laps and the forty-three other men in the building understood something had changed. Not individually, because the individual pieces were all familiar, the speed and the edges and the shot that arrived somewhere before anyone had finished calculating where it was going. The difference was harder to name than any individual piece, which was that when Ilya Rozanov was on the ice everything else became context. The drills ran around him. The scrimmages organized themselves in relation to where he was. The young players from the AHL invites watched him like you watched something you had been told about and were now revising your expectations upward. They had underestimated him, and it showed. Even the veterans, the ones who had been in the league long enough to be unimpressed by most things, paid attention when he had the puck in ways they probably would not have admitted to. 
He was not performing. He had been trained since he was very young to do exactly one thing at his absolute limit, every time, without exception, and he did not know how to do it differently. He knew being able to exercise how he wanted and eat what he wanted had made things different. He knew he was faster, smarter, than he had ever been, and he was going to show everyone that fact.
The room's response had two temperatures running at once. Respect was one of them, the grudging and almost involuntary kind that high levels of skill and dedication produced whether you wanted it to or not. The other was harder to name in English, though Ilya knew the word for it in Russian and had lived with it since he was fifteen and the CSKA coaches started giving him ice time that had belonged to older men. Not resentment exactly. The discomfort of being displaced by someone who had done nothing wrong.
On the third morning Theriault ran a breakout pattern Ilya had been watching on film since April. He waited until Theriault had finished drawing it on the board.
"This," Ilya said, and pointed at where Thibault's mark sat on the diagram. "He is here. But if the pressure comes—" he paused, reaching for the word. "If they pressure early, here is problem."
Theriault gestured at the board. "What do you suggest?"
"He moves. Earlier. Before the pressure." Ilya stood and went to the board and moved the mark two inches. He was aware of the room behind him. "Like this. Then this pass, it opens."
He sat down. Thibault was looking at the surface of the table. The room was quiet and Theriault said, "We'll work it in practice," and moved on. Ilya registered the silence and understood it and could not have done differently, because the positioning had been suboptimal and he had said so, and he was not in the habit of leaving correct observations unspoken to preserve someone else's comfort. In Moscow that habit got you killed on the ice.
The team dinner came on the fifth day. He parsed dinner and missed team, because his English was reliable on nouns and shakier on everything surrounding them.
"Tonight," Comeau said, pulling on his jacket. "Everybody. Moishes, on St. Laurent. You coming?"
"I have—" Ilya started, and reached for the word and did not find it. "Other things," he said, which was not true. He had the apartment. He had the grammar book and the television. He had the walls. 
Comeau frowned. "Other things," he said.
"Yes."
"Okay," Comeau said, in the tone of someone who had decided not to push. He said something to J.J. in Québécois as they left and Ilya did not catch it, only the rhythm of it, which was enough.
He went back to the apartment and stood in the kitchen and the walls were exactly as close as they always were. He lasted forty minutes. Then he put his jacket back on and drove to St. Laurent and found the bar they had moved to after dinner, a place two doors down from Moishes with a long counter and low light and the noise of the team already well into the evening.
Comeau saw him come in and said something Ilya didn't catch over the music and someone pushed a beer into his hand. He stood at the edge of the group and drank it and felt the noise in his head compete with the noise in the bar and the bar was winning slightly, which was the point.
She was at the other end of the counter. Dark hair, a red dress, talking to someone who was not holding her attention. She scanned Ilya twice and then a third time and the third time she didn't look away. He went over.
Her name was Marie. She worked in fashion, something about buying, she explained it and he followed most of it and smiled at the right time and she didn't seem to need him to say much, which was fortunate because his English was for hockey and what he had for this was mostly his face and how he was standing and the fact that he was looking at her like she was the only thing in the room worth looking at, which was not entirely untrue. She was warm and she smelled like flowers and when she put her hand on his arm to say something close to his ear the noise in his head dropped by half.
They danced and drank and an hour later she pulled him by the hand into the narrow corridor behind the bar, past the payphones, into the dim alcove where the emergency exit made a pocket of shadow. She pushed him back against the wall and gazed up at him with an expression that required no translation, and then she went to her knees on the concrete floor. The red dress pooled around her legs, and her hands were efficient and certain, and her mouth was soft and warm on him. Ilya put his head back against the wall and closed his eyes.
The noise stopped. Not dropped. Stopped. For the four or five minutes it lasted the inside of his head was completely quiet for the first time since August, since the summer ended and Vadim left and the apartment walls started closing in. He held the quiet carefully, and breathed. 
She stood and he kissed her and she tasted like lipstick and bar and his own lingering bitterness on her tongue and she was warm against him and laughing softly about something, the easy laugh of someone who had gotten exactly what she wanted, and he held her there for longer than was strictly necessary because the quiet was already beginning to thin at the edges and he was not ready for it to go.
He drove home alone at two in the morning with the windows down and the September air cold. The noise came back on the highway, climbing steadily as the city thinned out and the apartment got closer. By the time he parked, it was back where it had been. He would not miss another team dinner.
He skated every drill at the full speed his body had the next morning.
Nine days into camp, one of the wingers who had joined in at the captain's skate named Fleury got called into Theriault's office on a Tuesday afternoon and did not come back. Fleury had been on the bubble all camp, a fourth-line candidate with good instincts and no real offensive threat, the kind of player who survived in the league on character and adherence to the system. He had made it through the first two cuts. The third cut came and Fleury was part of it, which surprised people, because Fleury had been better in week three than he had been in weeks one and two, and the player who stayed instead of him had been worse. Being put on waivers as a player who had been middle of the pack but had made the team several years in a row was a rarity and made the entire room nervous.
Ilya was getting started on his taping routine when Comeau came back from the corridor and sat down at his stall and didn't say anything for a moment.
"Fleury get cut?" someone said.
"Yeah."
"Doesn't make sense," said one of the AHL kids. "He was better than Leclerc all last week."
Comeau looked at the kid. Not upset, but the look of determining how much to explain. "Somebody saw him," Comeau said. "Down in the Village. At one of those bars." He paused. "With someone."
The kid looked at Comeau, then at the floor. "Oh," he said.
Nobody said anything else. Someone's tape gun clicked. Across the room one of the veterans had his head down, jaw tight, working at something on his skate that didn't need working at. J.J. was very focused on his own hands.
Ilya kept taping. Pull, press, tear. The same motion he had used every morning for years.
The nausea arrived before the roaring noise did. He understood where it came from. He had been in those bars. Not once, not carefully. He had danced in them in a silk shirt. He had not been careful because Montreal felt anonymous. No one there knew his name. The summer had felt private in a way Moscow never had. Vadim's arm, possessively, draped over his shoulders. Dancing closely, the taste of warm liquor on Vadim's tongue. He had been exactly as reckless as Fleury and much more visible. Fleury had been seen once. Ilya had been photographed. 
The sixth photograph in the dictionary. Vadim touching him in public, neither of them looking at the camera because neither of them had known the camera was there. The KGB had it. Had had it for weeks. And what had he done with that information? He had driven for an hour and worked through irregular verbs and gone to bed and continued building his efficient system for filing things that could not be acted on. He had been so certain the photograph was a threat aimed at Vadim, at what it would mean for Vadim, that he had not fully sat with what it meant for himself. For this room. For the team he was about to ask to put an A on his jersey. Pull, press, tear.
A photograph could be anywhere. Their private summer. Private was not the same as invisible. He knew that better than anyone in this room. He had known it since the envelope arrived and still the knowledge had not changed anything he had done in June or July, and he was not sure, sitting in this locker room with the tape gun clicking and the veterans looking at the floor, whether that was something to regret or simply a fact. He finished taping and set the stick down and did not look at anyone's face, because the floor was the right place to look, and because he had been trained since he was twelve years old to keep his face arranged.
The roster was set on a Friday. Narrowed down to just twenty-three men. Theriault posted it outside the equipment room. Ilya read it and went to find his skates. There were no surprises.
The vote for alternate captain was the following Monday. He had arranged the meeting before it happened, had put on something that made him feel confident, but was more conservative. A dark blue suit jacket, one Vadim had helped him find on Ste-Catherine in July, the one that fit his shoulders correctly. He sat across from Theriault and Beaulieu in the small office behind the equipment room and made his case in the English he had.
Beaulieu's expression, when Ilya explained the purpose of the meeting, was the careful blankness of someone recalculating.
"Alternate Captain," Ilya said. Direct was the only approach, because he did not have enough English yet for the indirect one. "I want to ask. Formally."
Theriault looked at Beaulieu.
"I know," Ilya said. "Hollander. He is good captain. I am not—" he paused, building the sentence. "I am not saying he is wrong choice. He is right choice. I am saying I want you to know I am serious. I want to lead. I have done this. Moscow, national team. I know how."
"Ilya," Beaulieu said, in the tone adults used for a name when they were about to explain something carefully. "The captaincy isn't something we—"
"I know. Players vote. I know the process. I want to put my name. I want you to know before." He shrugged at Theriault. "I want alternate. If I cannot be captain." There was no reason to pretend this wasn't the real ask. "I know what this means. Someone loses the A. I want it anyway."
Theriault studied him, deciding how much of what he was thinking to say. Then: "You've been here six months."
"Yes."
"The room doesn't know you yet."
"No." A beat. "They will."
Theriault made a sound that was not quite a laugh and not quite a disagreement. He locked eyes with Beaulieu. Some communication passed between them that Ilya could read as he means it without being able to read the rest.
"We'll put it to the room," Beaulieu said. "Standard process."
"Thank you," Ilya said. He stood, shook both their hands, and left.
The vote happened with limited fanfare. Shane's C was already stitched onto his jersey, a permanent fixture of the Metros' landscape, but the two As were erased from the chalkboard every autumn. Ilya carefully observed the room's reaction to his own name being on the board. Not hostile, he had stopped expecting hostile and started reading the more complex emotions. Two of the veterans exchanged a look that was over before it started. Comeau's face was carefully neutral, which meant he had opinions and had decided not to voice them.
Theriault read the result. J.J., by a landslide. Then Theriault paused, his eyes flicking to the back of the room where the veterans sat. "The second alternate for this season: Rozanov."
He let the information settle. Went to his stall. Got undressed, because practice was over and there was nothing further to do, and he was aware of the room around him, peripheral and total, but he did not look up.
He found out it was Hayden's A the following morning.
J.J. told him in the corridor outside the equipment room, in the careful way you mentioned things you were not sure were safe to mention. Pike had the A last year. Not an accusation. Information, offered with the implicit question of what Ilya intended to do with it.
"I didn't know it was Pike," Ilya said. And he truly hadn't. He had been too busy just surviving the few games he had played last season that who wore the A hadn't crossed his mind even once. 
"Yeah," J.J. said. And moved along.
Ilya went into the equipment room and picked up a stick and turned it in his hands and thought about this. He had known there would be a cost. He had calculated it as acceptable before he knew whose it was. The arithmetic had not changed. He also had Hayden's face from across the locker room the day before, filing something quietly, and the arithmetic did not contain that face and could not.
He put the stick down and went to find his skates.
Shane came to his stall before morning skate and crouched down to his level, elbows on knees, as he did when he wanted to say something without making it a formal thing.
"You went to Theriault," Shane said. Not a question.
"Yes."
"Before the vote."
"Yes."
Shane looked away, working through several things at once and choosing which one to say. "You could have talked to me first."
Ilya lifted his chin and looked at him. "Why?"
Shane opened his mouth. Closed it. The question had been more direct than he'd expected. "Because I'm the captain."
"I did not ask for your job. I asked for my own." Ilya pulled a lace tight. 
"You asked for something that belonged to someone else. There's a hierarchy here, Rozanov. A system."
"I asked for something the team gives. Team decides." He frowned at Shane. "You think I should not have asked?"
Shane held his gaze. The expression was doing several things, not all of them related to the captaincy. There was something in it that was more personal, and Ilya didn't have enough of the room's history to know what it was. Ilya did not know what it was, but he knew he had done something he should not have. "I think you should have told me."
"Okay," Ilya said. "Now you know."
He stood and went to the ice. Shane didn't follow immediately. Ilya felt the distance of that without turning around, not a break but a rearrangement, a new edge neither of them had been standing on before. The before had been built on assumptions about who Ilya was. Now they were going to find out how brutal you had to be to survive in Moscow. He skated his first lap and felt the edge and filed it and kept skating.
He was the last one on the ice that afternoon, running edges until Theriault's assistant knocked on the glass and pointed at his watch. He came off and went down the corridor and pushed into the locker room, expecting it to be empty.
Shane was still there. He had his skates and jersey off, sitting at his stall in his pads and base layer, turning his water bottle in his hands. He looked up when Ilya came in. Neither of them said anything for a moment.
Ilya went to his own stall and sat and began on his skates, and then his pads, and then the rest of it, pulling off his base layer and dropping it, standing to get out of his hockey pants, until he was down to nothing, moving around the stall how he had moved around locker rooms his entire life, which was without thinking about it because there had never been anything to think about.
"Most of the guys," Shane said, to the water bottle, "show a little more modesty, you know. Around the room."
Ilya tilted his head. Modesty. He did not know this word. Shane gestured toward his body. Ilya scanned his own body and then looked back up. "Nothing to hide," he said. Simply. As a fact.
Shane's ears went pink. He looked up from the floor, which was a mistake, because looking up meant looking, and he did, for a moment that was a beat too long before he caught himself. Ilya felt the heat start at the back of his neck.
Shane's jaw was good. Ilya had noticed it before, the clean line of it, the way it sat. He noticed the freckles too, the scatter of them across the nose and cheekbones that spread further down his throat, that Ilya had not had occasion to observe this close before. He was looking at the floor and his ears had gone from pink to red. Ilya let the silence sit for one beat. Then two.
"Hollander," he said.
Shane glanced his way. "Yeah."
"You like what you see?" The smirk had gotten into his voice before he decided to let it.
The color moved from Shane's ears to his face in a single wave. Shane turned away, jaw tight, and said nothing, which was an answer. Ilya watched it happen, the flush, the set of the jaw, how Shane's hand went still on his things, and felt the heat in his own chest climb and then he looked back down at his things because there was nothing to do with any of it and he knew that. But he wanted to do something with it. He pulled on his shirt. His pants.
"You stayed late," Shane said. To the middle distance. His voice was mostly even.
"Yes."
Shane nodded. "You don't have to stay after everyone else."
"I know." Ilya sat to pull on his shoes. "I like it. When the ice is empty."
Something moved across Shane's face and then was gone. "Yeah," he said quietly. "Me too."
Ilya got his jacket. By the time it was on, Shane was staring intently at the floor, jaw set hard. He understood what the jaw meant. He had spent the summer learning what men in this city were and were not allowed to want.
"Okay," he said.
"Yeah," Shane said.
Ilya gathered his things and left. In the corridor the lights hummed their ordinary hum and the building was its ordinary building and he walked the length of it to the exit and pushed out into the September evening and stood in the parking lot for a moment before he found his keys.
The line change came on a Wednesday, posted before morning skate. Ilya read his name at center, on a different line, and held it for a moment with blank attention before he reacted. He read Shane's name, noting the gap between them on the sheet.
He had pushed for the first line. He had not pushed quietly. He had laid out the logic to Theriault, with the positioning and the numbers and the fact that his best seasons in Moscow had been running a top line from the center. Theriault had listened like coaches listened when they had already decided and needed to wait for the player to finish. The answer was no. The reasoning offered was something about balance, about not concentrating the team's offensive weight, about what they needed from him as a center on his own line, all of which was probably true and was also not the only reason, and Ilya knew it and Theriault knew Ilya knew it and neither of them said so.
He went to the ice. He ran the new line. The center position opened the ice differently than the wing, a different grammar of movement, and his body understood it within twenty minutes because his body understood ice regardless of where on it he stood. He could do this. That was not in question. What was in question lived in the space on the line sheet where Shane's name was not. His new line was fine. More than fine. Eventually, he was certain it would overtake Shane's. They would be better. Faster. He would earn his place. And they would still be together on the power play.
He called Vadim that evening.
He had decided, the night the photographs arrived, that calling was not useful and potentially dangerous. That decision had held for weeks. It held through the phone call, through the captain's skate, through the vote and the line change and the team dinner and Marie and all the other management the month had required. It held until it didn't and he stood in the kitchen and picked up the phone anyway, because he had run out of other options and the apartment was quiet and he needed to hear a voice that knew what he was.
Vadim answered on the third ring. He was in Ottawa. Work was going. The canal in September was worth seeing, he said, if Ilya ever had cause to be in Ottawa in September.
They spoke in English. Ilya's rule from the summer, and Vadim held it.
"How is camp?" Vadim said.
"Fine."
"You're lying."
"Difficult," Ilya said. "Better word."
"The English or the hockey?"
"The room." He paused. "I asked for the captaincy."
A silence. "The captaincy."
"Alternate. Hollander has the C. But I asked for the A." He moved the phone to the other ear. "I got it. The room is—" he searched for the word. He did not have the word. "Deciding," he said, which was close but not right.
"Deciding what they think of you."
"Yes."
"And what does Hollander think?"
Ilya looked at the window. He did not have the English for the texture of Shane's expression that morning. "Careful," he said, which was not quite right but was the closest word available.
Vadim was quiet for a moment. Then: "I want to say something. I've been thinking how to say it."
"Okay."
"You need your own road. Not through me." A pause. "I have my life here now. Ottawa, the work. It's good. The summer was real and I don't want to — I'm not saying it wasn't. But you don't need me the way you did in May. We both know this. It would be wrong to pretend."
Ilya sat at the kitchen table and twirled the phone cord. "I know."
"I know you know. That's why I'm saying it. Before it gets complicated."
"I knew in August." He thought about Vadim packing the two suitcases, the focused efficiency of someone who knew exactly what he was returning to.
"Yes." A beat. "You'll be all right."
"I know."
"I mean it."
"I know that also." He looked out the window. "Thank you. For the summer."
"Thank you for speaking English."
Something in Ilya's chest did a thing he did not examine. "Okay," he said.
"Call me if you come to Ottawa. Not before," Vadim said, and the line was quiet and there was a click. Ilya held the handset longer than he needed to, then he set it back in the cradle and sat at the table. The dictionary on the shelf. The street below going about its ordinary business. Everything continued, but a feeling of finality permeated his apartment. He had known this was coming since August. Knowing something and arriving at the end of it were not the same experience. He stayed in the chair until the street noise changed its pitch and night had arrived. 





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Thanks for reading. Some thoughts from this chapter:

Captains! Hockey teams can have one captain and two alternates, although every so often, they will elect to have three alternates and no head captain. There is no set mechanism for choosing a captain. It is totally up to team management. Some teams vote. Some are appointed. Here, I chose to have them vote to increase that piece of betrayal towards Hayden. Don't worry. Hayden is not a villain in this one.

Fleury getting removed for being seen at a gay bar is also based on some precedent. Hockey is an incredibly conservative sport - then and now. The language used in NHL locker rooms in 1988 was unkind to say the least. A player suspected of being gay would face extreme social isolation. While Quebec had laws prohibiting discrimination based on sexual orientation, the Criminal Code of Canada said "bawdy houses" were illegal. Because the definition of a bawdy house (which is a great term, despite the unfortunate connotation there), was very vague, police raided gay bars regularly, citing indecent behavior, overcrowding, disorderly conduct, or public health concerns. Police usually arrested patrons, not the owners of the establishments. While the charges were usually dropped, being caught at a bawdy house during a raid would be a social and professional death sentence in conservative fields, and especially in government work. In my head, what happened was Fleury was swept up in a raid, let go, but management found out and saw that as a liability. The Bawdy House law was overturned in 2013. I could talk for days about the stuff the government did too...they actively purged gay and lesbian employees from the RCMP, government jobs, and the armed forces from 1950 until at least 1996.

As of today, there has never been any NHL player, current or former, who has come out publicly as gay. There have been a few in Europe, or in other leagues, but not the NHL. I think this speaks enough to the social pressure to stay closeted.

I also got a (probably well-intentioned) comment about how Ilya is always taping a stick. Yes, yes he is. In 1988, most players still used wood sticks. It's a nice pre-game ritual, to begin with. It's personal and meditative. It would be normal to tape between 4 to 6 sticks a game, and maybe two or three for a practice. One for warm ups, your favorite one for the game, two or three backups, and one that is taped in a different way just for the power play. You needed a good tape job because wood absorbs water throughout the game and the blade of the stick would get soft and squishy and noticeably heavier as the game progressed if you didn't have a tight tape wrap. Also wood splinters or delaminates during face-offs, so it's practical. Even today, with composite sticks, players have 3 or 4 taped per game.

Psst: If you're on an all-night read from the beginning, this is a great place to stop and go to sleep!


  


      

  












      Chapter 18: Witness
  


    Chapter Summary

    A man outside Ilya's building. Photographs in a dictionary. Shane Hollander walks through an apartment like he's reading something, and ends up staying the night on a couch that isn't quite big enough for what the evening has become.



    Chapter Notes

      Hello lovelies.
The timing worked out and I had some time to write early this week.


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  Witness (noun)
1. A person who sees an event take place and can speak to what occurred.
2. The condition of being known by another person. Not suspected, not observed — known. The difference matters more than you would think until it happens to you.
3. What you become, without meaning to, when someone leaves six photographs in a dictionary on a shelf and you pick up the wrong book.
Example: “He had not had anyone in the apartment since Vadim. Shane Hollander walked through it like he was reading something.” — September, 1988
Ilya had been carrying the photographs heavily in his mind for three weeks, and in that time he had developed a way of moving through the world outside his apartment. Not cautious, not visibly so, it would not read as wrong to anyone watching. More aware, present. How he had moved through the barracks, where the corridors were always being watched and the only safe response was to look like there was nothing to hide. He didn’t like it. It felt too much like before. He wanted it to feel like July again. 
He came through the lobby, nodded to the doorman, pushed through the glass door. The morning was cool and clear, the September light more golden, glistening than August. He had his bag over one shoulder and his keys in his hand and he was thinking about the practice schedule, about the center position and the new line, and then he saw the man across the street. Everything stopped. 
He was standing stiffly near a parked car. Looking at nothing in particular, like someone who had been trained to look at nothing in particular professionally. He was wearing a dark coat, a cap pulled low, nothing that would stand out on a Montreal street in September. Nothing that would read as anything except a man waiting.
But Ilya knew the face. Not the name. Most of them didn’t have names. Only those like Ivannikov, a true, documented official who had traveled with the Soviet delegation got to have names. He was further back than that, a peripheral face, the type whose function was never formally described and whose presence at the Calgary Olympics had been felt, not seen. The cogs grinding away behind the machinery. Ilya had seen that face in the corridors outside the changing rooms, in the hotel lobby at odd hours, in the way he occupied space without drawing attention to it.
He was looking at Ilya now. Ilya did not stop walking. He went to his car, unlocked it, put his bag in the back. He did not look across the street again. He got in, started the engine, and pulled out of the parking space, only concentrating on driving and not on the fact that his hands were starting to shake. He drove to the rink. He got through the lobby. He went to his stall. He was fairly sure he hadn't been followed. They wouldn't come here, not with this many people around. They would wait, like they always did, until he was alone. And then Ilya would simply disappear.
It was not a shock that the session was bad. Not catastrophically, not in ways Theriault could name afterward, but Ilya was so distracted his usual electric foresight was gone. Some press had been invited that day for a few photos and it took every ounce of his concentration not to keep searching the faces, over and over. It consumed his mental energy. That pivotal moment between thought and action that was shorter than everyone else’s, that made him a great player instead of a good one. It had gone, just as it had before, during playoffs. He was on the ice and he was not quite on the ice. The face was still there in front of his eyes, easy to blend in but impossible for Ilya to forget. It lived in the peripheral where things you couldn’t stop thinking about lived when you were supposed to be busy with other things.
They had been trying him on a line that included Comeau and rookie named Sorenson that had just been drafted this year. Ilya didn’t know much about Sorenson besides the management must have great faith in him to put him on the second line with two very strong veteran players. But Comeau…Ilya did not like playing on his line. He was too brash. Too prone to anger. He took it all too personally, even during training camp. He wanted to be back with Hollander. Even if it meant being a wing, they would win.
He missed a setup in the first rotation that he would have put on his tape with his eyes closed. The lane opened and he was already moving toward it and then the face arrived and his edges held one stride too long and the lane closed. Comeau glanced at him. He did not look back. He took a hit in the second rotation that he would normally have absorbed and spun off cleanly. Instead his weight was wrong and he went down on one knee, and the scrimmage carried on around him and he got back up and skated and did not let himself look at the clock. Across the ice, Hayden watched him go down and said nothing, but smirked at him. He had been saying nothing to Ilya for two weeks, deliberately and coldly. It was the kind of nothing that was designed to hurt.
After the session Ilya came off and Hayden was at the near end of the corridor, equipment still on, talking to Shane in the low voice. Ilya hadn’t planned on listening until he realized it was about him.
“He’s been here six months,” Hayden said, without looking up. “You know that’s not what this is about.”
“I know,” Shane said.
“Five years.” Hayden was jabbing a finger at Shane to make his point. “I’ve been in this room five years and I’ve never done anything except the right thing, every day, without being asked. And Rozanov has been here six fucking months and he walks into Theriault’s office and asks for it, and we give it to him, and you’re telling me there’s nothing to say about that.”
“I’m not saying—.”
“Well say something.”
Shane looked at him. “He earned it on the ice. The room voted.”
“Earning it on the ice and being entitled to take it from someone who—” Hayden stopped. “I don’t like him. I’m not saying he’s a bad person. I’m asking whether this is what a captain does. Let one guy walk in and take whatever he wants because he’s the best player and nobody wants to have that conversation.”
“I had the conversation,” Shane said. “With Theriault. With Beaulieu. With the room.”
“You had the conversation with Theriault and Beaulieu.” Hayden looked up. “Did you have it with Rozanov?”
Shane said nothing.
“Right,” Hayden said. He stood, bag over his shoulder. “I’m asking you to acknowledge that it was a shitty thing to do, and that the room sees you not saying so.” He held Shane’s gaze for a moment, even and direct. “That’s all.”
"I didn't know he was going to—"
"You knew he was ambitious. You knew the room better than anyone. Don't tell me you didn't see it."
Shane looked at the floor. He didn't have an answer for that, and Hayden knew he didn't, which was the point of saying it.
"Five years," Hayden said again, quieter this time. "I have worked for five years to be someone this team trusts. And in three months, without any conversation, that just—" he stopped. He picked up his bag. "I'm not asking you to fix it. It can't be fixed. Just say you know."
“I know. And I’m sorry.”
“You’re my best friend, dumbass. I need a little bit more from my captain though.”
Shane nodded. "Come for drinks," he said. "The three of us. Tonight."
Hayden looked at him.
"You don’t have to be his best friend." Shane said. "Do it for me. Clear the air."
Hayden was quiet. "One drink," he said.
It was time. Ilya stepped through the door. Hayden’s jaw tightened. He looked at Shane and not at Ilya and said something that Ilya did not catch, and then walked past without acknowledgment.
Shane looked at Ilya for a moment. There was something in his expression that was working through more than one thing at once.
“Good session?” Shane said. Even.
“No,” Ilya said. He rolled his eyes. Hollander knew it had been bad.
Shane nodded. He looked like he had just been asked to choose between two positions he did not want and had not picked one yet. “Go get changed,” he said. “We’ll run the breakout pattern again tomorrow. Your shots on the weak side were off.” A pause. “Come for a drink after. Not the team place. Somewhere quieter.”
It was not quite a question. Ilya looked at him.
“Sure,” he said. 
Ilya went to his stall. Shane walked away and he could hear Shane and Hayden resume their conversation further down the corridor, the cadence of it, Hayden’s voice carrying a dullness that Ilya had learned to recognize as the tone he used when he was managing his own frustration with care. He could not hear the words. He did not need to. He understood the shape of what was being said. He had been in enough locker rooms to know when someone was asking a captain to do something about him.
The bar was four blocks from the rink, the kind of place that had been getting hockey players drunk for thirty years and had the indifference to fame that came from long practice. Ilya came in, found them at the back table, and sat. He pulled off his jacket and laid it on the back of his chair. He did not need to look at Hayden to know how the evening was going to go.
Shane started talking about the breakout pattern because it was a safe subject. Hayden contributed because it was hockey and hockey was not the problem. Ilya made the observation about Thibault’s positioning and Hayden looked at the table and said nothing.
Shane said, “He’s right about the angle.”
Hayden said, “I know.”
The silence after that felt brittle. Shane tried again with the new rook on Ilya’s line, with the upcoming home schedule, with a story about Comeau that had a reasonable punchline. Hayden laughed because it was genuinely funny and then seemed to remember where he was and went back to looking at his glass. Ilya said what was required and did not push into the silences, because he understood that pushing would make it worse, and because he had spent his entire life being the person a room had already decided how to feel about before he walked in.
At some point, Shane said, “Hayden, he didn’t know it was yours. Right, Rozanov?”
Ilya’s head snapped over. “I did not know you were A,” he said. “I ask for the position. I did not know the name of who had it.”
Hayden looked up. “I know that.”
“I’m just—” Shane started.
“Shane, I got it.” Hayden cut him off, keeping his voice level. “That’s not actually the point.” He looked at Ilya for the first time all evening, directly. “You knew it belonged to someone. You asked for it anyway.”
“Yes,” Ilya said.
"You don't even—" Hayden stopped. He shook his head. "You don't seem sorry."
"I am sorry it was you," Ilya said. "I am not sorry I asked."
Hayden looked at Shane. "See, that. That right there." Hayden pointed at Ilya and looked at Shane. “That’s the shit I’m talking about.” 
Ilya could see the gears in Shane’s head turning. It made sense, both positions were perfectly defensible. Who would you pick? Your friend or your new alternate captain? He sat in the middle of it with a beer he wasn't drinking and said, "He's not wrong that –."
"Don’t," Hayden said.
“I’m just saying–” Shane started. 
Hayden’s voice told Shane to stop digging. “Shane. You are not helping.” Shane closed his mouth and picked up his beer.
“You would have done it the same,” Ilya said. “If you were me.”
“I wouldn’t have,” Hayden said. 
“You would.”
“I said I wouldn’t.”
“I say I do not believe you.” Ilya snapped. Hayden looked at Shane. Shane looked at the table. 
“I’m not getting involved,” Shane said. 
“You are already involved,” Ilya said. “You are captain. This is your problem.”
“That’s –” Shane started.
“He’s right,” Hayden said with annoyance. “You are involved.” Shane looked between them. Two people who had just agreed on something at his expense and did not appear to find this remarkable. He picked up his beer.
Ilya searched for the word. "What is word. To want to be best.”
“Ambition?” Shane supplied, reflexively. Hayden glared at him. “What? He needs help with his English.”
Ilya snapped his fingers in agreement. “Ambition. Yes. I have this. You have it also. I am saying we are not so different. Is not an insult."
"I know it’s not an insult," Hayden said. “That’s not the–” He stopped and shook his head. “You know what, fine.”
“Fine,” Ilya agreed.
“Still an asshole.”
“I know,” Ilya replied. 
Shane said, "Can we—" and both of them looked at him and he stopped talking.
The bar filled around them. Someone put money in the jukebox. The table beside theirs cleared and two people took it, a man and a woman, talking in low French. Not touching. Near. Two people who had been in enough rooms together that proximity no longer required a decision. Like him and Vadim.
Hayden said something to Shane about a hotshot scorer from Edmonton getting traded to Los Angeles. Shane turned toward him to answer and in the angle of that turn his knee came briefly against Ilya’s under the table. Not intentionally. The table was small. Did Hollander notice? He kept talking about the trade.
Ilya looked at the couple at the next table. He looked at the man’s hand near the woman’s on the surface. He conjured the image of the final photograph tucked into the dictionary at home and the handler on the street that morning and Fleury’s stall being emptied on a Tuesday and the noise that had been running in his head since August, and the sum of all of it arrived at once.
And then he saw him. Across the room. The handler. He was there. A beer in front of him untouched. His vision narrowed to the man's face and the untouched beer and his nearly unnatural stillness, and the bar noise went somewhere very far away. His hand was flat on the table and he could feel his pulse in it. All the oxygen had been removed from his lungs in an instant. 
“One minute,” Ilya said. He stood. “Air.”
He went out the front door and stood on the pavement and breathed. The city was doing its ordinary things. A cab went past. Two women came out of a restaurant across the street, laughing about something. None of it had any relationship to the man inside with the untouched beer and the face from the corridor outside the Saddledome. Ilya stood in the middle of all that ordinary and understood that this was how it worked, that the world did not stop or go quiet when it was happening, that there was just a man in a bar and a man on a pavement and the distance between them was whatever he made of it. He did not go back in. He walked home, leaving his car behind. 
The buzzer rang at eight thirty. Ilya was at the kitchen table with tea he wasn’t drinking, staring into the distance.
“It’s Hollander. I have your jacket.”
He pressed the button to let him up. He stood in the kitchen and waited for the knock.
Shane was at his door, the jacket folded over one arm. He looked at Ilya with a measuring expression. Ilya knew the conversation was coming. 
“You left it,” Shane said. He held it out. 
“Yes.” Ilya took it. “Thank you.”
“It’s a nice coat. I thought you would want it back.” Ilya nodded. Shane did not leave. He was looking at Ilya’s face, clearly trying to gain more, to keep the conversation going. “You all right?”
“Yes.”
“You can’t take off like that. It freaked Hayden out.”
“And you,” Ilya replied.
“Are you sure you’re okay? Practice was rough.”
“I was tired.” It was not quite a lie. It was not quite enough to end the conversation either, and they both knew it.
Ilya stood in the doorway for a moment. Then he stepped back and opened the door wider, because there was no version of turning Shane Hollander away that didn’t involve explaining why, and he did not have an explanation he was willing to give in a doorway.
Shane came in. He looked at the apartment how he had probably been looking at it since Ilya opened the door, taking inventory. It was tidy, everything in place, nothing personal on the surfaces. The grammar book on the table. Tea. A shelf with a few books, mystery novels Vadim gave him. The dictionary. A history book about Quebec that came with the apartment.
“Late for coffee,” Ilya said. “You want tea.” Not quite a question.
“Sure.”
Ilya put the kettle on. Shane moved slowly through the apartment, not nosily, just with the ease of navigating a space he has been invited into. Ilya stood at the counter and watched him do it. He had not had anyone over to his apartment since Vadim, who had known every corner of it, who had invited himself in and made it his space as much as Ilya’s. Shane looked at the bookshelves. He picked up the grammar book, turned it over, set it down. Ilya noticed the specific way he handled things, careful without being precious, and filed it without examining what he was filing it under. Ilya turned away while Shane drifted toward the shelf.
Ilya had his back to him, setting out the cups. He heard the sound of a book being lifted from the shelf. He did not turn around. He stood at the counter and listened to the small sounds of Hollander opening a book, the particular silence of pages turning, and then a silence that was different from the others. There was a gentle fluttering and a soft thud.
Fuck, the dictionary.
He turned around. Shane was standing with the dictionary open in both hands and the photographs had fallen to the floor at his feet. He had gone very still. His eyes moved from the photographs to Ilya and back down, and whatever he had been prepared to say when he arrived had left him entirely. Shane crouched down to pick them up but his hand faltered a few inches above them, as if afraid to touch them.
Ilya crossed the kitchen and crouched by Shane, their heads nearly touching. He picked up the photographs one by one trying to shuffle them away. He looked at Shane, who was looking at the photograph that was still visible at the top of the stack, the one of Vadim’s arm around Ilya’s shoulders on a Montreal street, two blocks from a bar they had been to together.
“Who took these,” Shane said. His voice was level in a controlled, commanded way.
Ilya set the photographs on the kitchen table, face down. He sat down in the chair and stretched out his fingers on the table and looked at them, willing his fingers to be steady.
“I do not know.” Ilya said, shaking his head. “Envelope with no marks.”
“Is this why you were off today?”
Ilya shook his head again. “This morning,” he said. “Outside the building. There was a man. I know his face.” He waited a moment, considering how to proceed. “From the Olympics. One of their men.” He looked up at Shane.
Shane set the dictionary on the table. He looked at it and then at Ilya, and something moved across his face that Ilya had not seen there before, a rearrangement of the architecture, something being decided about how serious this was.
“How long have you had the pictures?”
“Three weeks.”
“Three weeks.” Shane held this for a moment. “And the man outside your building today.”
“Today is the first time I see him here. But the photographs—” Ilya spread his hands slightly. “Someone took them. This one—” he did not turn it over. “Someone took it in the summer. I did not know.”
Shane was looking at the table. At the dictionary and the photographs and Ilya’s shaking fingers.
“You’ve had these for three weeks,” he said.
“Yes.”
“Who else knows?”
“No one.”
Shane stood. He looked around the apartment once, a quick scan, then his eyes went to the phone on the wall. He crossed to it.
“I am calling Beaulieu,” he said.
Ilya sat at the kitchen table and did not say don’t. He watched Shane pick up the handset and dial the Metros office from memory, and listened to the one-sided conversation that followed, Shane’s voice low and even, saying Rozanov’s name and the word photographs and then, after a pause, today, outside his building, and then, no, he is with me now. He watched Shane hold the receiver and wait and then say yes and then say I understand and then hang up.
Shane turned from the phone. The kitchen was very quiet.
“He’s coming tomorrow morning,” Shane said. “Early.” He looked at Ilya across the kitchen. “You should have told someone.”
“I know,” Ilya said.
“You could have told me.”
“How? I say what, Hollander? Scary man with camera come to my house? How do you help me with this?”
Shane held his gaze for a moment. Then he sat back down at the table, and the kettle began to boil, and neither of them said anything for a while.
“Who are they?” Shane asked, gesturing at the photos.
Ilya set a cup in front of Shane and sat back down and looked at the photographs face down on the table and then he told Shane all of it. Not because he had decided to. Because Beaulieu was coming in the morning and when Beaulieu arrived he would ask questions, and Ilya didn’t want the first time he said these things to be tomorrow. He knew he was stressed and the English words weren’t coming as easily.  The noise in his head had been loud since August and the photographs were on the table and the handler had been outside his building that morning and all of those things were true at once and the sum of them was that he picked up his tea and told Shane everything.
The phone calls. Not one, he said. There had been two. The first one in the spring, the voice using his father’s name. He had not told Beaulieu about that one either. He had thought he could manage it. He said this without apology, just as a fact about what he had thought at the time. He told him it was why they lost the playoffs. Shane took this information more graciously than Ilya would have, he thought.
The envelope. He turned the photographs over one by one as he spoke, because they were easier to describe if he could see them. His father at the window. 
“My father. He does not remember things.” Next, “My brother.”
Svetlana. Shane spoke first. “Is this your sister?” Clearly it wasn’t. There was no resemblance there.
“No,” Ilya said. How could he describe Svetlana. “A friend. Since I was young. Very close.”
Shane looked away from the photograph for a moment, and something shifted in the set of his jaw.
“And him?” Ilya flipped over the photo of Sasha.
“Another friend. Long time.” He did not elaborate.
Maks. He sat with Maks’s photograph for a moment before he said anything.
“Maks. Maks made time for me to run. In Calgary. He trust me, but now – ” He looked at the photograph of a man who had taken that on faith and was now living in whatever came after. He set it down.
“They hurt him,” Shane said. It wasn’t a question. Ilya nodded.
“They hurt him, yes.”
He turned over the last photograph. Shane looked at it for a moment and then looked at Ilya.
“That is Vadim,” Ilya said. “You know him. Translator, then handler the first months. We become friends. He is in Ottawa now, government work. He does not know this photograph.” He looked at the photograph rather than at Shane. “He has done nothing wrong. He knows me because he did his job. The photograph—” he stopped. “They took it and kept it and can use it. Against him. Against me.”
He put it face down with the others.
Shane was quiet. He looked at the photos, then at Ilya. He cleared his throat. “That photograph. The two of you. Are you in the Village?”
Ilya went still. Fleury. "I'm not—" Shane paused, looking for the words. "It’s not my business. But I'm saying Beaulieu is going to see it and he might have questions."
"It was not—" Ilya said. The English wasn't there. He pressed on anyway. "We were friends. That is all. I had not—" he looked at his hands. "I had not many friends here. He was teaching me the city. We spend time together. That is what you see."
Shane looked at him steadily.
"I know how it looks," Ilya said. His voice was dull. 
"Then you understand."
"You think I should not show him."
"I think if you show him, you're going to spend the next hour having a very different conversation than the one you need to have." 
Shane looked at the photo, Ilya did too. He thought about the handler across the bar that evening, the untouched beer, the quality of his stillness. He thought about the sentence on the document Beaulieu was bringing tomorrow morning. He thought about what it would mean to have Beaulieu look at that photograph and start asking questions that Ilya didn't have safe answers to.
"You are right," Ilya said again. He picked up the photograph and stood and went to the shelf and slid it into the dictionary separately from the others, deeper in, behind the back cover. He came back and sat down. "He does not need to see it."
Shane nodded. He did not say anything else about it. The tea had gone cold. Ilya got up and poured it out and stood at the sink looking at the drain.
He had thought talking would make it better. It had not. He had carried the hum of the noise as a background thing, manageable with movement, with ice time, with the grammar book and the grocery store and the ordinary business of building a life. Right now it was not background. Right now it was the whole room. His father in Moscow asking when he was coming home from practice. The document on a table in Beaulieu's office with his name on it and the word death below it. The man at the bar with the untouched beer. The man outside his building that morning. He stood at the sink and the apartment was very quiet and the city was doing its ordinary things outside and none of that was any help at all.
“You should get some sleep,” Shane broke the noise.
“I will not,” Ilya said, his face settling into a line, still facing the sink. Not to Shane particularly, just out loud, because it was true and the room needed something in it.
Shane was quiet for a moment. “Do you have any movies?”
Ilya looked up. “Yes.”
Ilya looked at the small stack of VHS cassettes the organization had left when they set up the apartment, the same way they had left the tinned sardines and a wool sweater, educated guesses about a man they didn't fully know. He read the spines. Shane came and stood beside him and looked at the stack. He hadn’t watched them. He preferred television. Simpler. Shorter bursts of attention.
"That one," Shane said. He picked up the case. Dirty Dancing. It had come out the previous summer and Ilya recalled Comeau had mentioned it twice in a way that suggested he had seen it more than once and was not going to admit why. Ilya had not seen it. "Have you watched this?"
"No."
"Good." Shane moved toward the couch. "Come on."
Ilya looked at him. Shane had settled onto the couch, his jacket off, his feet on the coffee table. He held up the cassette.
Ilya sat down on the other end of the couch. The apartment felt different with another person in it. Smaller. He was aware of the distance between them on the couch. He could close that gap, if he wanted. Shane leaned forward and put the tape in the VCR and pressed play. Ilya watched the screen. He did not follow all of it. His English was not equal to rapid American film dialogue at the best of times, and this was not the best of times. But he could follow the shape of it. A pretty girl at a summer resort. A man who danced. A father who did not approve. Lines that were not supposed to be crossed, being crossed anyway, with consequences.
At some point Shane said, "You following it?"
"Girl learns to dance," Ilya said. "Father does not like the man."
"That's basically it," Shane said.
Ilya watched the screen. The noise was still there. It was always going to be there. But it had settled into something manageable since they sat down, which was the same thing that happened at the grocery store and the morning rink and the bar on Crescent Street before he had seen the handler, the same thing that happened when the city let him be nobody for a while. Something about the presence of another person in the room was doing the same work. He did not examine this.
His chest was tight in a way that had not fully resolved since the morning. Since before the morning. He could locate the specific day in May when the first phone call had come and the tight thing had started and had not stopped since. He was aware, sitting in the dark of his apartment watching an American film he could not entirely follow, that he had been frightened for five months in a sustained and uninterrupted way, and that he had not told anyone this, and that it had been very heavy, and that Shane was on the other end of his couch knowing most of it now, and that this was, in its way, the least alone he had been since the summer ended. He did not say any of this. He watched the screen.
Around the second hour Hollander's breathing had slowed and deepened and when Ilya looked over he was asleep, his head tilted against the back of the couch, one hand resting open on his knee. Ilya looked at him for longer than a moment. The line of his jaw in the dark. How he looked without the careful arrangement on his face, without the captain's posture. When it went slack and peaceful and was only him. He had decided to stay and had stayed and was now sleeping on Ilya's couch at midnight. Ilya turned back to the screen. He did not entirely watch the rest of the movie.
“Hollander,” Ilya said, gently waking him. “You should go. Sleep.”
“Nah, I’m going to stay.”
“I do not have more bed.”
“I’ll sleep here. You go to sleep.”
“Beaulieu ask you to stay.”
There was a beat of silence. “Yeah,” Shane replied. There was something in it, something that was true and he'd rather it weren't.
“Hollander, go home.”
“No, I’m good. You go to bed.”
“No, you take bed.”
Ilya finally agreed, bringing Hollander a pillow and blanket for the couch. 
"You can sleep in bed," Ilya said. He was not sure why he said it a second time. He was sure why he said it a second time. “Share.” Hollander's ears went red at the tips. 
"No. I toss and turn." He said it to no one in particular.
“Fine. Is your back,” Ilya replied walking to the bedroom and closing the door. He did not sleep. He sat in the dark with the film replaying in his head and the noise at its manageable level and the city outside doing what it did, and he was still sitting there when the gray began to come into the windows and the screen went to static. He got up quietly, moving past a sleeping Hollander. 
He stood in the kitchen and looked at the photographs on the table, five of them. He put the kettle on.
Shane woke when the kettle began to whistle. He came into the kitchen with his hair pushed in several directions and his jacket over one arm, and Ilya looked at him for one unguarded second before he looked back at the kettle. Shane in the morning was different from Shane at the rink or Shane across a restaurant table. He had not known he was going to notice that.
"You did not sleep," Shane said. Not a question.
"No."
Shane set his jacket on the chair. He sat down at the kitchen table and Ilya brought the weak black tea and they sat and the city outside started its morning and neither of them said anything.
Beaulieu rang the buzzer at seven-thirty. Shane answered it without being asked. He had a folder and the expression he wore when he had already made decisions and was arriving to explain them. He looked at Shane, then at Ilya, then at the five selected photographs on the kitchen table, and set the folder down and sat.
He asked questions in the methodical way of someone building a record rather than discovering information. The phone calls, dates, content. The envelope, the photographs, each one described and identified. The handler outside the building. Ilya answered, but the English was harder than it had been in months. The stress was doing something to his access to it, collapsing vocabulary he'd built carefully over the summer, leaving him reaching for words that weren't arriving cleanly. He answered in shorter sentences than he would have wanted. He left gaps. He watched Beaulieu's expression and could not always tell if the man was following him. At one point, Beaulieu looked at Shane. “How much of this is he getting?” 
“Enough. He didn’t get much sleep last night. Stressed out,” Shane said, looking at Ilya. “You’re doing fine.” Ilya was not sure this was true, but he kept going.
When it was over, Beaulieu made a note, then set down his pen and looked at the table. He said, almost to himself, "We may have moved Vadim too quickly."
Ilya looked at him.
"The language," Beaulieu said. "I’m sure you’re fine in the locker room, but under pressure. We thought you were ready to be on your own. We may have been optimistic." He picked up the pen again. "We'll revisit that."
Shane said nothing. Ilya said nothing. The comment had not been cruel. It had been an assessment, and it landed the way those things landed: accurately and without softening. 
“Unfortunately, we have more to discuss,” Beaulieu said. “There are some things you need to know. We didn’t know when the right time to talk about them was. The Soviet state has formally charged you with desertion of military duty.” He set a document on the table. “There was a trial in August, you were sentenced to death in absentia.”
Ilya twitched, the muscles in his arms spasming. He did not know this word, absentia, but he understood the sentiment. The word death next to his name and military ID number on the paper. His chair scraped back before he knew what he was doing, moving to the kitchen counter, back to the table. He put both hands on the edge of the counter and breathed. He had known, in a theoretical way, that this was one of the shapes the future could take. He had known it like you knew things that existed in the distance, as a possibility with an if in front of it: if they catch me, if I am returned, if they decide to make an example of me. The idea of a firing squad always existed in the back of his mind, when he was listening to the tapes on his Walkman, or counting his American dollars. A punishment that could happen. Maybe. If. That was before. The if had gone. There was no if. There was a man outside his building who was not here to bring him back in handcuffs but to make him simply not exist anymore, and the distance had collapsed to nothing and all of the theoretical weight of February had arrived at once in a kitchen in Montreal on a Thursday morning.
His hands were pressing hard into the counter edge, the knuckles blanching. He was aware of this. He kept them there because they needed something to press against. He heard Hollander’s chair push back. Footsteps. Then Shane was beside him at the counter. A large, warm hand on his shoulder. Just present.
"Hey," Shane said quietly. "Look at me."
Ilya did not look at him.
“Rozanov. Come on.”
Ilya looked at him. Shane's face was doing more than it usually allowed itself to do. There was something in it that was not quite controlled. It was receiving the gravity, the heft of the news, but refusing to show it because someone else needed him not to. Ilya had seen this expression on Maks. He had not expected to see it here.
"The man outside my building," Ilya said. His voice came out level, which surprised him.
"I know." Shane held his gaze. "And Beaulieu is going to do something about that. That's why he's here." He paused. "But you need to come back to the table. Whatever he's going to offer, you need to hear it."
Ilya looked at the table. At Beaulieu, who was waiting with the patience of someone who had done this before, who had sat with men in worse moments than this and knew that the moment eventually passed and the conversation continued. He looked at his hands on the counter. He took one breath, then another.
"Okay," he said.
He pushed off from the counter and went back to the table and sat down. Shane sat beside him this time, not across. Beaulieu did not acknowledge the interruption. He continued.
“They have filed an extradition request with the Canadian government,” Beaulieu continued, in the same tone. He paused. “They asked Canada to send you back. Canada said no. This was already decided. It’s been a big mess. Your asylum claim complicates the request sufficiently that it goes nowhere legally.” He paused. “But the request exists. And it gives the Soviet state a formal basis to pursue this through every available channel. Legal, diplomatic, and otherwise.”
Ilya looked at the document. He did not pick it up.
“The man outside the building yesterday morning,” Shane said.
“Falls under otherwise,” Beaulieu said. He looked at Ilya. “This is why the photographs matter more than they would otherwise. The extradition request failing does not mean the matter is closed. It means the official channel has been exhausted.” He let that land for a moment. “There is something I need you to see.”
He removed a single sheet and passed it to Ilya. It was a transcript, Russian text with an English translation running alongside. “State broadcast. Three weeks ago. The charges were filed publicly. They ran a video alongside the formal proceedings. They show this to build their case. And to scare the people around you. They are also saying—if you come back, maybe no death sentence. But they will not put that in writing.”
Ilya wasn’t catching nearly enough of the words. They wanted him to go back. Willingly. He couldn’t do that. He read the transcript. He read it twice. His face did not change.
Beaulieu gestured towards the living room with the TV. “I have a copy if you want to watch.”
Ilya nodded, and they made their way to the TV. Beaulieu popped Dirty Dancing out, and replaced it with his own tape. The screen filled with the gray tones of a Soviet broadcast studio, the flag, the logo, and then the faces.
Alexei first. He looked tired and contained, reading from something just off camera, his words rehearsed. They were what they needed to be. Traitor. Disgrace to the state. No longer his brother. Agreeing with whatever harsh punishment they saw fit. He said them with a dark emptiness. Ilya watched his brother’s face and understood exactly what was happening behind it. He sat with his hands pressed to his knees and felt something settle in his chest. It was not quite grief or regret. They had never been close. Not since their mother had died, anyway. But hearing Alexei say, on national television, that he, his own brother, deserved to die struck him deeply in a way that he had not anticipated. 
Two of the CSKA administrative staff came on screen next. Men he barely knew. Their names read from a list.
Then his father. He was in a room Ilya did not recognize. A chair against a plain wall, the kind of room that existed inside official buildings. His father was wearing the uniform he kept for state occasions, and someone had combed his hair. It was different from how Ilya remembered him looking, in warm sweaters that were easy for someone else to dress him in. He looked at the camera with the vacant expression he had been wearing for the past two years, present in his body but losing the thread of where he was in time. He read from something off to his left. The words were the right words. Failure. Treason. Disappointment. He read them in the voice he had used for commands, the colonel's voice, the only tone left to him that still arrived cleanly. He did not look like he knew what he was reading. He looked like he had been handed a piece of paper and was doing what he was told, which was the only thing he had ever known how to do.
Ilya sat very still. They had dressed him in his good jacket. They had combed his hair. They had brought him to a room and pointed him at a camera and given him words to say, and he had said them, and he did not know why, and he would not remember it tomorrow.
The final person was Svetlana. She was composed. She had always been composed under pressure, it was one of the things he had loved about her, the stillness at the center of her. She looked directly at the camera in a way Alexei hadn’t, and she said the necessary things in the necessary order. He had committed a crime, and deserved to be punished. He had betrayed her trust and that could never be repaid. Then she paused and said, “My mother would be so disappointed if she knew what he had done. She always believed in the values of this country. She would be heartbroken.”
Ilya’s head snapped up. Beaulieu was watching him. “Is there something in that statement?”
“Her mother,” Ilya said. He kept his voice level. “Svetlana’s mother was American. She came to Soviet Union, married a Soviet man. She left ten years ago. She is in Paris now.” He looked at Beaulieu. “Svetlana says her mother would be sad I leave.” He paused. “She is telling me she understands what I did.”
The room was quiet.
Shane was looking at the blank television screen. He looked at Ilya, and there was something in his face that was trying to hold more than one thing at once.
Beaulieu made a note. He closed the folder. He looked at Shane.
“Hollander,” he said. “Give us a few minutes.”
Shane looked at Ilya. Ilya nodded once. Shane pushed back his chair, went to the door and pulled it closed behind him. His footsteps went down the corridor and stopped.
Beaulieu turned back to Ilya.
“I want to move you,” he said. “Immediately. A different location entirely. There is a secure building on Drummond, used for government protection cases. You would have your own unit. A security detail, a few men, rotating shifts. You would not be alone at any point outside the unit. Travel to the rink and back, escorted. Any other movement, escorted and approved in advance.” He looked at Ilya steadily. “This is not like in Ottawa. You can still practice. You can still play. Travel with the team. But you could never be alone.”
Ilya looked at the table.
“How long,” he said.
“Until the threat assessment changes. Months, possibly longer. Maybe the whole season. They used the summer against you and we can’t let that happen again.”
Ilya was quiet for a long moment. He looked at the window. The street below. The city he had spent six months learning, every street a small act of accumulation, the grocery store on Sherbrooke, the municipal rink in the east end, the bar on Crescent Street. The mountain in the mornings. The silence of the apartment at five-thirty before the city started, which belonged to him and no one else. Beaulieu didn’t even know about Vadim, and it was still enough to take away his freedom. 
He looked at the photographs on the table. He looked at Beaulieu.
“No,” he said.
Beaulieu did not look surprised. “Rozanov—”
“I understand.” He kept his voice level because that was what he could do right now. “What you want is not safe. It is a different kind of cage. I did not come to Canada to live in a cage.”
“You came to Canada to play hockey,” Beaulieu said. “You need to be alive and safe to do that. That is all that matters.”
“I know.” Ilya looked at him. Something in his chest was very tight. “I know that. I am not — I am not arguing. I am asking you to find a different way.” He stopped. He did not look away. “I cannot go back to that. I am asking you. Please find another way. Please.”
The please was the closest he could come to begging. He was aware of it. He said it anyway, in the same way as everything else, flat and precise, because that was all he had and Beaulieu needed to hear it. Beaulieu met his eyes. He picked up his pen. Set it down. He looked at the folder and then at the photographs and then at the wall past Ilya’s shoulder.
“The logic of the safe house arrangement,” he said finally, “is that you need to be in a known, controlled environment, with a vetted, secure presence around the clock. The security on Drummond serves that purpose. But we could—” he paused, working through it as he said it. “You live with someone. Someone we trust. Someone who understands the situation and can handle pressure. They agree not to leave you alone.” He looked at Ilya. “That is a gigantic ask of another person. You would never be able to be out of the house alone. Either with them or a handler. This isn’t something we can just ask of anyone, and I hear you aren’t making many friends on the team.” Beaulieu looked at him. “You understand?”
Ilya felt a brief flush of shame. “I know,” Ilya said.
“The person would need to be vetted. They would need to understand what they were agreeing to. They would need to be someone whose judgment I trust under pressure.” He looked at Ilya. “Do you have someone like that? That’s going to be a very short list, Rozanov, if it exists at all.”
The kitchen was quiet. Down the corridor, Shane’s footsteps had been still for a long time. Ilya looked at the door. He looked at Beaulieu.
“Shane Hollander,” he said.
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    So it starts! You hung in for the slow burn...

Research notes:

The death sentence seems wild but is accurate! Alexander Mogilny was tried and sentenced to death by firing squad for desertion based on his defection. Both of his parents lost their jobs and were summoned to Moscow to give official filmed testimony denouncing their child. The US wouldn't extradite him, so it just...went away after the fall of the Soviet Union. Canada also would not extradite in this case. Mogilny, like Ilya, was the first though, so all of this was unprecedented.

The VHS for Dirty Dancing would have cost the modern-day equivalent of about $100, so whoever picked it did so knowing it was a substantial investment in Ilya's cultural knowledge. I originally had them watching Die Hard but the timing didn’t work out quite right.

An update - I wrote essentially an entire treatise on why I kept Wayne Gretzky (the real person) in this chapter and it was for a moment in Chapter 31 that...isn't going to work out now. Nothing to hide, it was just huge news when Gretzky was traded, and now he's "a hotshot scorer" instead!


  


      

  












      Chapter 19: Proximity
  


    Chapter Summary

    A night that starts with a jacket left behind at a bar ends with a death sentence, a security sweep, and an arrangement that changes everything. Shane is not sure he has done the right thing at any point. He goes to sleep anyway.



    Chapter Notes

      This chapter took longer than I wanted because the editor in me says that I should have cut the first 3000 words of this thing. But a lot of you want Shane's thoughts on things, so I decided I needed to just make a dang decision and post the thing.

You could absolutely skip to

"Hollander," Beaulieu said. "Give us a few minutes."

if you were in a time crunch and want the "new stuff". Consider this one the director's cut.

They're slowly inching towards each other, I promise.
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  Proximity (noun)
1. Nearness in space, time, or relationship.
2. The distance at which something becomes impossible to ignore.
3. What remains when every other kind of distance has been removed.
Example: "His knee was almost touching Shane's. Almost." — September, 1988
Shane's head was ringing when Beaulieu asked him to step out into the hall. It had been a fucking insane day and he was not quite sure if he'd done the right thing at any point, starting with suggesting drinks and ending here. That was the mistake. Trying to get Rozanov and Hayden to clear the air. That was the beginning of the end.
Hayden had been saying something. Shane took the words in without hearing all of it because he was looking at the door Ilya had just walked through, the one that led to the street, the one that had closed behind him without explanation.
"What was that about?" Hayden said.
Shane did not have an answer to that. He looked at the empty chair, the untouched beer, the indent in the cushion where Ilya had been sitting thirty seconds ago. They had been talking. Ilya had been present, holding his own in the conversation with the English that had come so far since the playoff games, and then something had changed. His face had gone somewhere else entirely. Shane had watched it happen without understanding it. One minute. Air. And then nothing.
"I don't know," Shane said honestly.
Hayden looked at the door. He looked at Shane. "Should we go after him?"
"Give him a minute."
They gave him a minute. They gave him five. Twenty. The bar continued around them, the music and the low conversation. Hayden drank his beer and watched the door and the two of them chatted. About everything and nothing, and the time moved by. The jacket was still on the back of Ilya's chair. Shane picked it up without deciding to. The leather was heavy in his hands, that weight of good material, the wine red nearly black under the bar lighting. He held it a beat longer than he needed to, feeling the warmth still in the lining. Something about this, the personal weight of someone else's coat in his hands, the residual heat of their body, moved through him in a way he was not going to examine in a bar with Hayden watching.
"I'll take it to him," Shane said.
He stepped outside first. The street was empty in both directions, just the ordinary September night, wet pavement and a cab going past and no sign of Ilya at all. Something tightened in Shane's chest. He went back in.
"He's not out there," he said. "I'm going to swing by his place."
Hayden was quiet for a moment, doing arithmetic on his face. "Want me to come?"
"No. Go home. I'll call you."
"Shane."
"I'll call you."
Hayden picked up his coat. He looked at Shane, clearly letting Shane know he'd be asking about this later. Then he left. Shane folded the jacket over his arm and went out into the September night. He knew the address from the Metros file. He had known it since March and had never been.
What happened after Ilya opened the door was something that he'd think about later in bits and pieces, how you think about things that arrive too fast and too heavy to process all at once. Parts of a puzzle that he was still trying to put together. 
The jacket delivered, the apartment examined in a single sweep. Shane was appalled by the total lack of stuff in the apartment. Nothing personal on the surfaces, nothing on the walls. One exception, a Russian-English dictionary on the shelf with a cracked spine. Shane couldn't help but reach for it. He picked it up because he thought maybe, just maybe, it would give him some insight into Ilya Rozanov. The dictionary would be his way in. Then the photographs fell and the things he learned about Rozanov turned out to be much larger and more complicated than he had been looking for.
Shane went very still when the photos fell. The top one, a familiar-looking man with dark curly hair and a wry smile and a possessive arm wrapped around Ilya. It was recent. Ilya was wearing the same jacket Shane had brought with him. Shane looked at the photograph and understood several things at once. The first thing was that Ilya Rozanov was not alone in the way Shane had assumed he was alone. The second thing was that whoever the man was, he was much closer to Ilya than Shane was. The third thing arrived without language, just as a physical fact, a tightening somewhere below his heart. He looked at it for one more second. Then Ilya was there, gathering the photographs fast, and Shane let him.
Shane didn't know what to do. He found himself needing to make a call. Someone, anyone, who could make this better. Beaulieu answered on the second ring, which meant he had been awake, which told Shane something about how much Beaulieu already knew, or suspected, or had been waiting to hear.
"It's Hollander," Shane said. He kept his voice low. "Something's happened with Rozanov."
A pause that was not surprise. "Where are you."
"His apartment. He got an envelope. Photographs. People from his life back home. People they can use against him." Shane looked at the kitchen table, the five photographs facedown, the dictionary on the shelf. "There's a man who's been outside his building. He saw him this morning. He's been sitting on all of it for three weeks."
Silence. The thinking kind.
"Is he all right," Beaulieu said.
"He's—" Shane looked at Ilya's blank, ashen face at the kitchen table, his hands around a cup that had gone cold, his face doing the careful neutral thing. "He's here."
"The man outside. Do you know if he's still there tonight."
"I don't know."
"Assume yes." A pause. "I'm coming tomorrow morning. Early." Another pause, shorter. "Can you stay tonight."
Shane looked at the hallway. He thought about walking out and calling a cab and going back to his house. The deadbolts and the six photographs and the man possibly still across the street and Ilya at the kitchen table alone with all of it at midnight.
"Here?" Shane asked.
"Yeah, Hollander. Don't leave him alone."
"I can, yeah."
"Good." The quality of Beaulieu's voice shifted slightly, the note-making quality. "Don't let him go out before I get there. In the morning, when he wakes up."
"He's not going anywhere tonight."
"In the morning," Beaulieu said again. Specific. 
"All right."
"Seven-thirty. Don't open the door for anyone else." He paused. "And don't leave."
"I won't."
The line went dead. Shane again felt a flurry of anger. Rozanov should have told him. Should have known to tell him. He tells Rozanov as much. "You could have told me."
"How? I say what, Hollander? Scary man with camera come to my house? How do you help me with this?"
Shane felt himself flush again. The answer was that he didn't know. He didn't know how he would have helped, specifically, practically, with a man across the street and photographs in an envelope. But that wasn't quite the point and they both knew it. The point was that Ilya had looked at the short list of people available to him and Shane had not made it onto that list. Shane had spent the summer believing he was building something, a real captaincy, and apparently he had been building it on his side of the relationship only. He sat back down at the table and neither of them said anything for a while.
Finally, Shane asked about the photos. They sat at the kitchen table and Rozanov told him everything and Shane listened and received it like you received a package that might contain a bomb. The phone calls first. The playoffs, the lost lanes, the half-second off. All of it running on top of a voice using his father's name, and Shane had watched it happen from fifteen feet away and called it a bad shift. Three weeks of photographs sitting in this apartment, a man outside the building, and Ilya had said nothing. Had come to practice. Had sat across from Shane at team dinners and said nothing. Shane was his captain. But he wasn't someone Ilya could trust.
He knew Ilya had left people behind. He had understood this in the abstract since he arrived. But now there were faces and names, each one a new weight. His father at a window in Moscow. His brother. The man who had helped him get out, who had paid a specific price for that act and was now living in whatever came after. Svetlana. Shane asked if she was his sister, hoping she was, feeling something in his jaw shift when Ilya said no. A friend. Since I was young. Very close. Shane wondered how close was very close.
Then Vadim, and Shane asking the Village question and watching Ilya's face when it landed. Friends. Teaching me the city. That is what you see. Shane had looked at him steadily and understood that Ilya was lying and that the lie was necessary and that Shane was going to help him maintain it, because the alternative was a conversation neither of them could afford to have right now. He stood.
The hours after had been quieter than they should have been. Rozanov was so nervous, so still as they watched the movie. Shane wanted to tell him it was okay. Tell him they would come up with a plan and all would be well. But he didn't know that. He couldn't guarantee that. They sat on opposite ends of the couch and Shane put the tape in and the movie started and neither of them talked about the photographs or the man outside the building or the phone calls or anything else. The screen filled the room with American summer light and a story about a girl learning to dance and a man she wasn't supposed to want, and Shane sat with his feet on the coffee table and felt the distance between them on the couch and was aware of it in a way that had nothing to do with the movie. Ilya was watching the screen with the focus he gave to things he was processing, his eyes bouncing rapidly. His English wasn't catching all of it, Shane could tell. 
"You following it?" Shane had asked.
"Girl learns to dance. Father does not like the man."
"That's basically it."
Ilya's knee shifted slightly toward Shane at some point. Shane did not move away. He spent a considerable amount of time thinking about not moving away, which was its own kind of decision. Shane didn't want to be here. He was going to leave. That had been the plan. Return the jacket, make sure Ilya was all right, go home. But Beaulieu had asked him to be here. He sat on the other end of the couch and felt the gravity of the evening settle into something that was not going to let him leave, even if he tried.
He fell asleep. He didn't mean to. He woke in the dark to Ilya saying his name in the dark, low and close. 
"Hollander. You should go. Sleep."
"Nah, I'm going to stay." The words came out before the decision had fully formed, but once they were out they held. He was staying.
"I do not have more bed." 
"I'll sleep here. You go to sleep." He jerked his head toward the bedroom.
"Beaulieu ask you to stay." It was not quite a question. It was a read, accurate, the kind of thing Ilya did. Seeing through the surface to the machinery underneath.
"Yeah," Shane said. There was something in it he'd rather weren't there, the admission that Beaulieu's voice on the phone had said don't leave and Shane had agreed, and that this was partly why he was still on the couch. Only partly. The other part was something he was not going to name at midnight on a sofa in Ilya Rozanov's apartment.
"Hollander, go home."
"No, I'm good. You go to bed."
Ilya brought him a pillow and a blanket. The domesticity of this, Ilya holding the linens carefully, setting them on the couch, the tips of his ears going slightly red under the kitchen light, required more management than Shane currently had available.
"You can sleep in bed," Ilya said. Shane's face did something he was grateful the low light concealed. He could not sleep in that bed, surrounded by the smell of him, with his body inches away. That was not an option.
"No. I toss and turn." A reasonable excuse.
"Fine. Is your back."
Ilya went to the bedroom and closed the door. Shane lay on the couch with the pillow that smelled like someone else's laundry detergent and the blanket that was thin but adequate and looked at the ceiling. He was aware of Ilya on the other side of the door. He was aware of what he had agreed to when he told Beaulieu he was with him now, and what he was continuing to agree to by staying. 
He did not sleep well. The couch was too short and his thoughts were too active and every sound the building made had a volume that he could have dismissed if it was daytime. A pipe ticking somewhere in the walls. The elevator at the end of the hall. A car on the street below, stopping, idling, moving on. The images of the photographs replayed in front of his eyes until he finally was able to doze off.
When Shane woke Ilya was at the stove. He was wearing a flannel shirt and his hair was pushed flat on one side from a pillow and he moved through the small kitchen with the automatic ease of a routine performed hundreds of times, reaching for the kettle, the tap, the match, the burner, without looking. Shane watched him for one unguarded moment. There was something in the way he held his head, slightly forward, as if the weight of it had increased overnight.
Shane sat up on the couch and the noise of it carried. Ilya looked back and their eyes met and whatever Ilya saw in Shane's face he did not comment on.
"You did not sleep," Shane said.
"No."
Shane got up. He ran a hand through his own hair and pulled on his shoes and went to the kitchen and sat at the table and Ilya set a cup of tea in front of him and they sat in the morning silence and neither of them said anything. The photographs were still there. They had not moved. Shane had somehow expected them to have been put away, but Ilya had left them, five glossy rectangles face down on the kitchen table, and the fact of their continued presence was its own kind of statement.
Beaulieu rang the buzzer at seven-thirty. Shane answered it without being asked. He pressed the button and stepped back and felt the small weight of that action, how answering someone else's door rearranged the relationship you had to the space you were standing in. Beaulieu looked at Shane. Then at Ilya. Then at the five photographs on the table. He sat.
The questions came in the flat, methodical order of a man building a record. Dates. Content. Sequence. The phone calls, the envelope, the handler outside the building. Ilya answered and Shane sat at the end of the table and listened and kept his face arranged. Ilya's English was more stilted, harsher than it had been. The stress was collapsing his vocabulary, leaving him reaching for words that weren't arriving cleanly. His sentences shortened. Gaps appeared. Shane watched the effort of it and felt something tighten in his chest.
"You're doing fine," Shane said, when Beaulieu looked at him with a question about comprehension. He meant it. He was also performing it, because Ilya needed him to.
Beaulieu made a note, then set down his pen and looked at the table. "Unfortunately, we have more to discuss. There are some things you need to know. We didn't know when the right time to talk about them was." He set a document on the table. "The Soviet state has formally charged you with desertion of military duty. There was a trial in August. You were sentenced to death in absentia."
Shane absorbed it. The words arrived and he processed them in the order they came and each one was heavier than the one before it. Death. In absentia. Trial. August. A government a world away had formally decided Ilya Rozanov should not exist. Shane sat with that and felt it rearrange things, the memories appearing in a new light. He thought about the Forum last season, Ilya at full speed, watching him do something that no one else on the planet could do quite that way. He thought about the locker room, the smirk getting into his voice, the ears going red. He thought about the wardrobe in the apartment — the rust and the teal and the burgundy and the cobalt, all the colors Ilya had chosen for himself for the first time in his life, each one a small act of becoming someone who was allowed to exist as himself. He tried to imagine every little bit of that slipping away, never to exist again. Shane looked at him. He was pale, sweating. Not his usual, defiant self. Shane held his face steady, even under the effort it took to do so, because Ilya needed him too.
Ilya's chair scraped back. He was at the counter before Shane had fully processed what was happening. The movement was not anger. It was the body doing something the mind had not approved, a physical need to be somewhere other than sitting with what had just arrived.
Shane pushed his own chair back. He crossed the kitchen and stood beside Ilya at the counter. His hand was on Ilya's shoulder before he thought about it, he could feel the heat of him, the soft tremor through his shirt.
"Hey," he said. Quiet. "Look at me."
Ilya did not look at him.
"Rozanov. Come on."
Ilya looked at him. Shane's face was doing more than it usually allowed itself to do. He could feel it. Something was showing that he normally kept arranged, a response to the gravity of what was happening in this kitchen that he could not entirely control. He saw Ilya's hands on the counter edge, the whiteness of the knuckles, the controlled rigidity of a man who was holding himself together through training rather than choice.
He had reassured Ilya, there was a plan, a good one, even as he didn't believe it himself. Ilya looked at the table. At Beaulieu. At his hands. He took a breath.
"Okay," he said.
They went back to the table and Beaulieu continued.
The extradition request. The asylum claim. Legal channels exhausted. And then the broadcast. Beaulieu pulled a VHS tape from his folder and they moved to the living room and removed Dirty Dancing from the VCR and put in the tape and the screen filled with gray Soviet broadcast tones and then the faces. Shane had the translation, trying to follow.
Ilya's brother, reading from something just off camera, his voice flat. Traitor. Disgrace. No longer his brother. The words were delivered with a dark emptiness that Shane could hear even without understanding Russian, something mechanical underneath the language, the sound of a man saying what he had been told to say because the alternative was worse. Shane did not know Alexei. He knew the type. He had played against men like him, men who performed what was expected with total obedience and saved whatever was real for a room no one could see into.
Then the father. He looked ill. Sickly and aged, far too old to have a son as young as Rozanov. He spoke, but the words lacked passion or emphasis. Failure, Treason, Disappointment, but behind them was nothing except the mechanical habit of following instructions. Clearly he had been pointed at a camera and given lines and he had read them. Shane sat very still and watched a government use a father's voice to tell his son he was a failure, and the understanding of what Ilya had been carrying arrived with a weight that changed everything Shane had thought he knew about the past six months.
Then Svetlana. Composed. Direct. Looking at the camera in a way the brother hadn't. She said the necessary things and then she paused and said something about her mother, and Ilya's head came up.
"Her mother," Ilya said. "Svetlana's mother was American. She came to Soviet Union, married a Soviet man. She left ten years ago. She is in Paris now." He looked at Beaulieu. "Svetlana says her mother would be sad I leave. She is telling me she understands what I did." Shane felt the briefest flash of something that may have looked like jealousy.
The room was quiet. Shane looked at the blank television screen and then at Ilya and there was something in Shane's face that was trying to hold more than one thing at once. Grief and admiration and the particular ache of watching someone realize they are still loved from across an ocean through a coded message on state television.
"Hollander," Beaulieu said. "Give us a few minutes."
Shane looked at Ilya. Ilya nodded once. Shane pushed back his chair and went to the door and pulled it closed behind him.
And there he was, standing in the corridor with his back against the wall and heard nothing through the door. He thought about the apartment and the deadbolts and the handler across the street and the death sentence sitting on the kitchen table in a manila folder. Beaulieu came into the corridor and said, "Rozanov's going to his room for a few minutes so we can talk."
Shane went back in. Ilya was already at the bedroom door. He looked at Shane once, a brief reading look, checking a temperature rather than asking a question and went through. The door didn't latch. The line of light underneath it was thin and steady.
Shane sat. Beaulieu opened the folder.
"Why didn't you tell him," Shane said.
"It wouldn't have changed anything."
"It would have changed things for him."
"The document existed whether he knew about it or not. The operative outside this building was there whether he knew about it or not."
"He's been walking to the rink by himself." Shane's voice was still even, barely. "Going to bars. He had a man watching him from across the street and he didn't know what for. Keeping that from him," Shane shook his head. "It's indecent."
"What it would have changed," Beaulieu said, with the patience of someone who had won this argument before, "Was his behavior. A man who knows he's under active sentence becomes observable. He draws attention. The operative was monitoring, not acting. I needed Rozanov's patterns to stay stable while we worked the diplomatic channel. And it would have affected his training schedule. We needed him in shape to play."
Shane tried to hold in the huff that escaped him. Of course, he had to be in top shape to play.
"And the diplomatic channel."
"Failed."
Shane was quiet. He was doing the thing where he decided that being angry was not the most useful thing he could be. It took a moment. "Did you know it was coming?" he asked. "The whole time?"
"We knew it was a possibility. The only thing that mattered operationally was getting him appropriate travel documents so he could play in American cities. That was it. The death sentence is a Soviet legal instrument with no Canadian jurisdiction. It creates diplomatic pressure, which I was managing. Last week the travel documents came through." A pause. "Which is why we're having this conversation now."
Shane looked at the thin line of light under the bedroom door. A court in Moscow had decided in August that Ilya Rozanov should not exist. And Ilya had gone to grammar lessons. Had bought cobalt blue sweaters. Had learned to say enough, you're doing fine in a language not his own. Had done all of it on top of a sentence he didn't know about, while Shane had been at the lake on a dock managing his feelings.
"Okay," Shane said. Quiet. "What's the plan?"
Beaulieu explained the Drummond Street building. Shane said, "He would have said no to that." 
"Immediately. He did not like that plan. The alternative is a trusted private residence. Someone vetted, someone present, someone whose judgment holds under pressure." He looked at Shane. "He said your name."
Shane said nothing.
"It would be a huge imposition. Wherever you live, he lives. He doesn't leave without you. Those are the two conditions."
"How close does close actually need to be?"
"He cannot leave the residence without you. That's the line." Beaulieu's voice was level, specific. "If you're both home that's fine. You go about your business. You're not following him room to room. What you cannot do is leave while he's inside, or let him go out without you."
"The whole season."
"Possibly. Quarterly reassessment."
"What would the team know?"
"Nothing. His lease was up, you had space."
"Theriault."
"Enough to give you today." Beaulieu reached for the telephone and passed it across.
Shane took it. He called Theriault and used the captain's voice, the one calibrated for bad scoreboards and difficult rooms, and said they needed the day off. Theriault's silence gave away his understanding he was being deliberately not told something. "I don't want details," he said.
"No."
"Rozanov is at practice Monday. Full practice."
"Yes."
"I'm not happy, Hollander." Flat, final.
"I know, coach."
Theriault hung up. Shane set the receiver down. Beaulieu made a note. 
"I have a condo," Shane said. "New building. I've had it since the spring and haven't used it. One entrance, better locks. I bought it for privacy." He said this without elaborating further and Beaulieu appeared to decide the rest was not relevant. He wrote down the address.
Shane felt the satisfaction of converting a problem into a series of actionable items. The call to Theriault. The condo. The security team. All of it manageable, all of it within his ability to organize and execute. He was good at this. He managed things. He made structures. He put himself between difficult situations and the people who needed protecting from them and he was very, very good at all of that.
What he could not manage was the specific fact that Ilya Rozanov's safety now required Shane's presence rather than his management. Those were different things. Shane had always been more comfortable with the second. You could manage from a distance. Presence meant closing the distance entirely and standing in it, and the distance was the thing Shane had been carefully maintaining since February for reasons he was not going to examine with Beaulieu watching. Something else for the drawer in his mind, to be opened later.
"We'll sweep the condo this afternoon. New deadbolts, alarm, direct line." He closed the folder. "Get him."
Shane went to the bedroom door and knocked twice. "Rozanov. Come back." Beaulieu explained the arrangement in the same flat order. When he finished Ilya was quiet for a moment.
"I can still travel," he said. "With the team."
"Handler on the road. Not Hollander's responsibility." Beaulieu looked at him. "That's already arranged."
Another pause. "Practice. I do not need escort to the rink."
"You go together. You're both going to the same place." Beaulieu's voice was even. "It doesn't look like anything. Two teammates."
Ilya looked at the table. He looked at Shane. "You agree," he said. Not a question.
"Yes," Shane said.
Something moved across Ilya's face. Not gratitude exactly. Something more complicated, something that had to do with the burden of needing someone and knowing you owe them for this. Gratitude, or relief maybe, or what it looks like to have a debt you will never repay. He nodded once. That was it.
They packed what there was to pack, which was not much. The grammar book. The dictionary with the photograph still inside it. The cassette recorder. A few practical things. Ilya left most of the wardrobe. Shane made a mental note to have the rest moved before the week was out. They drove separately, stopping to pick up Ilya's car outside the bar from last night. Ilya followed Shane across the city and stood in the doorway of the condo and read it like Shane had read his apartment the night before.
The condo was the second and third floors of a building that still smelled faintly of fresh paint and new carpet. Shane had bought the whole building in February and had slept here exactly never. The first floor had retail space that he was renting out that more than covered the mortgage, but the upper two residential levels were vacant. One unit was completed and furnished, the other didn't even have flooring yet. He had bought it for privacy, from his parents, from the team, from the pressure of being Shane Hollander at all times in all rooms. A place with no accumulated meaning, no history, nothing attached to it yet. It was different than the house on the other end of town that he would count as home. Facing Rozanov in his space was just too much. Standing in it now with Ilya in the doorway reading the space, it occurred to him that this was what he had actually been building it toward, without knowing it, a place where the prepared version of himself did not yet exist and therefore could not be performed. 
"You live here?" Rozanov asked, looking at the sparse furnishings, bare walls.
"It's new," Shane said. "Good investment. I'll rent it out someday."
"Mr. Landlord," Ilya said. The smirk was there, which made Shane feel better. Ilya set his box on the kitchen counter. Shane noticed he put the dictionary on a shelf first, before anything else.
The security team arrived at ten. Two men who moved through the unit efficiently. One stood at the front window and looked down at the street for a long moment. "Retail below is good," he said. "Separate entrance. Single stairwell for residential." He turned around. "Who has keys to the building."
"Just me," Shane said. "The retail tenants have their own entrance. They can't access upstairs."
The man nodded, made a note. "We'll change the stairwell lock as well."
By four in the afternoon there were new deadbolts on both doors, a keypad alarm by the entrance, and a direct line telephone mounted inside the kitchen cabinet. One of the men shook Shane's hand on the way out and said it was a good building and Shane thanked him as though he had chosen it for exactly those reasons.
Shane showed Ilya where things were. The hot water tap that ran slow. The extra keys on the hook. The guest room at the end of the hall. 
They sat at the kitchen table later and Ilya said, "What do we tell the team."
"Lease was up. I had space."
Ilya turned his cup in his hands. "Hayden will not believe this."
"Hayden doesn't need to believe it. He might have to invite you to his wedding now though."
"And if someone asks about the apartment."
"Lease was up. That's it."
Ilya was quiet. He was deciding whether to push on something and decided against it. Then, "You did not have to do this."
"I know," Shane said.
"You could have—"
"I know." He said it in a way that closed it. Shane was aware of the distance across the table. He was aware of how easy it would be to close it. He was aware that he was not going to.
He looked at his cup. "The thing Beaulieu told us this morning," Shane started.
Ilya looked at him.
"You know, the trial." Shane kept his voice level. "How are you doing with that."
Ilya was quiet for a moment, there was a brief internal negotiation, the kind Shane had watched him conduct on the ice when a play was going wrong and he was deciding in real time whether to commit or pull back. He looked at the table.
"I knew," Ilya said. "Not the — I did not know the word. But I knew this could happen." He paused. "I knew it is possible. If. Maybe." He turned his cup. "Now it is not maybe."
Shane said nothing. He waited.
"My father," Ilya said. He stopped. He pressed his lips together and looked at the window and Shane watched something crack very slightly in the arrangement of his face, a line appearing that had not been there a moment ago. "He does not remember. He read the words and he will not remember. Tomorrow he will not know he said them." He stopped again. "They know this. They chose him because of this." His voice had gone somewhere quieter. "I want a cigarette." 
Shane looked at him. 
"I do not smoke much anymore," Ilya said. "The team. They say is bad for the lungs." He gestured at his chest. "But sometimes." He didn't finish the sentence. He didn't need to.
"I don't have any," Shane said. "I've never smoked."
Ilya looked at him. He smirked again, not quite amusement but moving in that direction, which was remarkable given the last twenty-four hours. "No?"
"No."
"What do you do," Ilya said. "When you want to be —" he searched for the word. "When you want to break rule. Like from movie." 
"I don't know," he said, which was honest and also slightly embarrassing to say out loud.
Ilya considered this. "You let teammate stay with you," he said. "Teammates who are maybe in trouble with police."
"You're not in trouble."
"Death, Hollander."
"Canadian law," Shane said. "You're fine in Canadian law."
The corner of Ilya's mouth moved. He looked back at the window. Shane looked at the table.
The honest answer to Ilya's question was nothing. He did not do anything when he wanted to be rebellious because the wanting had never been loud enough to require an outlet. He had been the captain since he was fifteen in spirit and twenty-one on paper and he had built his life around the requirements of that, the discipline and the structure and the managed distance and the professional version of himself that he wore to every room he entered. His mother arranged his schedule. Beaulieu arranged his obligations. Theriault arranged his ice time. Shane arranged everything else, tightly, carefully, with the particular skill of a man who had decided very young that control was the thing that stood between him and whatever he was afraid of if he didn't have it.
He had never done anything rebellious. He had never smoked or crashed a car or broken curfew or stayed somewhere he shouldn't or crossed a line he had decided not to cross. He wasn't even good at chirping the other players, staying limited to the occasional fuck you. He had been, for as long as he could remember, extremely good at being exactly what was expected of him.
The most rebellious thing he could think of, sitting at this kitchen table, was leaning across it and finding out what Ilya Rozanov's mouth felt like. Which was not something he was going to do. But it was the only answer he had to the question, which was itself information he sat with for a moment before he put it away.
Shane's hand moved across the table before he thought about it, two inches toward Ilya's, and then he felt it moving and stopped it and pulled it back and put it flat on his own side of the table. Ilya had not looked up. Shane was not sure if he had seen it. He kept his hand where it was and looked at the window alongside Ilya and did not say anything for a while, because there was nothing to say that would be adequate.
Ilya nodded. He picked up his cup. The negotiation on his face resolved back into something more composed, not closed exactly, but settled. He looked at Shane. "Thank you," he said. "For letting me come here."
"Yeah," Shane said.
Later, Ilya was at the kettle. Shane was on the couch with a book he was not reading, and Ilya had gotten up to make tea and was standing at the stove with his back to the living area, which was separated from the couch by nothing but empty space. An open plan that had seemed like a selling point when Shane bought the place, but now Shane was wishing for some more separation. Ilya reached for the cabinet above the counter and the shirt rode up at the back. That same drab flannel he'd been wearing since the night before, not one of the rust or cobalt things from the wardrobe he'd left behind. A strip of skin showed on his lower back, pale and unexpected. Milky white from years of Soviet winters and windowless practice halls. Shane had seen Ilya's skin before. The locker room made that unavoidable, even as he tried his hardest to avoid looking, to avoid the showers. But this was different. This was not the locker room. This was Shane on a couch eight feet away with nothing professional between them. He found the ceiling suddenly very interesting. 
The kettle began to heat. Ilya turned at the counter to ask about sugar and the kitchen light was on him and Shane's book was closed in his lap and there was a moment where they were just looking at each other across the few feet of open plan. Ilya's forearms rested on the counter edge. He was looking at Shane with that direct, unavoidable attention, like he was a problem worth solving.
"Tea," Ilya said.
"Sure," Shane said.
Ilya turned back to the kettle. Shane looked at the ceiling again and then at his book and then at his hands and did the quiet internal work of a person managing something with a great deal of discipline and no outlet and no clear end date.
Ilya brought two cups and sat down on the other end of the couch. Not the kitchen chair. The couch. Approximately three feet away, which was closer than the table and further than last night, and Shane noted it with the part of his brain that had been keeping a running inventory of distances for the past several months. Ilya wrapped both hands around his cup. He looked at the dark window. His knee was almost touching Shane's. Almost.
"Long day," Ilya said.
"Yeah," Shane said.
They sat. Shane was aware of the warmth coming off the body three feet away from him and that was a thing he needed to stop being aware of immediately. He picked up his book. Read the same sentence three times. Put it down.
After a while Ilya said, without looking away from the window, "I am thinking about the photographs."
Shane waited.
"Not — the threat. Not this." He gestured vaguely at the apartment, the new locks, the alarm. "Just. The photographs. Someone watching me. Watching us. Without us knowing." He turned his cup in his hands. "It makes it feel —" He searched for the word. Didn't find it. "Small," he said finally, which was not quite the right word but was close enough to something true that it landed.
Shane looked at him. "Do you want to talk about it."
Ilya was quiet for a moment. "I miss —" He paused, mulling over his words. "In Moscow I had people. People who know things. People I did not need to explain to." He looked at his cup. "Vadim was like this. Not Vadim. But having. Someone." His voice had gone to a register Shane had not heard from him before, something underneath the performance of composure. "It is hard to always explain. History. My life. In English." He stopped. "Even in Russian. To start from nothing with a person. Every time."
Shane looked at him for a moment. "You don't have to start from nothing with me," he said. "I've been paying attention."
Ilya looked at him.
"I can be your person," Shane said. He said it simply. "If that's useful."
Ilya's face shifted. The same expression from that morning, when he had nodded once and that was it. Not gratitude and not relief but something in between, something that had to do with the cost of needing and the difficulty of receiving. He looked back at the window. He nodded, small.
"Okay," he said.
They sat for a moment. The city outside. The new locks. The alarm panel blinking green by the door.
"The broadcast," Shane said. He had been thinking about it since the kitchen table that morning and had not found a way in until now. "Your father." He paused. "You don't look like him."
Ilya turned his cup in his hands. "No," he said. "I look like my mother."
Shane nodded. He did not ask about the mother. He had gathered enough from the morning to know there was a shape to that absence, that it was old and complicated and not his to press on. But the high cheekbones, the particular set of the jaw, the eyes that were light in certain angles of light. Someone's eyes.
"She would have liked Montreal," Ilya said. He said it to the window. Shane was not sure Ilya had meant to say it out loud. Dead then, Shane thought. That was the shape of the absence.
Shane stood. He was careful about it, casual. "Get some sleep," he said. "Tomorrow is going to be a lot."
"I know."
"Goodnight, Rozanov."
"Good night, Hollander."
Ilya picked up his cup and moved toward the hall. Shane watched him go and felt something he didn't have a clean name for. Not the captain's instinct exactly, though it wore that clothing. Something more specific, and less manageable. The unwillingness to let him out of his sight.
"Rozanov."
Ilya stopped. He turned.
Shane looked at him. He looked tired in a way that was not just the hour. The exhaustion of managing something enormous in a language not built for it. Shane looked at him and thought about all of that and about the hand that had moved two inches across the table before he pulled it back, and he did not have anything to say. He had stopped Ilya and now he did not have anything to say.
"You going to be all right in there?" Shane said. Which was not what he meant, but was the only version of it he could say out loud.
Ilya looked at him for a moment. The reading look. Whatever he found in Shane's face he held for one beat, two, longer than the question required.
"Yes," he said. Then, quieter, "Thank you. For asking."
He went through the door. It closed. Shane looked at the line of light underneath it for a moment, thin and steady, and then looked at the ceiling and did the necessary work of being a person who had just done something unremarkable and was going to continue doing unremarkable things indefinitely. 
He stood in the dark. He sat on the edge of the bed. He pressed the heels of his hands into his thighs and looked at the wall. Somewhere on the other side of it Ilya Rozanov was doing whatever you did with a day like this one.
His mind was racing, thinking about everything. He thought about the couch. The knee, the almost. The kitchen, the ceiling he'd been finding increasingly useful, that strip of pale skin at the small of Ilya's back that he had no business thinking about and was thinking about anyway. He thought about the word death. Ilya with his hands around a cup saying I miss having a person in a voice that had something raw underneath it.
The thing Shane understood about himself, sitting here, was that he had spent eight months managing the distance between himself and Ilya Rozanov with considerable skill. He was good at control. He had always been good at control. What having Ilya in his space did was make that decision vastly more difficult. Every day. At close range. The conditions had just changed entirely, and he had agreed to that this morning without hesitating, which was itself information he was not going to look at directly.
He lay down. He was alone in a dark room and no one was watching and the discipline was going to hold everywhere that mattered. Tomorrow. The day after. But not right now, in the dark, with the memory of a knee almost touching his and I can be your person still sitting in the air of the hallway where he'd said it. 
He let the image come without fighting it. The kitchen light on Ilya's jaw. The shirt riding up. The pale strip of skin at his lower back, private in a way the locker room never was. Ilya's body in a professional context and could be managed, but this version, the kitchen at ten o'clock version, the domestic unguarded version, which could not. And then, because the dark made honesty easy, something he had not let himself think directly before, what it would be like to close the distance between them. What Ilya's mouth would feel like. Whether he would be as deliberate about that as he was about everything else, or whether something in him would come apart.
He did something with that. His hand moved under the waistband and he let himself think about it until he didn't have to anymore. He stroked, fast and purposeful chasing his end, the vision of Rozanov in front of him.
Afterward he lay still and looked at the ceiling. The clarity that followed was not flattering. He had been awake for nearly twenty hours had watched a man learn he'd been sentenced to death, had sat beside him at a kitchen counter, had agreed to share a building with him, had said I can be your person in a hallway, and then come to bed and done this. He was thinking of what that mouth would feel like. The clinical explanation, stress, redirection, the body doing what bodies did, was there. That's what it was. Nothing more. It didn't hold and he knew it didn't hold.
He was always quiet about things he was not going to name. He had been quiet about this one for a long time. He was going to have to be very, very good at this for a very long time.
He would need to call his parents. His mother would want to know. She always wanted to know, and there would be a conversation, and he would manage it like he managed everything. But not tonight. Tonight was his. 





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Shane having post-nut clarity is my favorite thing.

A few other notes.

Smoking was very common for hockey players (and like...everyone) through the 80s, but by the late 1980s, most North American hockey teams encouraged their players to either stop smoking or never start for younger players. Russia also still provided 10 cigarettes a day to enlisted men and cadets up until a few years ago.

Several Soviet hockey defectors have spoken publicly about continued surveillance after their defections. The most detailed accounts come from players who defected in the early 1990s as the Soviet system was collapsing and former KGB officers became more willing to discuss operations. Common themes: the feeling of being watched in their new cities, strangers who seemed to know their routines and ran into them suspiciously often, occasional approaches by individuals claiming to want to help them reconnect with family, and the systematic pressure applied to family members still in the Soviet Union. Alexander Mogilny, who defected in 1989, has described the year immediately following his defection as one of genuine fear. It's not paranoia if it's a reasonable conclusion.

The Soviet consulate in Montreal was an active center of intelligence operations throughout the Cold War. Montreal was of particular interest because of its large francophone population, its geographic position, and its role as a financial and cultural hub. KGB operatives living under assumed civilian identities operated in Montreal throughout the 1970s and 1980s. If a Soviet player had been based in Montreal, the local intelligence would have been tasked with monitoring their activities, contacts, and associations. This would have included physical surveillance, telephone monitoring, and cultivating sources within the player's social circle, including teammates, coaches, and anyone else with regular access to them.

It's been a hell of a week, but I hope you like this one. Thanks always for supporting me. Comments/feedback are always appreciated. This one is a bit of an in-between chapter, but things are mooooving for the dudes now.


  


      

  












      Chapter 20: Inventory
  


    Chapter Summary

    Ilya Rozanov learns how to live with Shane Hollander, and tries to see if he will be the captain Ilya needs.



    Chapter Notes

      I can do this drop-down now for content warnings. Be impressed!
Content WarningsHomophobic slurs, in both English and French.
Ilya starts to show signs of issues around food.


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  Inventory (noun)
1. A complete list of items such as property, goods, or the contents of a building.
2. The private accounting a person keeps of what they have lost and what they still have left.
3. A count that is never quite finished, because the items keep changing.
Example: "This was the work. Until the inventory was complete, everything arriving in the dark was potential." — September, 1988
The spare room had a really nice lamp. Ilya noticed it the first night. The base was solid ceramic, cream-colored, the shade angled so the light fell across the bed without hitting the window. It had clearly been placed by someone who had understood that light mattered. But it wasn't his. It was picked by someone else. Hollander, or his mother, or an old girlfriend. When he had asked Beaulieu to move, he had meant to somewhere he could decorate and make his own. Not whatever this was.
The phrase book lived on the counter between the kettle and the dish rack. Shane had bookmarked three pages. I don't understand. Please say again. Where is the nearest — and then a blank line where the destination could be filled in. Practical. Ilya added a bookmark of his own on page forty-four, which contained among other things the phrase for I disagree and the phrase for you are wrong about this. He found it one morning, slightly displaced, and knew that Shane had looked at it. Shane said nothing and Ilya said nothing and they were apparently doing this now, communicating through the bookmarks of a phrase book.
He learned that Shane made coffee at six in the morning, every morning without fail. A battered mug held in both hands. He learned not to appear before the coffee was finished. This took three days and no conversation for him to learn. What took longer was all the rest of it.
Ilya had lived his entire life communally. Barracks, training facilities, billets, and hotel rooms shared with whoever the rotation assigned. He understood collective space, the unwritten laws of it, how thirty people could occupy the same building without incident provided nobody claimed more than their share and everyone pretended not to notice what the other people were doing. The skill was indifference. You developed it early or you didn't survive the close quarters. You had to let the little quirks go, or they would tear you apart.
Shane had lived with his parents and then alone, which Ilya figured out immediately from how he moved through the apartment. He moved through it like he owned it, which he did, but more than that, like he was the only person it had ever needed to accommodate. The kitchen was organized according to a logic entirely internal to Shane, which had nothing to do with where things were easiest to find for someone else. The television was on at a low volume when Shane was reading, background noise, which in the barracks was not a thing you did because background noise was communal property and you didn't impose your preferred frequency on thirty other people.
Ilya did not comment on any of this. But on the second day, he reorganized two shelves of the kitchen cabinet and Shane stood in the kitchen doorway and looked at the new configuration and then at Ilya and then back at the cabinet and then left without saying anything, which was either acceptance or the decision to address it later. He learned which burner ran hot. He learned that the hot water tap ran cold for the first thirty seconds.
Four days after the cabinet, Ilya was at the table when Shane came into the kitchen in the morning, not yet fully awake, moving on the autopilot of someone whose body knew where everything was. Shane reached for the upper cabinet. His hand went to the right shelf, Ilya's shelf, the reorganized one, and found the mug without pausing. He poured his coffee. He went to the window. He did not appear to notice that his hand had gone somewhere different than it used to go. Ilya watched this and turned back to his tea.
He did not know what to do about the television. In the end, he said nothing about it and sat on the other end of the couch and read and let the low sound of it become part of the room.
They went to practice together, which was the arrangement and also the only practical option, Shane's car navigating the morning city while Ilya looked out the window and read the streets. He knew the route within two days. He tracked it the first time, memorizing landmarks and distances, intersections and the number of blocks between them. The second time he tracked whether his memory was correct. By the third time, he was watching it how you watched something you already knew, not for information but for the small variations. A new sign. A different car parked outside the building on Hutchison.
The grocery store was more complicated. They went on a Saturday, the second week. Shane drove, again. It wasn't Ilya's grocery, the one on Sherbrooke that was familiar and that he had a system for navigating. The store was large and lit with the comprehensive brightness of a place that had decided to treat all its contents equally, and Ilya followed Shane through it with his hands in his pockets and worked at keeping his face neutral. Shane moved through the store with the confidence of someone who had been doing this alone for years and had his route. He put things in the cart. He consulted nothing. Ilya followed for two aisles and then said, "This is where you always come."
"What?"
"You know where things are. You go the same way."
Shane glanced back at him. "Is that a problem?"
"No," Ilya said. He watched Shane put cereal in the cart without looking at the price. "I am studying your system."
Shane stopped in front of the soup. "My system is that I buy what I need."
"You buy the same things each time."
A pause. "Probably. But so do you," he responded, gesturing at the bread and cans of tuna Ilya had added to the cart.
"The soup. You don't like soup."
Shane looked at the soup in the cart. "How do you know that?"
"You made it Tuesday. You ate half and put the rest in refrigerator. It is still there." He paused. "Why not buy what you want?"
"I have a plan to stick to," he retorted. Shane put another can of soup in the cart, which Ilya recognized as a response rather than an action. He picked up a box of crackers from the shelf, turned it over, put it back. He had not yet worked out the full grammar of Canadian supermarkets, how the cost of things mapped onto anything else, a proportion that was reasonable versus excessive. Everything was available and none of it had a reference point.
In the sock aisle he stopped. The apartment had good heat but the rink was a rink and the streets outside in the morning had a chill that his thin cotton socks were not equipped for. He had been meaning to address this. He had not addressed it because he was not sure of the mechanism now. Did he ask Shane to take him to a clothing store? Was asking for socks a reasonable thing to ask for or did it fall below the threshold of what could be said out loud.
He was standing in front of the sock display when Shane appeared at his shoulder, cart stopping beside him.
"What?" Shane said.
"Socks," Ilya said.
Shane looked at the display, then at Ilya's feet. Shane picked up a package of heavy wool socks without saying anything and put them in the cart.
"I will pay," Ilya said.
"You don't have to."
"I will pay. I have more money than you."
"You do not."
"You do not know this. I am wealthy man now," Ilya grinned. "New socks every day if I want." He didn't know how much Shane earned, but he knew the number he made was astronomical. 
Shane didn't say anything, but moved on to the next aisle. Ilya followed, looking at the back of his head, and did not say anything else about it. At the checkout, he paid for half the groceries and all of the socks, plus a few things he had added himself — the tuna, a jar of sour pickles and a package of rye crackers that had the correct approximate packaging of the kind of rye crackers you could get in Moscow, though these were Canadian and would certainly not taste the same. Shane looked at these items and looked at Ilya and Ilya looked at the cashier.
He had also, in the pharmacy aisle, bought Tylenol and cough syrup and then put a box of condoms in the cart. He had done this without comment. When Shane's eyes landed on the box at the checkout belt, Ilya met his look and raised one shoulder, a fraction, and looked away. Shane said nothing. Ilya paid for those too.
When they got home, Ilya put away his half of the groceries. The tuna went into the kitchen cabinet. The pickles too. But the rye crackers he carried to his room and put on the shelf above the desk without thinking about it. He did not register doing this until later, when he was already in bed with the lamp on. 
The following morning, he was standing at the counter eating a piece of bread and he looked down and the bag was empty. He stood there for a beat. He had not been hungry when he started, but then the loaf was simply gone. He put the bag in the bin and did not think about it further. It occurred to him that he could not buy more bread without bothering Shane.
He did not sleep well the first week. The building was full of sounds he had not yet categorized. A pipe in the wall ticking twice, then stopping. The refrigerator cycling on with a mechanical click that arrived at random intervals in the dark. He lay on top of the covers with the lamp on and listened to each sound arrive and pass, filing it, slowly building the inventory of the building's normal operations. This was the work. Until the inventory was complete, everything arriving in the dark was potential.
He woke once on the third night at a creak from the hallway. Ilya was on his feet and pressed sideways against the wall between the door and the window before the sound had finished. He stood there for a long minute, the inventory incomplete, the information unresolved. Then the building settled back into silence and he knew the sounds were just the building being itself. He went back to the bed. He did not examine what had just happened. He lay down and looked at the lamp and waited for his pulse to slow.
It had been Shane in the hallway. Ilya knew this like he knew the position of things in dark rooms, not seeing exactly but understanding from displacement, from the small change in the silence on the other side of the door. He waited. Shane did not knock. After a minute, the floor creaked again, moving away, and his bedroom door closed softly. Ilya turned off the lamp. He had decided, in the dark, that he appreciated the not knocking. He had the urge to pull the door open and confront him, to ask why Shane felt the need to check on him. He did not want another minder.
The new handler's name was Gilles. He arrived the second Monday, introduced himself, and sat at the kitchen table with a small notebook and went through the protocol with the patience of someone who had done this many times and stopped finding it interesting. Emergency numbers. Check-in schedule. The radius Ilya could operate within. He would not be coming on a schedule, he explained. He was available. He was going to go on away games, to provide additional security, but on the day-to-day, if Shane needed to be somewhere, he called Gilles, and Gilles came. Shane was to call him. Not Ilya. 
Ilya rolled his eyes, but he listened. He said nothing through most of it. At the end, he said, "How old am I?"
Gilles looked at him. "Uh, twenty-two?"
"Yes," Ilya said. "Not a little baby. I do not need watching." Gilles nodded, making a note, and closed his notebook. 
Ilya received it as a demotion. Not of himself. Of the situation, which he had understood clearly from the start and had accepted the terms of because they were the terms available, but which he had managed by treating Shane's presence as a practical arrangement between two people instead of what it actually was. One person watching another person for signs of instability. The existence of Gilles, available, on-call, made that visible in a way that Hollander's particular tactfulness had kept slightly blurred. There was a number Shane could dial if he needed to leave. Ilya was the reason for the number. He did not say any of this. He filed it in the part of his brain where he put things that were accurate and unhelpful.
He was fine at practice. He was excellent at practice. He took his frustration and put it directly into the ice, which was the correct use for it, the one thing in the current arrangement entirely under his control.
The furniture arrived that Thursday. Two workers with a dolly. New couch for the common area, a desk for Ilya's room, a bookcase with no books yet. Then, from the truck's second trip, a dishwasher in its box, and a microwave in a smaller box. Shane signed for both. Ilya looked at the microwave.
"You did not have one," he said.
"It seemed like a good time," Shane said. He said it in the direction of the delivery note, which Ilya noted.
They installed the dishwasher that afternoon and left the microwave on the counter. The kitchen smelled like new rubber tubing and expanded polystyrene packaging. Ilya read the microwave's instruction panel, English, then French below, and learned the word defrost and the word reheat and thought about the fact that food could be kept and revived within seconds if not finished immediately, and stored this information without examining the relief he felt about it.
At nine that night, Ilya put his dishes in the dishwasher because that was what it was for. Shane showed him which dial and which setting. Ilya followed the demonstration with the attention he gave to coach's instructions he had not yet decided were correct. He pushed the door closed. Shane said he'd start it when they went to bed, and they'd wake up with clean dishes. It started after they had gone to their rooms.
It clicked on right as Ilya was dozing off. The first sound was a hiss. Water pressure finding the line. Then a click, a mechanical catch, and then the drum started moving and the sound built into something rhythmic and relentless and industrial, a deep percussive thudding that moved through the floor and the walls between the rooms, and Ilya was standing in the bathroom without knowing how he had gotten there.
The sound was the fans. The barracks in January, three in the morning, industrial fans running because the ventilation system was broken and Tikhonov had refused to call maintenance until the Thursday inspection, and Ilya had lain on his cot for eleven nights listening to the sound that did not stop and did not vary. The room had the stale smell of thirty unwashed bodies and wet concrete and cigarette smoke already two days old. He had learned to make himself very small inside that sound. Not sleep, exactly. Something below sleep, a place where the threat was still audible but had been temporarily reclassified. He had been planning back then. The dictionary, the late nights in the shower. The fear. The thoughts of Shane Hollander. They were going to take him back there. 
His back was against the bathroom wall. The tile was cold through his shirt. The light was off. His heart was going very fast. He pressed his palms flat against the wall behind him and tried to find the edge of the room in the dark, the dimensions of it, something solid that was not the barracks. The vibration was still moving through the floor into his feet and up his legs and he could not make it stop and he could not make himself move and his breathing had gone shallow and loud in the small room. He was aware, somewhere past all of this, that this was not Moscow, that the sound was a kitchen appliance in a building in Montreal, but that information was not currently reaching the part of him that needed it. The body had made its assessment. It was waiting for the threat to resolve. The dishwasher kept running.
He heard Shane's bedroom door. Footsteps. A pause, outside the door. "Rozanov? You okay in there?"
Ilya made a choked sound. He couldn't think of the word. He couldn't tell Shane what he needed. The footsteps retreated toward the kitchen. Then the sound stopped, leaving a different variety of silence. His pulse was still too high. He stayed where he was.
"It's off," Shane's voice through the door, not knocking, calibrated to something quieter than he usually spoke. "The dishwasher — I turned it off." 
Ilya could hear the loud sound of his own breathing. He heard Shane sit down. The slight creak of the floor, the settling of his weight, directly outside the bathroom door. Ilya slid to the floor and pressed his head to the wood paneling of the door, just three inches of hollow wood between them. He could feel the faint warmth of Shane's body through it. Or he thought he could. He was not entirely sure what was real at that moment.
"There was this dog," Shane said, like he was picking up a conversation they'd been in the middle of. "When I was eight. He was a golden retriever, massive, way too big for our house. My mom hated pets. She'd never let us get one. But my dad agreed to watch the neighbor's dog for two weeks while they went out of town. He weighed about eighty pounds and he was afraid of the vacuum cleaner."
Ilya listened.
"He'd hear it start and just disappear. We'd find him in the basement behind the water heater, wedged into this gap he was way too big for. Every single time. The vacuum cleaner was not going to do anything to him. He had never been hurt by a vacuum cleaner in his life. Didn't matter." A pause. "He'd stay back there until someone went and sat next to him. Not to pull him out. Just to sit there. He'd put his head on your knee."
Ilya's pulse was slower.
"The Forum smells like something in October," Shane said. "Not the ice, under the ice. The building itself. Six decades of hockey in the wood and the concrete. First practice of the season, that smell hits and it's like the whole summer didn't happen. I've been doing it since I was eighteen and it still—" he stopped. "It still does something to me. I think we could win the cup this year. With you here."
He heard Shane shift position. Not standing. Still there. It felt like his voice was right next to Ilya's ear, even through the door. He had no reason to trust Shane Hollander's voice. He had been trained extensively to understand that voices were instruments, that comfort was a method, that warmth was only a tactic. He knew this with precision because he had deployed it himself many times. The calculated tenderness that got you what you wanted. And still, in the quiet on the other side of the bathroom door late at night, something in his chest recalibrated and the noise came down.
He was not going to think too hard what that meant. He was going to file it in the same category as the lamp, a practical fact of the room rather than something that required interpretation.
He sat on the floor for another ten minutes. At some point, his breathing organized itself, back to deep and slow. He heard Shane get up, eventually. Not moving away, just rising. A pause, as if he was deciding something. Then, "Goodnight, Rozanov."
The footsteps moved back down the hall. Shane's bedroom door, closing softly. Ilya got up. He turned on the light. He looked at himself in the mirror for a moment, then drank a glass of water from the tap and went back to his room and lay on top of the covers. The lamp was on.
He did not sleep immediately. He thought about the dog behind the water heater, the detail of it, too large for the space it chose anyway. The Forum in October. He had played in it. That was not the same as belonging to it the way Shane did, the way something entered your body through repetition until it became a reference point for everything else. Shane sitting on the floor outside the door for that long, not asking anything, not requiring anything, just providing the fact of being present, how a body provides warmth, whether or not you have decided to be near it. He did not know what to do with this. He turned off the lamp.
Shane started running the dishwasher only when they were both going to be out of the apartment. Before practice in the mornings, or on the way to games. He did not explain this and Ilya did not ask.
Training camp ended the next day, surplus players dispersed back to the minors or home. What remained was the exhibition stretch. Three home games against select teams before the barnstormers, a controlled environment for Theriault to sort his lines, set his systems, and decide what worked at game speed instead of practice speed. The Forum for these, which meant real ice and a partial crowd and opponents who were also trying to figure out what they had.
Ilya had been in exhibition games his entire career. He understood the protocol there. You played hard enough to be seen, recognized, maybe feared by the other team, but not so hard that you broke anything before the season started. The difference here was that he was being seen by people who did not yet know what they were looking at, which meant the first game mattered more than exhibition games usually did.
He had studied Hollander on tape. This was how he had always approached opponents, not from instinct alone but from evidence. The accumulated record of what he did repeatedly under pressure, the tendencies that survived contact and fatigue and anything else a game could throw at him. He had watched enough of Hollander to have a working theory about how he moved in the offensive zone. The theory turned out to be correct, which was satisfying, but knowing what someone would do and being on the ice beside them when they did it were different by an order he had not fully anticipated.
His line read immediately. He had not expected this about Comeau either. He had expected the veteran's standoffishness towards him to carry onto the ice. And it was there, low and persistent, something Comeau managed but never resolved. But on the ice it was different. Comeau was simple. He went where he was supposed to go, he hit what needed hitting, and his read of a developing play was fast enough that Ilya could trust him to be where the puck was going. The rookie on the line, Sorenson, nineteen years old, still skating with the slightly stunned quality of someone who had not yet accepted that he had made it, was raw but coachable. Ilya had been coaching him without announcing it, mostly through positioning, showing him the lane, and letting him find it on his own so it felt like his idea. He was good, and could be great.
Comeau had found his footing with Ilya's presence by now. In the first weeks of camp, it had been standard friction. A veteran who felt a new player's arrival as a threat to a system that had worked for him. Understandable, containable, the sort of thing that usually resolves once the ice made the hierarchy legible. But Comeau had made a different calculation. If he couldn't compete with Rozanov, he could organize himself around him. Give the room something to laugh at that maintained the pre-existing order while acknowledging the new one.
The jokes had started during camp. Low, oblique, where you could pretend you hadn't heard. A comment about the Soviet diet, the accent, the way Ilya held himself in the room — very elegant, these Europeans — and then laughing at his own delivery. Once, in French to the guy next to him, pédale, said quietly enough that it was technically deniable. Ilya heard all of it and did not respond. He filed the information without examining it closely. This was standard. He had lived in barracks. He knew how language was used to establish coordinates.
By the second exhibition game, the power play was working. Not just Ilya knowing where Shane would be, that had been true from the first practice, but Shane beginning to anticipate back, adjusting his positioning by half a stride based on where Ilya was rather than where the system said he should be. Theriault noticed. He said nothing about it, which meant he was watching to see if it held.
It held. Playing with Shane was where Ilya came alive. Each shot landing. It truly felt unstoppable. The third game, midway through the second period, the opposition took a slashing penalty and their unit came over the boards. Ilya set up at the half-wall, Shane at the top of the circle. J.J. on the back door. The penalty killer in front of Ilya was big and positionally disciplined, the kind of defender who took away the obvious play and waited for you to do something impulsive when you got impatient.
Ilya did nothing impatient. He held the puck and held it and let the penalty killer commit his weight, and the moment the weight shifted he moved it across to Shane in one motion, hard and flat, already skating before it left his stick. Shane didn't shoot. He faked the shot, drew the second penalty killer a half-step, and fed it straight back. Ilya was exactly where he needed to be. He redirected it upstairs before the goalie had finished reading the play.
Red light. The Forum came up around them.
Shane got there first, glove to Ilya's helmet. J.J. right behind him, something loud in French that Ilya didn't fully catch. Sorenson arriving last, hitting Ilya's shoulder pad with the enthusiasm of someone who hadn't yet learned to look calm about these things. Ilya stiffened, still unused to the celebration, the contact on the ice.
Comeau came in from the right wing. He was grinning, which was Comeau's face for most things. "Not bad," he said, loud enough to carry. "Pretty good for a limp wrist."
Not malicious, just easy. The bench had heard it. Ilya looked at him. He let a beat pass.
"Limp wrist just scored on your shift," he said. "Maybe you should give a try."
Comeau's grin didn't disappear entirely but it changed. Two of the younger players on the bench were snickering.
"The fuck did you just say to me?"
Comeau moved. One step forward with intent. Shane was already between them, one hand flat on Comeau's chest. 
"Both of you," Shane said. Low, even. The voice he used when something was going to stop right now.
"He started—"
"I know what he said. Both of you." He held Comeau's eye for a moment. "We're up a goal. Act like it."
Comeau held the look, then turned and skated to the bench. Shane stayed where he was for a second, not looking at Ilya. Then he turned for the faceoff. He didn't say anything to Ilya. He'd stepped in front of Comeau, not in front of Ilya. That was enough.
Before the next home game, there was a pre-game meal in a room off the corridor, a spread that in Moscow would have been reserved for senior officials. Ilya ate. He ate through the pasta and the bread and the chicken and then went back for more bread, filling his plate a second time, and when he stood up he palmed a roll from the basket without recognizing the motion. He was halfway to the corridor before he noticed it in his hand. He put it in his jacket pocket. He did not take it back.
J.J. was on Shane's line, not Ilya's, and in the early weeks they were careful around each other. But on the power play they overlapped, and J.J. had good instincts and a quickness that made him useful in tight spaces. After a sequence where Ilya had driven through the center and left J.J. a lane he had not been expecting, J.J. glided past and said something in French that Ilya caught as approximately where did that come from. Ilya just grinned back.
Later, in the locker room, J.J. dropped onto the bench beside him. He picked up his tape and worked at a roll of it for a while before he spoke. "That play," he said. "The one in the middle. How did you know I'd be there?"
Ilya looked at him. "You always go there when the lane opens to the left."
J.J. considered this. "I only just started doing that."
"Yes," Ilya said.
J.J. held the roll of tape. He looked at Ilya with the expression of someone revising a number of prior assumptions simultaneously, then exhaled through his nose. "Right," he said. He went back to his tape job.  "You caught what Comeau was saying this morning," he continued.
Ilya said nothing for a moment. Then: "He said a word. In French."
J.J. looked at him.
"Pédale." Ilya said it carefully. "This word. What does it mean?"
J.J. was quiet for a beat. He set down his tape. "It means, like, a fag. Gay guy." He said it like it was just a word, not a judgement. 
"He said Europeans are this way," Ilya remarked.
J.J. looked sheepish. "Comeau uses it for everything. It doesn't always mean, you know. It's just what you say."
Ilya nodded once. He looked at his skates. He recognized the shape of it from Comeau's delivery, but the dictionary in his head had not had the entry. Now it did.
"Right," J.J. said again, differently this time. He tore the tape and smoothed it flat. "It's just good to know."
The exhibition games gave Comeau a larger audience. A room that had expanded slightly with the energy of real competition, the looseness of a team finding its footing. The tone shifted. It was after the third exhibition game, the locker room loud with the particular release of a won game, Comeau at the centre of it like he usually was. He was doing a bit. An impression of another European player, the accent broad and mocking, the posture limp-wristed. Something about the way they skated over there. Something about how you could always tell. He landed the punchline, that's why they're all a bunch of fags, and the room laughed, two of the younger players and someone from the back who had caught only the shape of it and laughed at that. Comeau's voice went up like it did when he had the room. He didn't look at Ilya. He didn't need to. The not-looking was its own kind of look. Ilya looked at his hands and then at his skates.
Sorenson found him in the locker room after the game, still in full gear, with the specific nervous energy of someone who had been working up to something. "That thing you do," he said, "where you kind of — "he demonstrated with his stick, a short redirecting motion. "In the slot. How do you know when."
"You watch the defenseman's hips," Ilya said. "Not his stick. Hips tell you where it will go."
Sorenson nodded, processing this. He glanced across the room toward Shane. "Did Hollander teach you that?"
"No," Ilya said, dryly. "Hollander teach me nothing."
Shane, two stalls down, had his head up. Ilya looked at Shane across the room. Shane had heard all of it. Comeau's joke. Sorenson asking for advice. Ilya was certain. He watched Shane's face for what he would do with it, which was the relevant information. Shane's jaw tightened, the tell Ilya had noticed for two years across international ice. He opened his mouth. Then Theriault came through the door with something to say about the second-period penalty kill and the moment closed.
After, Shane said nothing. He walked past Comeau, said something about a shift from the third, moved on. A captain's type of management. Address the ice, leave the rest. Ilya knew the reasoning. Comeau was a veteran, dozens of games a year for eight seasons, the kind of player who glued lines together through brute willingness. You didn't alienate him over language if you could just let it pass.
Hayden, across the room, had looked up at the same time Shane did. He caught Ilya's eye, the first direct eye contact in weeks without something hostile behind it. Then he looked away too. Ilya could not tell, from that alone, what Hayden had decided. 
He watched Shane decide to say nothing and felt something settle in him that was not quite disappointment, because it was not a surprise, and not quite anger, because it was a thing he had already known about the world and did not need new evidence for. He had heard that kind of language his entire career and survived it with the method you developed over time, which was to make yourself very dense and still inside it, to let it move around you rather than through you, to understand that what someone said told you about them and not about you. He was very good at this method. He had been using it since he was fifteen. He used it now, not responding, and went back to his skates.
It was J.J.'s idea to go out. The last night before they left for the barnstormers, he appeared at the locker room door after the skate and announced there was a bar, a good one, not far. He said it to several people and the group assembled itself, the looseness of a team about to leave the city together. J.J. had asked him directly if he wanted to go, and Shane had heard and said yes for the both of them. 
The bar was warm and narrow, a place that looked better after the first drink, when you ignored the dingy vinyl seats and beer that was a little too warm. J.J. took the lead on ordering and settled into the chair beside Ilya with the ease of someone who had decided, at some earlier unannounced point, that Ilya was worth being near, and trusted that this was sufficient communication. He did not perform the friendliness. He simply redirected himself and was there.
They drank. The conversation moved too fast and colloquial for him to follow completely, which was fine. Ilya drank his beer and watched the room and felt his shoulders come down slightly from where they had been sitting for three weeks.
Across the bar, Hayden was at a table with two of the defensemen, the corner seat, positioned where he could watch the room. He had been watching Ilya for most of camp, not with hostility exactly but with a quality of attention that preceded a verdict. He had not yet delivered it. 
He looked away.
"You're quiet," J.J. said.
"I am quiet always."
"You're usually quiet in a different way."
Ilya considered this. "How different this time?"
"Something is bothering you."
He looked at J.J. 
"Comeau," Ilya said. He didn't elaborate.
J.J.'s face moved through something quick, a private inventory, then settled. He nodded once. "Yeah," he said. Not an explanation, not an apology on the room's behalf, just an acknowledgment that he had heard and understood without it needing to be said fully.
"He does not respect me. But is fine," Ilya said.
"He doesn't know you. And you can handle it," J.J. said.
Ilya had nothing to say to that. He drank his beer. J.J. let it rest.
Across the bar, Hayden had turned from the defensemen. He wasn't looking at Ilya exactly, but he was oriented in his direction, and when their eyes briefly met there was something measured there, not hostile, just unfinished.
There was a woman who came into the bar about an hour later, had been there when they arrived but had only recently become visible to him. Dark hair, a leather jacket, speaking to the bartender in the easy back-and-forth of someone who came here enough to be known. She caught him looking and held it for a full second before turning back to her drink. He glanced at J.J.
"Go," J.J. said, already looking elsewhere. "Let Comeau see you doing it."
Her name was Sophie. Her words were fast but she slowed it without making the adjustment obvious, which he appreciated. They stood at the bar for forty minutes and talked about nothing that mattered and she looked at him with the expression he recognized, clear and uncomplicated, which was exactly what he needed tonight. When she suggested they go to her place, he said yes.
He found Shane at the back of the room. Shane had been there the whole time. Ilya had been aware of it peripherally, the same way he was aware of things he was not officially tracking. Shane was not watching exactly, but he was oriented in a way that was its own form of attention.
"I leave now," Ilya said.
Shane looked at him. Then at Sophie, pulling on her jacket near the door. He looked back.
"No," he said. Quiet. Flat. The same voice he used for things he had already decided.
"She is leaving with me. I go to her house, she does not need to know my house. I get cab back."
"That's not how this works." Ilya knew that this was not how it worked, that it was not fair to ask Shane this, with his rules and his orders from Beaulieu. He knew that this was not the agreement. Not the arrangement. He didn't care. He wanted this.
"I am not asking for permission." He kept his voice level. "I am informing you."
"I know." Shane looked at him directly. "The answer is still no. I can call Gilles if you want and we can see if he can go with you, but you can't just go. That's not how this works." Hayden, beside Shane, said nothing. He had his arms crossed.
Ilya held the look for a moment. He was aware of J.J. somewhere to his left, and of Sophie near the door who would read his body language correctly if he stood here long enough.
"You are not calling handler to watch me fuck," he whispered angrily to Shane. "You know how long," he said, keeping his voice low, "since I—" he didn't have the right word in English, or couldn't find it fast enough, and his face said as much. He made a short, blunt gesture with his hand. "Since I have someone. Like this." He watched Shane's face. "Long time. Very long time. And I do — everything. Handler, check-in, I say nothing. One night. I am asking just one night."
Shane's jaw was tight. "That's not—"
"She goes home. I go with her. This is not—" he stopped, searching. "Not the security. You are deciding for me. Say this. If this is what it is, say it."
"It is the security," Hayden said. Not unkindly. The tone of stating an obvious fact, which was its own form of unkindness. "Shane's told me enough of the situation. It's not a personal thing, it's—"
"Shane has told you," Ilya said. He frowned at Shane.
Shane's expression shifted slightly. "Hayden knows what he needs to know."
"Which is what, exactly?"
"Enough," Shane said.
J.J. materialized at his shoulder. He had apparently been closer than Ilya thought. "Hey." He said it to Shane, easy, the tone of someone who had decided to be reasonable on everyone's behalf. "She seems fine. He goes to her place, security-wise it's—"
"You don't know what the fuck you're talking about," Shane said. The easy tone did not land the way J.J. had aimed it. Shane looked at him with quickly fading patience. "Stay out of it."
"I'm just saying, practically—"
"Both of you," Shane said. This landed on Hayden too, who had the grace to look slightly caught.
"I'm agreeing with you," Hayden said.
"I know. I don't need the help."
J.J. raised both hands, not quite a surrender. He looked at Ilya with an expression that said he'd tried, and then something shifted. He glanced toward the door, toward Sophie, and then back. "For what it's worth," he said, lowering his voice, "it also solves the Comeau thing."
Ilya looked at him.
"He's been telling people—" J.J. paused, choosing how to say it. "You know. That you don't go for women. That's why you're—" he made a small gesture, the same shape as what he'd done in the locker room when he'd explained the word.
The room was loud. Ilya looked at J.J., then at Shane. Shane's expression had gone somewhere harder. "That's not a reason," he said. "That's not how we handle Comeau and it's not a reason."
"I know," J.J. said. "I'm just saying."
"Not helpful. You don't know what you're talking about."
"I know it's not like you to stop a teammate from getting laid."
Hayden, who had been looking at the floor, said, "The security argument still holds."
"Hayden," Shane said.
Hayden shrugged. It wasn't an apology. J.J. put his hands in his pockets and looked at the bar. Sophie had turned around near the door, a question in her posture. Ilya looked at her. He made a small, clear gesture and she caught it, because she turned back to the bar. That was that.
He was angry. Not at the outcome, not entirely. He understood the constraint and its logic and its necessity, had understood all of it from the beginning. He was angry at the accumulated weight of moving within a perimeter others had drawn. He had chosen this. He had chosen Shane Hollander by name, and he did not regret the choice. It did not make the cost of it more comfortable to carry. They took the car back. He sat in the passenger seat and looked out the window. Shane did not try to fill the silence, which was appropriate, because anything Shane said was going to land badly and they both knew it.
Inside the apartment, the door closed behind them. He was still angry. He had been moving it around inside himself for twenty minutes, looking for somewhere useful to put it, and he had not found anywhere. His controls, when he was angry and tired and had been managing things in a small radius for weeks, were not solid. He knew this about himself in the moment he was already in, and he wasn't able to change that now.
He knew his anger was getting the best of him. He had been having a good night. He was going to get laid. He had even packed two condoms in his wallet. He felt the sharp edge of the foil squares in his wallet against his thigh, a useless weight now. One night of being a normal man, not a fugitive, or a defector, or someone sentenced to death. And Hollander had put a stop to that. The Hollander that was standing in front of him. 
"We should talk about what happened," he said. 
Ilya felt his anger boiling up. He closed the gap between them. Shane didn't move back. For one, infinitely small moment, they were close enough that Ilya could hear him breathing. Ilya's hand came up, grabbing Shane's collar with a firm jerk. Then he was yanking him close and kissing him. 
There was nothing careful about it. It was two weeks of pent-up frustration finding the only direction available, which was forward and into Shane Hollander's mouth. His hand was still gripping the front of his shirt close and his other hand found the wall beside Shane's head. He kissed him like there was no question whether he wanted it or not. Like making a statement that had been building since before you knew you were making it. Shane made a sound. Something that got cut off by the fact of Ilya's mouth on his, a sound that could have meant several different things, and Ilya didn't pull back to find out which one. Shane opened his mouth and Ilya pushed his tongue inside, tasting the cheap beer and warmth of him.
Then Shane's hands came up, both of them, at Ilya's chest, and pushed. Firmly. Enough that Ilya stepped back, his grip releasing, the wall between them now being air.
They stood there. Shane's back against the wall he'd just been pushed toward, breathing. His expression was doing several things at once, more visible than Shane usually permitted, and he looked at Ilya with something that was not entirely anger and not entirely anything else either. He said nothing, which was a choice. He chose silence over whatever was trying to come out, and then he turned and went up the stairs. His bedroom door closed. Not slammed. Just closed.
Ilya stood in the entryway. The lamp in his room was on at the end of the hall. He had left it on. He stood and listened to the building, the pipes, the refrigerator, the sounds of a place that was not yet entirely familiar, and let the anger drain into something quieter and less intelligible.
He went to his room. He sat on the edge of the bed. He turned off the lamp, sitting in the dark. He thought back to that first night with Vadim. I liked all of it. Maybe Hollander would like all of it too.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Small developments! 🙊

These notes make me feel ancient, as a person who recalls when my house got it's first microwave.

The statistic I saw was that 74% of Canadian homes owned a microwave in 1988. In the USSR, they were essentially inavailble to everyone into the early 90s.  They were classified as a luxury Western technology, occasionally visible in elite institutional settings, like a public-facing government building, but absent from ordinary homes entirely. There was also a strand of official Soviet discourse that treated microwave ovens with suspicion, citing unverified health concerns in a way that conveniently aligned with the fact that the USSR didn't manufacture them and they all had to be imported.

Dishwashers were also mostly nonexistent in the residential USSR. The Vyatka-Avtomat, introduced in 1975, was the USSR's first domestic model, produced in tiny quantities and available only through official channels. Most Soviet citizens never encountered one. Communal apartment living meant dishes were washed in shared sinks. For Ilya, a dishwasher would not just be unfamiliar but a completely foreign category of object. In Canada by 1988, dishwashers were common in family homes but still unusual in apartments and condos, making Shane's lack of one plausible. Late-1980s machines were substantially louder than your modern unit.  70 to 80 decibels during a cycle, roughly equivalent to a vacuum cleaner running in the next room, and the sound traveled easily through floors and walls.

Ventilation in the CSKA barracks was notably awful. Large fan units that ran loudly when operational, which was not always. Maintenance was chronically underfunded and repair requests moved slowly through bureaucratic channels. Tikhonov's documented management style included strong resistance to acknowledging environmental problems, since doing so implied conditions were less than ideal. Players described sleeping in conditions ranging from stifling heat to freezing cold regardless of the season and whatever state the building systems happened to be in. The fans, when running, produced a persistent industrial drone audible through barrack walls.

This one is about the French slur Comeau uses, in case you're interested in that.
On the word pédale:In Québécois French specifically, pédale was in common use as a casual homophobic slur through the 1980s and into the mid-1990s, roughly equivalent to the f-slur in English. At the time it sat in this zone of language that some people used without apparent malice as a general insult or punchline while others deployed it with deliberate venom. It was the kind of word that appeared in locker rooms, schoolyards, and comedy of the era without much friction, which is precisely what makes J.J.'s "it's just what you say" response accurate to the period and the culture. The word literally means "pedal", as in bike pedal. As the lore goes, this has to do with the leg movements the receptive partner would make during sex. The last time I was personally around a bunch of hockey dudes was about 2010, and I can tell you the language in that locker room was horrific then, so I shudder to think about it twenty years before that.
Next chapter? We're roadtripping! Always a delight to read your comments and feedback. See you soon!

I am also on Tumblr now. Same username. In case you're looking for me. 👀


  


      

  












      Chapter 21: Secretive
  


    Chapter Summary

    Shane thinks it's time for a tough conversation, but Ilya has other ideas.



    Chapter Notes

      Hello my sweets. Once again, to make fiction, you have to take liberties that wouldn’t necessarily happen play-by-play like they would in real life. If you’re coming here to be the accuracy police, might I suggest considering for a moment that those were deliberate decisions and not oversights?

Please enjoy. ❤️


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  Secretive (adjective)

	
The habit of keeping a door closed that you have already walked through.



	
What you call it when the distance between what you know and what you say has been maintained so long it stops feeling like a lie.



	
A drawer, left open. The problem is not what's in it. The problem is that you know.




Example: "He had pushed Ilya off. He did not regret this. He was going to keep not regretting it." — October, 1988
The door closed and Shane stood behind it for a moment, his back to it in the dark. His heart felt like it was going to explode out of his chest. There was no reason for it to be doing that. It was just a heat of the moment thing that they would both laugh off tomorrow. He stood in the dark and let his heart pound and tried to breathe at a normal rate. The combination of the dark and the breathing and the silence on the other side of the door eventually brought things back down to something he could work with. He sat on the edge of the bed.
He should have known better. He had made so many fucking mistakes tonight. He noticed the woman around the same time Ilya did. Pretty, in kind of an unmemorable way. He had been stupidly aware of Ilya all evening. Where he was in the room, who he was talking to, the angle of his attention. He was aware of this awareness and had no good explanation for it and had been filing it under general professional responsibility. The woman caught Ilya looking and Shane felt something tighten in his chest that had absolutely nothing to do with professional responsibility.
It was like a nature documentary he couldn't look away from. He watched Ilya go over. The way her posture opened, the back-and-forth of gauging interest, working out the details. If it were anyone else, Shane would just be watching a man have a good night. He knew this. He was standing at the back of a bar watching his housemate talk to a woman and drinking warm beer and there was no version of this that was his business and he was going to finish his beer and leave them to it.
And it would have been fine if Ilya hadn't asked to go with her. "I leave now," Ilya said. And Shane had said no. The second Ilya had told him he was leaving, Shane knew he was going to say no, and he knew why he was going to say no, and the why was completely unrelated to the security protocols and entirely related to how his stomach felt at that moment. He could have suggested she come back to theirs. But he didn't. And Ilya didn't ask either. 
What followed was the argument it was always going to be. Ilya's English going harder-edged under the frustration, the you are deciding for me landing with the accuracy of Ilya locating the actual thing, Hayden unhelpfully present, J.J. making it worse. He cited the protocol. He cited security. These things were true. None of them were the whole truth.
But it worked. Ilya didn't leave with her. He got in Shane's car. It was a twenty-minute ride and Ilya said nothing and Shane said nothing and the city went past outside, orange-lit, and Shane felt certain that he had handled it correctly.
Inside the apartment, the door closed behind them. He had decided they would talk about it like adults. Now, when things were calmer, and there was no audience. He said, "We should talk about what happened." 
But then Ilya was pressing him against a wall, his hand grabbing the fabric near Shane's neck and moving them closer. Shane could feel the heat, the anger pouring off of him. He was certain Ilya was going to punch him. He had just one instant of a pause. He had the option to step back. He did not take it. But then Ilya's mouth was on him. 
Ilya kissed like he did everything on the ice. Firm in his decision, now executing it exactly as he planned. It landed with a weight that had been accumulating since before either of them had a name for it. Shane made a sound against his mouth, something low that tried to be surprise and didn't make it, and then Ilya pressed in harder and Shane opened his mouth and that was just his body doing what his body apparently did, bypassing the careful structure of control entirely. Ilya tasted like cheap beer and something under it that Shane did not have a word for, and he was warm, everywhere warm. Shane's hands pulled up reflexively and he pushed.
Firmly. Two-handed. Enough that Ilya stepped back and the grip released from his collar and there was suddenly air between them where there had been none.
Shane lay back on the covers, replaying the past minutes again and again. He put his forearm over his eyes. He had pushed Ilya off. He did not regret this. He was going to keep not regretting it. He was going to lie here and not regret it until he was able to fall sleep.
The problem was that the moment he paused was still there. He could still feel it. Shane had never been indecisive in his life. But then his body went still and waiting in a way that was not the same as refusing. He had not refused. He had waited, and then it had happened, and then he had pushed back only after. The sequence of that mattered. He had pushed back after the sound, after his mouth had opened, after he had tasted Ilya. He had chosen correctly at the end but his body had already voted before the choice arrived and he now had that information about himself and could not unknow it.
He took his arm off his eyes. The ceiling was gray in the dark. He closed his eyes. He was not going to do this. He thought about the barnstormers: Kitchener tomorrow, Halifax, Sackville. Ice conditions in Halifax. Sorenson's positioning. Theriault's line combinations. But those thoughts were being pushed aside by the hand at his collar, the grip of it. Two fists of fabric, the pull, the forward movement into Ilya's space. The pause, the wall at his back, and Ilya's mouth, and what it had tasted like, and the warmth of him at that proximity, and what he had been about to do before his hands reached his chest. He thought about that for longer than he should have. Then he stopped, like stopping a bleed. Pressure, held, don't look at it.
He pressed his hands flat against the mattress. He was the captain of this team. He was in charge. He was in control. Ilya was living in his spare room under a government arrangement and there was a correct version of this situation. He was Shane's responsibility and Shane had chosen it and he was going to keep choosing it. The feeling in his chest right now, not regret, not relief, would have to wait.
That drawer in his mind had been open the whole time. He knew that now. Knew it probably since the knee that almost touched his, probably since a press conference in February when he had Ilya conduct himself under that pressure and found himself leaning forward slightly, as though another six inches would tell him something the distance wouldn't. He had known what was in the drawer. He had been so good at not looking. He had been good at it for years, and for years it had been fine, and tonight it was not fine. But he was going to keep being good at it anyway because the alternative was not available and the situation had a correct version and Shane knew what it was.
He was going to think about Halifax and Sorenson and the line combinations. He was going to do it until he fell asleep and in the morning he was going to go downstairs and use his captain voice. He lay on his back in the dark and thought about the sound he had made and what the rest of Ilya's skin would taste like, what his lips would feel like all over Shane's body, and eventually, well past midnight, he did.
Shane woke up at five without an alarm, running the same material in diminishing circles, and at some point had given up and gotten up and started the coffee because the alternative was another hour of staring at the ceiling. He stood at the window with the mug and watched the street come on below. He heard Ilya's door and his steps padding up behind him.
He stayed at the window. He heard him in the kitchen, the familiar sounds: kettle, tap, the burner, the specific way Ilya moved through a space without the noise that other people made. Shane had learned to read those sounds like a new frequency, and he wished, standing here, that he hadn't.
Ilya came and stood at the other end of the window, their shoulders brushing slightly. He had his tea. He looked at the street. Shane could feel the weight of his presence next to him, but did not move.
Shane said, carefully, "We should probably talk about last night."
Ilya looked at him. "I make blini. Pancake. Do you want?" His expression was impassive, arranged in the composed version, but it was also not closed like it sometimes was. He looked at Shane with the directness that was characteristic of him, the thing that felt, from the outside, like an accusation but wasn't. It was just attention. 
“No, I’m good. That's not–"
"I thought you would like," Ilya said.
Shane looked at him. "Pancakes?"
"No," Ilya started patiently. He gestured his hand to the space against the wall where he had pressed Shane last night. He paused. Not searching for the word. Working out what he was willing to say. "I thought you would like it."
The sentence sat between them. There wasn't an apology in there. He had observed a thing and drawn an inference and acted on it. That was Ilya. That was how he moved through the world, direct as a slot pass. Shane opened his mouth. He had the voice ready. Measured, careful, the one he used when something needed to be addressed and addressed cleanly. He had a version of this prepared. 
"Rozanov—"
"It is fine," Ilya said. He turned back to the window. Shane was surprised he wasn't upset. "I was wrong. That is all."
He wasn't wrong, Shane thought, and then did not say, and the gap between those two things opened in his chest and stayed open. It wasn't like Rozanov to admit he was wrong. Had he been up all night planning this conversation too? Shane's conversation he had prepared had nowhere to go. He stood at the window with his coffee and looked at the street, and the silence that followed was not comfortable but it was, he thought, at least honest about what it was.
After a moment, Ilya said, looking at the street, "What time do we leave?"
"Eight," Shane said.
Ilya nodded. He finished his tea and turned to go make pancakes. 
They left at eight.
There was a press availability before the Kitchener game. Local TV, a newspaper photographer, two reporters with notebooks. The modest offering of a mid-sized city that had been told an NHL team was coming through and had sent what it had. The PR contact from the Metros organization stood at the side looking at his watch.
They wanted Ilya. That had been true at every stop since the defection and was not going to stop being true for a long time. Shane had understood this abstractly before training camp and understood it more concretely now, watching the cameras orient toward Ilya the moment he appeared in the corridor.
Ilya stood in front of the cameras with his hands at his sides and answered in the deliberate English he used for public situations, the one that was slower and more careful than his private English, each word placed with the precision of a man who knew he couldn't afford to be misunderstood. He was asked about the season. He said he was looking forward to it. He was asked about Kitchener. He said it was a good rink. He was asked whether it was strange to play hockey in Canada after playing in the Soviet Union. Ilya looked at the reporter. A beat passed, the kind of beat that in Ilya meant something was being assessed.
"Hockey is hockey," he said. "Ice the same as when I played in front of other net."
The reporter laughed, pleased. The warmth in Ilya's voice when he was managing a room, Shane had noted this at the press conference in February, leaning forward slightly, as though another six inches would tell him something. He was still doing it. He had not stopped doing it. He answered two questions about the power play unit and they let the cameras go.
Shane always had a particular fondness for barnstormer games. Small rinks. Small teams. Low stakes, and it felt like hockey used to feel, back when it was fun and not his job. The Kitchener team was physical how mid-tier teams were physical on home ice against a squad they had been told to take seriously. They had two defensemen who planted themselves and made you work around them, a forecheck that came in hard and committed and occasionally crossed a line it didn't seem to know was there. Theriault put Ilya on Shane's line for the road trip, which was a logistics decision as much as a hockey one. Ilya's own line needed its center for even-strength minutes and Theriault wanted to see the power play unit working at game speed before the season opened. So for this game, Ilya was back on Shane's wing. Hayden was not on the ice for the entire first period. Hayden didn't say a word about it. 
They came for Rozanov in the second. Not dirty, but brutally deliberate. A defenseman who had clearly watched enough tape to know where Ilya liked to receive the puck and had decided to be there first, every time, with his body. The first time, Ilya went into the boards hard and came out of it. He skated it off without looking over his shoulder, which was the correct thing to do. The second time was on open ice, the defenseman angling his approach, and Ilya read it and cut inside about a foot before the contact arrived so the hit caught his shoulder instead of his chest and spun him rather than drove him down. He stayed on his skates. Shane, across the ice, had already turned back for the puck by the time it registered, which was also the correct response, though not the immediate one his body had wanted to make. He rationalized it as needing his teammate to remain upright. The preseason was not the time to go down. 
The power play unit came over the boards midway through the second period, Ilya at the half-wall and Shane at the top of the circle, which was the same configuration they'd run in the third exhibition game and the one before it. The penalty killer in front of Ilya was fast, faster than the last one, but he made the same mistake. A slight overcommitment outside when he read Ilya's hip as leaning for the pass. Ilya didn't lean. He held, held, held until the weight shifted, and then the pass came hard and flat and Shane caught it in stride without looking down. He held it one beat longer than the second penalty killer expected, drew him a half-step, and put it back. Ilya redirected it before the goalie had finished reading the play.
Red light.
Ilya turned and caught his eye and Shane slammed into him like you did after a goal, without thinking. Ilya, as usual, appeared not to have expected it. How long until he would expect it, Shane thought. Shane's glove went to Rozanov's helmet and Ilya's hand found his shoulder and for a second they were just two guys who had made something out of nothing on a Tuesday in Kitchener. Sorenson arrived loud and late. J.J. was somewhere behind him.
"Good pass," Ilya said. Directly at Shane, quietly.
"Good shot," Shane said.
They won 3-1. It wasn't surprising, given the OHL team they had been up against, but a win was a win. After, Hayden changed quickly and was out the door before most of the room had their skates off. Shane watched him go and did not follow, which was probably wrong, but the locker room required him to be present and readable for twenty minutes after a win, regardless of what else was happening. When he finally got to the corridor, Hayden was already on the bus, facing the window, and the seat next to him had a bag on it.
Shane sat somewhere else. He thought about what Hayden had said about Ilya. I know he is. I'm allowed to be annoyed about it anyway. Which was true and fair and also did not entirely cover what Shane was watching happen in real time. Hayden was silent in a room where everything Ilya and Shane did together was becoming increasingly difficult to explain away as just the chemistry of two good players finding their read.
It was magic, was the problem. Not a word Shane used lightly or often, but it was the only one that fit. He had played with good linemates. He knew what the good version felt like, the confidence of moving into a space and having someone already there, the loop of read-and-respond that high-level players built over seasons together. He had built it with Hayden over two years. What he had with Ilya had been there from the first practice, some pre-existing condition of their games that didn't require explanation or development. Ilya knew where Shane was going before Shane had fully decided to go there. And Shane, increasingly, found himself doing the same, feeling the pull of Ilya's positioning like a current and moving with it without choosing to. This was good for the team and complicated for everything else.
Gilles had accompanied them to provide some extra security for Ilya specifically, but the team didn't need to know that tidbit. He was helping to hand out room keys in the hotel lobby in Kitchener. Two per room, the standard pairing, and Shane had already done the math on how this would work. He had hoped to room with anyone except Rozanov, for both of their sakes.  
"Rozanov," Gilles said, holding up a key. He held up a second one. "Rozanov."
Shane looked at him.
"Separate room," Gilles said. Like it was obvious. "You're with Pike."
"That's not—"
"It's fine. I'm next door." He looked at Shane curiously. Ilya was at the elevator with his bag. Not looking back. Shane picked up his own key. In their room, Hayden dropped his bag on the far bed and said nothing about the room situation, which was its own kind of comment.
That night, Shane couldn't sleep. This happened sometimes on the road. He finally couldn't stand it at one in the morning. He lay on his back and looked at the ceiling and listened to Hayden breathe and eventually gave up, got up, pulled on a t-shirt, and went down the hall to find the vending machine. He found it. He stood in front of it with too many options, picked a packet of salted nuts, and ate it in the hallway. The hallway was quiet. The ice machine at the end hummed.
He heard the elevator. He was looking at the vending machine, considering whether he wanted a ginger ale too, when the doors opened and he glanced up reflexively. Ilya came out of the elevator. He was in his street clothes still, jacket, and he was not alone. The woman beside him was dark-haired, laughing softly at something he'd said in the elevator, her hand on his arm. Ilya's hand was resting along the small of her back, moving lower as they walked.
Shane stood in front of the vending machine. Ilya saw him. Their eyes met down the length of the hall, ten feet, maybe twelve, and Ilya's expression did not change. He held eye contact for one second, then two, then looked away, said something quietly to the woman, and steered her toward his room. She laughed again. He was kissing her neck while he dug in a pocket for his room key. He got the door open, and they went inside, shutting the door behind them with a click. Shane could still hear her soft giggle.
He went back to his room. Hayden was still asleep. Shane got back into bed and lay on his back and looked at the ceiling and the ceiling offered nothing new. He thought about the bar. He thought about Ilya finding this woman, saying a word to her somewhere in an evening Shane hadn't been part of, signaling Gilles, getting the yes, doing the procedure correctly and without commentary. He thought about how easy that had apparently been. He thought about how it had not been easy, in Montreal, and about whose decision that had actually been. 
In the morning, he called Gilles. Not about the woman. That was not what the call was. They went over the security plan for the day, and Gilles said good, sounds fine, and was wrapping up when Shane said, "He had someone in his room last night."
A pause. "Yeah, I know," Gilles said.
"You cleared it."
"She's local, works at the hotel bar, no flags. He asked. Didn't see why not." A beat. "He's not under house arrest, Hollander. He just needs someone to know where he is. Let a guy let loose."
"Right," Shane said.
"You doing okay?"
"I'm fine," Shane said. "Just flagging it."
"Flagged," Gilles said, and ended the call.
Shane sat on the bed. Hayden was in the shower. He held the phone and looked at the window and thought about he asked, the simple fact of it, the procedure correctly followed with no drama. Ilya had done everything right. Shane had no part in this transaction. Ilya had handled it accordingly. Shane wasn't sure what emotion he was feeling but he did not care for it. He had made a huge personal sacrifice to let Ilya into his home, so why shouldn't he get a say in Ilya's movements? He was not sure how to reconcile Ilya's freedom and safety in his mind. He imagined a faceless man in a gray coat shoving him into a car, never to be seen again. A firing squad behind a locked door. Maybe the road trip would be enough, and by the time they returned home, Ilya would have gotten whatever wild oats he needed to out of his system for a while, and they could be safe and normal again.
Shane called his parents from Halifax. He had been putting it off for weeks because he had not known how to begin, and the answer, it turned out, was to say it directly: Ilya Rozanov is living with me. The kind of sentence you said once and then waited for the silence that followed.
His mother's silence had a particular shape. A long breath out. The sound of her setting something down on the counter.
"Shane."
"It's fine."
"You are—" She stopped. "You are living with a Soviet defector."
"Yes."
"The government asked you to do this."
"Not exactly."
Another silence. "What does not exactly mean."
"The team. I offered," he said. "And they said yes." The silence that followed was longer. He looked at the window, the Halifax skyline, Citadel Hill, and the steel of the North Atlantic. "I trust the people who set this up," he said. "It's a good setup. It's working."
"Shane." Her voice had shifted. The voice she used when she had decided something needed saying. "You have to think. What does this look like?" He waited. He knew she would answer her own question. "You bring a young man to live with you. A Russian. Out of nowhere. You don't explain it to anyone." A pause. "People will talk."
"People can talk," he said. "I don't care about that."
"I know you don't. I'm saying I care about it. For you."
He opened his mouth. Closed it. He had heard a young man and people will talk and his brain had gone somewhere specific and fast and he was now trying to back out of it without her noticing the route he'd taken. "It's not—" he said. "Mom. It's not like that."
A pause. "Like what?" He had said the wrong thing, he realized, his stomach dropping.
"Like—" He stopped. He looked at the window. The Halifax skyline offered nothing. "Nothing. Never mind."
"I didn't say anything," his mother said, very aware of what she had and hadn't said.
"I know."
"I said people will talk because he is Russian, Shane. Because you are a Canadian hockey player living with a Soviet. That is what I meant."
Shane said nothing for a moment. He looked at his hand on his knee. "Right," he said.
"What did you think I meant?"
"Nothing," he said. "I misunderstood."
His mother was quiet. He could hear her breathing, the silence doing more work than silence usually did. When she spoke again, her voice was careful. "Are you all right?"
"I'm fine," he said. "I'm managing it."
She did not push on this. She knew when to stop, his mother, which was a skill he had always been grateful for and was especially grateful for now. "You'll need a story," she said, after a moment.
"A story."
"Something clean. Public. Why he's with you, how it came about, something people can hold onto when they're writing about it." Her voice had shifted into the register she used for logistics, which he was also grateful for. "If there isn't a story you give them, they'll write their own. This is going to be in the press eventually. You know that."
"I know," Shane said.
"Think about what you want it to say." A pause. "You don't have to decide now. But think about it. Or maybe we could find another story to give the press instead?" She waited a beat. "I love you."
"I love you too," he said. He hung up and sat on the edge of the bed. He had volunteered the denial before she'd made the accusation. That was the kind of thing a person did when the accusation was not entirely incorrect, and he was not going to think about that, and he was going to stop thinking about it immediately. He got up and went to find coffee.
Halifax was a bigger deal. The Citadels were brand new. Their first season, the city's first professional hockey team in years, and the arrival of the Montreal Metros with Ilya Rozanov on the roster had drawn more press than Kitchener by a significant margin. There were cameras from the local CBC affiliate, a reporter from the Chronicle Herald, and someone from a national wire service who had driven down from Moncton. 
Shane did his two minutes first, the season, the team, what they were looking to accomplish on the road, and stepped back. Ilya moved forward and the cameras moved with him. Shane watched from the side like he'd been watching all week, which was with a portion of his attention that he'd been trying to reallocate and had not successfully reallocated.
The reporter had done his research. He asked about the transition, phrased carefully as if Ilya might be fragile about it, whether the style of play in Canada had been an adjustment. Ilya looked at him. The assessing beat.
"Every team is different," he said. "In Soviet hockey, system is more — "he paused, finding the word — "together. Is not right word. Play as one. Here, players make decisions alone. I prefer this." A small pause. "Is more fun."
The reporter, who had been expecting something more diplomatic, wrote it down. "And playing alongside Shane Hollander," the reporter continued, because that was always the second question, "is that—"
"Very good player," Ilya said, without looking at Shane. As a matter of fact, like he said things he considered facts. "Second-best player in league." He grinned. "Different."
"Different how?"
Ilya considered this with what looked like genuine thought. "He become less careful." The pause again. "Is better."
Shane looked at his hands. He was not going to think about what less careful meant coming from Ilya Rozanov, who had spent two months learning everything Shane did and had apparently been running a comparative analysis since Calgary. He was not going to think about it and he was not.
The reporter moved on and the cameras eventually went with him, and Ilya came to stand beside Shane with the ease of a man who had done what was required and was ready for the next thing.
Shane said nothing.
"You are staring," Ilya said.
"I'm not," Shane said.
Ilya said nothing. He went to finish his warmup.
The Halifax rink was newer but the ice was exactly what Shane had heard. Soft in the corners, fast through the middle. Shane adjusted his edges by the end of the warmup, the angle needing to be different to avoid getting caught in the quickly rutting ice. He watched Ilya do the same thing from across the arena. Different corners, same systematic read, working through the inconsistency with the usual methodical attention. By the time the puck dropped, they had each found their feet. Theriault kept the configuration. Ilya on Shane's wing again, Hayden on the second line. 
The Citadels roster was still shaking out, a team finding what it was, but they were fast and they hit, and the first period had an edge to it that exhibition games rarely did. Shane took a shoulder at the blueline exiting the zone that he saw coming and absorbed cleanly, got the puck out, didn't break stride, but it was a message: we know who you are and we're going to make you earn it. He respected that. He was earning it. 
What happened in the second period was not complicated, except that it required all of their skill. A Citadel forward had been riding Ilya since the opening faceoff, physical and personal about it, the kind of attention that was half defensive tactics and half a young player trying to make a name for himself on a night when the Montreal Metros were in his building. He'd caught Ilya twice with hits that were clean enough but late enough that they weren't entirely clean, and Ilya had come up both times and skated and said nothing.
Third time, the forward ran at him behind the net and Ilya stepped out of it and the forward took the boards instead, hard, his own momentum doing the work. The crowd made a sound. The forward got up, and there was a moment four or five seconds where he looked at Ilya and Ilya looked back and neither of them did anything, and then the play continued.
Then on the next shift, fifteen seconds in, the forward skated past Ilya near the faceoff circle. Ilya said something to him that Shane couldn't hear from the bench. Ilya's mouth moving, one short phrase, and the forward's head came around, and he dropped his gloves. It wasn't ambiguous. He turned and came in, and Ilya had maybe a beat to decide what to do with that, and what he decided was to drop his own gloves. 
The bench went quiet. They had all seen Ilya on ice, had seen what he did with a puck, but this was different information. The Soviets had a reputation. The stories that circulated about Soviet hockey were not all about skating. The forward came in with his right. Ilya didn't move back. He moved inside, one step, the weight shift of someone who had decided where to be before the punch arrived. Then his left hand found the front of the forward's jersey and his right started working and it was not like watching someone fight for the first time. It was the opposite of that. It was economical. Two punches, the third landing when the forward was already going down, and then Ilya was standing over him with his fists at his sides and the expression that said he had finished something and was ready to move on.
The linesman got between them. Both players held. The referee pointed both of them to the box. Five-minute majors each. Theriault was gesturing at him. Shane watched Ilya skate to the penalty box, almost lazily. The forward went to the other box with one hand against his jaw. The Halifax crowd was very loud, which was the other thing that had happened. The sound of a building that had just seen something real and wasn't sure whose side it was on.
On the bench, J.J. had both gloves off and was slapping them against the boards with an expression of pure uncomplicated satisfaction. Hayden was watching the penalty box with something Shane couldn't entirely read. It was not admiration, but something still working itself out. Shane looked at the ice. He thought about the Soviet tape, the grainy footage, the way you could see even through the degraded image that Ilya had always been this. That it hadn't been trained out of him. Those months in Montreal and a government arrangement and a handler and a radius and all the careful management of being a defector in a new country had not changed the thing underneath it, which was a man who, if you came for him, would finish it.
The power play unit went over the boards. Shane was at the top of the circle, Ilya in the box, and the seam opened on the two-on-one anyway. He put the pass through without looking. It was already leaving his stick when J.J. converted. The forward was watching from the penalty box. Ilya came out four minutes later, got his legs under him in two strides, and found the play. They gave each other space for the rest of the period. That was usually how it worked.
In the locker room after, Hayden was taping his wrists at his stall. Shane sat down two stalls over. The room was loose, the road trip finding its rhythm, and there was a lot of noise happening between Hayden and the fact of the night, which Hayden was managing by making none of that noise himself. The room was loud. The win, the fight, both of them running together into the noise of a good night. Comeau was at the center of it, how Comeau usually was, reconstructing the fight for the guys who had been on the ice and hadn't had the angle. He had a version of it that was already slightly bigger than what had happened, which was standard.
Then he said, grinning at the room, "Honestly, couldn't tell if he was going to fight the guy or fuck him."
A beat. Two of the younger players laughed, uncertain. A few others went quiet, deciding whether to pretend they hadn't heard. Shane looked up.
Ilya was at his stall with his back to the room, already out of his gear, and gave no indication he'd heard any of it. J.J., two stalls down, had stopped moving entirely.
Hayden said nothing. He tore the tape. "Good win," he said, to nobody in particular, which closed the room down.
Shane said, quietly, "You want to talk about it."
"Not particularly," Hayden replied. Hayden set down the roll. He looked at his hands for a moment. "I've been watching the tape," he said. "Of you two." He didn't say it with heat. He said it like he said things he'd worked through on his own first and was now reporting back. "It's like—" He stopped. "I don't have a word for it. It's like you've been playing together for decades."
Shane said nothing.
"I know what I look like on that tape," Hayden said. "I know what the second line looks like compared to what you two—" He stopped again. "It's good for the team. I know that. I'm still sitting here."
"I know you are," Shane said.
Hayden picked up his bag. "The thing that I keep thinking about," he said, and then did not say it. He shook his head. "Never mind. It was a good win. That's all." He left.
Shane sat for a moment. Then he got up.
He found Comeau in the corridor outside the locker room, eating something out of a paper bag and not looking up when Shane stopped beside him. Shane waited. Comeau looked up.
"Good game," Comeau said.
"Yeah." Shane looked at the wall for a second. Then back. "The stuff in the locker room. The language."
Comeau's expression shifted into the readiness of someone who had been waiting for this and had prepared several responses. "That's just how the room is. It doesn't mean—"
"I know what it means," Shane said. "And I need it to stop."
Comeau looked at him. "It's just talk. It's not aimed at anyone specific."
"It is aimed at someone specific. I need it to stop," Shane said again. Even, no heat in it, the voice that meant this was not a negotiation. He held Comeau's eye for a moment. "We paid a mint for him. He needs to stay happy, or he's not the one they're trading. Clear?"
A beat. Comeau was doing the math veterans did, measuring the distance between where he stood and where Shane stood in the room's order.
"Yeah," Comeau said. "Clear."
Shane nodded. He left it there. No lecture, no follow-up. He went back toward the bus.
The press in Sackville was a one-person operation. A young man with a notebook from the local paper, the Sackville Tribune, who was visibly aware that he was the only press in the room and was conducting himself with the energy of someone trying to make that count. He had the two-question allocation of a small outlet covering something considerably larger than it usually covered.
Shane did his two minutes. The kid was polite, asked about the preseason, thanked him.
Then Ilya. The kid had one question about hockey, which Ilya answered. Then the second question, which was clearly the one he'd been building toward: what was it like to play in a small rink, in a town like this, compared to the arenas he was used to? Ilya looked at the kid. The assessing beat, and then something else, something that didn't usually come out in press situations.
"In Russia," he said slowly, "I play in big arenas. Very serious. Very—" he searched for the word — "large. Here is different." He glanced at the rink, the boards close, the seats already filling. "This rink, you can hear people. In Soviet Union—" he paused again. "The crowd is not for the player. You hear it but is not for you." He looked back at the reporter. "Here feels different. Feels like they come for the hockey."
The kid was writing fast. After, walking to the ice, Ilya said nothing and Shane said nothing and there was a quality to the silence between them that was different from the silences of the past two days, less managed, more like something that had been said already and didn't need adding to.
The Sackville rink was small, intimate. Boards close, crowd close, individual faces visible in the front row. Ilya took a slow lap in the warmup and looked out at the stands. Shane noticed. He was standing at the blueline and he watched Ilya take in the crowd and the building and something in Ilya's face went quiet in a way it didn't in larger arenas. The noise of this place was smaller and therefore more present. You could hear the individual voices.
Shane thought about the Forum. He thought about what it would feel like to play in front of it for the first time with all of that weight attached, without the years of accumulated relationship that made it legible. He thought about Ilya doing that. He put the thought down and went to finish his warmup.
The first period was clean. Too clean, almost, the Sackville university team was tentative in the first ten minutes, as amateur teams were against professionals, not wanting to look stupid. Then one of their wingers hit Shane in open ice, fully committed, nothing cheap about it, and the bench made a sound that had pride in it, and after that, the game was a real game. Shane went down and got up and pointed at the kid on the way past, as if to say good hit. The kid looked startled and then pleased. Sackville were younger, hungrier, playing with the controlled recklessness of a team that had nothing to lose. Shane liked this. He liked how it forced him to be present instead of systematic.
Theriault had moved things around before this game. Hayden was back on the first line, Ilya shifted to his own unit. A rotation, nothing punitive, Theriault giving each configuration its reps. Shane felt the change immediately. Not that Hayden was wrong, not that they moved badly together, they had two years of pattern between them and the pattern was still good. It was just a different frequency. He knew it and the ice knew it and when he glanced across and found Ilya on the other unit something in him made a small involuntary note. He let it go. He played the game.
Ilya scored in the third period with the kind of goal that made the small building go disproportionately loud. It was a full sprint from behind the net, the defenseman caught flat, top corner, before the goalie had finished reading the play. Shane got there while the crowd was still coming down.
"Show-off," Shane said.
Ilya grinned. The real one. For a second, it was just the goal and the noise and the small rink, hockey simplifying everything down to what actually mattered.
They won 3-2. The bus back through the Nova Scotia dark was quiet, the team wrung out in the comfortable way of a good road trip finding its end.
But first the locker room. The room was loose, the end-of-trip ease of men who had won three games and were going home tomorrow, and Comeau was holding court at his end with something about the rink, the ice, the crowd being three hundred people who all appeared to be related to each other. Getting a laugh. Then he looked over at Ilya and said, with the grin that was Comeau's face for most things, "Hey, Rozanov. Halifax. That was very delicate work on that guy's jaw."
He mimed a limp wrist. Ilya looked at him. He was still in his gear, helmet in his hand, and he looked at Comeau with a gaze that went on for long enough that the room went quiet by degrees.
"Yes," Ilya said. "Very delicate." He set down the helmet and settled into his stall. "Woman in Kitchener — she also say this." He pulled the lace out of the first eyelet of his skate. "Very grateful. Very—" the pause again, the one that suggested he had the word and was choosing whether to use it— "vocal." He looked up at Comeau with the mild curiosity of a man considering a question for the first time. "Your wife — she says same about you? Or no?"
He said it pleasantly. The room processed this for a moment. Comeau's grin did not disappear but it recalibrated significantly. He looked at Shane. Shane looked back at him without expression, which was its own answer. Comeau turned back to his stall. The room found other things to do. Ilya continued unlacing his skates.
Shane sat down at his own stall. He had not said anything. He was annoyed that his conversation with Comeau didn't seem to sink in, but Ilya had handled it and adding the captain voice on top would have been the wrong choice. But Hayden, two stalls over, caught his eye, and the look he gave was the small nod of someone who had seen something and noted it. Shane started unlacing.
On the bus, Shane looked out the window and thought about Hayden's voice in the Halifax locker room. It's like you've been playing together for decades. He thought about that tape. He thought about what it looked like from the outside and what it felt like from inside, and whether those were even describable in the same terms. He was still thinking about it when they landed back in Montreal.
When they arrived back in Montreal, J.J. took Ilya to a party. This was at a restaurant on Saint-Laurent, the kind of place that had been a restaurant for forty years and looked it in a way that was fashionable again. Half Metros adjacents, half Montreal money, everyone performing something. J.J. had called Shane with the address. Come, my buddy said there would be the cast of that new movie. It will be good for both of you. This was accurate and also meant that Shane was now standing near the bar holding a drink he didn't particularly want, watching Ilya talk to a defenseman and two women with the ease of a man who had learned, sometime in the last month, that his accent could do some work for him in this city. Someone had given him a cigarette, which was pursed between his lips in between quips.
Shane watched him. He watched how Ilya held himself in the room, the slight recalibration he'd done since the summer: looser, less contained, the composed version still present but no longer the only one available. He watched one of the women say something that made Ilya tilt his head, the tilt that meant he'd caught about seventy percent of it and was deciding whether to ask for the rest. He watched Ilya decide against asking. He watched Ilya say something in response and the woman laugh.
Ilya caught him watching. Shane looked at his drink.
"You're Shane Hollander."
He turned. The woman beside him had appeared without his noticing, which was unusual — he was generally good at rooms. He placed her face before he placed her name. A poster in a Métro station, a magazine at a checkout counter, the edge of a conversation about a film he hadn't seen. Up close she looked younger than she did in photographs, which was not how it usually worked. Fair skin, wide-set eyes, a smile already going. She had the quality of someone who had been looked at so often and by so many people that she'd gotten genuinely comfortable with it, which was its own rare thing.
"Yeah," Shane said. "Rose Landry."
"Oh good, you know who I am." She said it with the brightness of someone who had been in rooms all week where people introduced themselves using their agent's name and had found this refreshing. "I was going to have to do the whole thing. The film, the — anyway." She gestured vaguely at the concept of her own fame and took a sip of wine. "You've been standing in roughly the same spot for forty minutes."
"I like this spot."
"You like this spot," she repeated, as though filing it for future use. She looked across the room to where Ilya was standing. "Is that him? The defector?"
"He's my teammate," Shane said.
"That's not what I asked." She said it cheerfully. "His face is on every front page in the city. He's very handsome in person, good for him." She tilted her head. "You're watching him like he's going to break something."
"I'm not."
"You really are." She turned to look at Shane directly, which she did with the ease of someone for whom eye contact was a professional tool and also just how she was. "Relax. He looks like he's doing fine."
Shane looked across the room. Ilya was saying something that made one of the women laugh. He was, objectively, doing fine.
"I'm in Montreal doing press," Rose said, pivoting without any particular transition. "Six weeks. Do you know what six weeks of press is like?"
"No."
"It's like being asked the same four questions by four hundred different people who all think they're the first person to ever ask them." She said it without self-pity, more like reporting an interesting fact about her own life. "The questions are: what was it like working with so-and-so, what do you hope audiences take away from the film, what's next for you, and—" she paused for effect— "are you seeing anyone."
"What do you say to that one?"
She smiled at him. It was a very good smile, the kind that had probably been photographed several hundred times and had not gotten any less genuine for it. "I say I'm very focused on my work right now." She looked at his glass. "Unless… You're almost out. That's going to be a problem for you in about three minutes."
"I'll manage."
"Mm." She didn't look convinced. Across the room, Ilya caught Shane's eye again, held it a beat, then turned back to his conversation. Rose watched this happen and said nothing for a moment. "How long have you two been doing that?"
"Doing what," Shane said.
She just looked at him, still smiling. Shane looked at his glass. 
"I should get a refill," he said.
"You absolutely should," Rose agreed warmly. "Come back, I’m not done with you."
He went towards the bar. On the way, he passed close enough to Ilya that Ilya glanced over, just briefly. Shane kept walking. He stopped at the bathroom first.
It was at the back of the restaurant, a single room, dim. He ran the cold tap and looked at his reflection and did not find it particularly useful. He thought about Rose's expression, still smiling, knowing exactly when a person was answering a different question. He thought about Ilya across the room saying less careful. Is better. Maybe Shane could be less careful with Rose Landry. The kind of girl he could take home to meet his parents.
The door opened. Ilya came in and closed it behind him. He did not look like he had followed Shane into a bathroom by accident. He leaned against the door with his arms crossed and looked at Shane with that same direct attention. Shane turned off the tap.
"Rose Landry," Ilya said. "You are taking her home."
Not quite a question. Shane recognized the tone. The same one from the bar with Sophie, the same one from every moment Ilya had read a situation and was waiting to see if Shane would confirm what he already knew.
"Maybe," Shane said. Unlikely, he thought.
Something moved across Ilya's face. He looked at the wall for a moment, then back. "Is fine," he said. His voice was even, but had a sharp edge. "For you. You can do this." A pause. "Is fine for you. Is not fine for me, "he stopped. His jaw tightened. "You said no. And I — I follow the rules. I do not argue." He shook his head once, the controlled motion of a man declining to finish a sentence he had already decided not to finish. "And now you—"
The room was small. The party was muffled on the other side of the door. Shane had been arriving at this for a week without knowing where he was going and he was here now. 
Shane was the one who closed the distance this time. His hand went to Ilya's jaw and he kissed him carefully, deliberately, the opposite of the first time in almost every way. Not anger. Not a pause of not-deciding. A decision, made in the back of a restaurant bathroom on Saint-Laurent, with nowhere further it could go tonight, and both of them knowing it.
Ilya went very still for one beat. Then his hand came up and found the back of Shane's head, his fingers tangling in his hair. Just holding. And he kissed him back, the deep slide of his tongue and the taste of cigarettes. Shane pulled back just enough. His hand was still at Ilya's jaw. Ilya hadn't moved.
Ilya looked at him. Something in his expression had shifted, quiet and certain, the look that said his hypothesis had just been confirmed.
"So," Ilya said. "You did like it."
The alarm went off somewhere in Shane's chest, loud and immediate. He stepped back. Dropped his hand. Turned and went back out into the party.
He got a new beer. He found Rose exactly where he'd left her, laughing at something, and he came to stand beside her, and she glanced over and registered his expression with the precision of someone who read rooms professionally.
"That took a while," she said.
"Bathroom line," Shane said.
She looked at him for a moment with the expression of someone who had sat through four hundred interviews and knew exactly when a person was answering a different question than the one they'd been asked. Then she smiled, turned back to the room, and did not push on it, which was its own kind of answer about what she'd understood.
"Where were we?" she said, resting a hand on his arm. Shane stood beside her, held his drink and did not look toward the back of the restaurant.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Some end notes:

I cannot make up team names. It's just not a thing that's in my wheelhouse. The Halifax Citadels were a real AHL team, brand new in October 1988. They would have really been doing exhibition games at this time as part of their first-ever season. They were fast and hungry in exactly the way the chapter describes. The Sackville team is from Mount Allison University, which is a cute little school. Kitchener would have been the Kitchener Rangers, who had just finished first in their division. The fans in Kitchener are also WILD, so they would have been intensely interested in the game.

In 1992, the instigator penalty began. This means if you started the fight, you get extra time now. In 1988, both players got matching penalties, regardless of who started it.

Here is the most "that definitely didn't happen" thing I've done so far. Another reminder that’s it’s still fiction. Barnstormer games...are not a thing. It was not unusual for teams to play the occasional exhibition game off somewhere else to drum up some publicity. Around this time, it was more customary for teams that got eliminated from the playoffs to go on a postseason exhibition tour. Now with a tighter union agreement, these things less. Here's my rationale -- the Metros have a cool new toy (Ilya) to show off, so they use a few franchises, like those in Kitchener and Halifax, to boost their media footprint. It’s a mutually beneficial thing, and plausible, if it can’t be accurate. Also it’s fun. A low stakes little roadie.

As always, thanks for reading. I love your comments. I am astounded by the engagement this fic has gotten and I love you for it.

Chapter count likely to have another growth spurt. 😬😬
See you soon ❤️


  


      

  












      Chapter 22: Habitual
  


    Chapter Summary

    A routine forms, and routines, it turns out, are hard to stop once they have been started.



    Chapter Notes

      I got you a little present. I also borrowed a little canon dialogue here at the end.


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  Habitual (adjective)

	
A path that exists because someone kept walking it.



	
The shape left in the sofa after countless nights. The weight of an absence that has learned to announce itself.



	
What you call it when the body knows something the mind hasn't agreed to yet.




Example: "Soft. Warm. Dangerous. The body, it turned out, knew things the mind was still filing." — October, 1988
Ilya had wanted to go to the party. In the back of his mind, he had thought the chances of finding someone to sleep with were pretty high, and with the season starting in earnest, he might not have another chance for a few weeks. He wasn't sure what he thought was going to happen when he followed Hollander into the bathroom. He was left standing there, pausing a full minute before walking back out into the restaurant. He found J.J. at the bar with a newly-arrived Hayden, Jackie in tow. She had a small diamond ring on her left hand, catching the light. Engaged. Less than a year in.
If he were still in the Soviet Union, that might have been him. He had hoped it would be to Svetlana. If he had to get married, the best he could hope for was someone he found as beautiful and companionable as Sveta. He felt a pang that he hoped he would get to see her again someday. He might never be allowed back to Moscow, but surely she could come here someday, after things had quieted down. Unless she didn’t want to. Was that a possibility? Would she meet someone and get married? Would her husband stop her from visiting him? Who would be good enough for her? 
"When is wedding?" he asked Jackie, willing the image of Sveta away.
"Probably not until summer. Hayden is hopeful about the playoffs." She smiled with an easy directness. She gestured at his collar. "That's a nice shirt."
"Thank you," Ilya said. "I chose it."
"I can tell." She tilted her head. "You're very careful about how you look. All the guys on the team dress like they’re going to the gym all the time." She glanced at Hayden, who was wearing a gray crewneck he appeared to own in three identical copies.
"I will win us a cup," Ilya said. "You can get married at the parade."
Hayden scoffed. "Because it's been such smooth sailing so far."
"You are the one with beautiful fiancée," Ilya said. "I am the one winning games. We are good at different things."
Jackie laughed, putting her arm around Hayden. Hayden looked at the bar. Ilya lit a cigarette and let his eyes find Shane across the room.
He watched the rest of it from across the room. Shane staying close by Rose's side. His hand finding her elbow, not the hand of a man indifferent to her, and not quite the hand of a man entirely present either. Rose was with a small group on that side of the room. Two women Ilya was certain were also actresses, a man who appeared to be a journalist of some kind, and another man who was standing close to Rose, the opposite side of Shane. He had burnished dark skin and wore a lime-colored shirt with the top four buttons undone. He also appeared to be wearing eyeliner. His gestures were large and unselfconscious. He said something and Rose threw her head back and laughed. 
Ilya watched him. He watched how the man moved through the conversation. The hand on Rose's arm, the emphatic gestures, the way he leaned into the person beside him and made the contact easy and natural in both directions. In Moscow, this would have been — he could not finish the thought. He looked at the room instead. Nobody in this room was looking at Rose's friend with any particular attention. They weren’t trying to clock the gestures, the warmth of it. The obvious flamboyance was completely unremarkable. They were looking at their drinks and each other, and this man, being himself, and it was not worth noticing.
Ilya looked at Shane. He was smiling. It was the right smile, practiced and appropriate to the conversation, but there was something in his posture that Ilya had not seen before in rooms where Shane was comfortable. A slight additional stillness, since this man had appeared. Rose said something to her friend, and he responded with a gesture that brought his hand briefly near Shane's arm. Shane shifted, just slightly, the weight redistributing, the gap maintained. He kept the smile. He said something in response that looked correct. But he did not look at the man in the lime shirt when he said it. He looked at Rose.
Ilya turned this over. In Moscow, unremarkable was not possible. Being unremarkable could not be bought at any price. The only option was to keep certain parts of yourself invisible in public. Sasha, careful in public and burning in private. The narrow cot, the cold radiator, the life built in the gaps between what was permitted. The photograph in the KGB folder, Vadim's arm across his shoulders on a public street, taken from across an intersection, neither of them aware of the camera. The man in the lime shirt was not careful. He was being himself, and nobody in the room gave a damn. Ilya did not know what to do with this information. He put it somewhere and continued watching.
He filed this beside the fact that Shane had kissed him in a bathroom, deliberately, with nowhere further it could go and both of them knowing it, and then stepped back, and was now standing with his hand on Rose Landry's elbow. The hypothesis confirmed. The thing existed, Shane knew it existed, and this was what Shane had decided to do with that information. Ilya had known it would be something like this.
Rose gave Shane her full attention and then released it, completely, cleanly, in a way that left him room to look elsewhere. Most people held on. Rose let go at regular intervals and looked at the room herself. He found this more interesting than he would have predicted. She was smart, probably smarter than people expected. She said something to Shane and he looked at her and it landed. Shane laughed, the real one. His hand moved from her elbow to the small of her back.
An hour flew by in cigarettes, beers, boring conversation with teammates. Shane and Rose still wrapped in conversation, laughing and smiling at each other. People were dwindling. Shane caught Ilya’s eye and gestured toward the door. Time to go.
Ilya dipped out the door and smoked his cigarette and looked at the wall. He had been standing outside for perhaps two minutes when the restaurant door opened behind him. He turned. Shane and Rose came out together, coats on, their breath visible. Ilya had not intended to be here for this part of it. He did not move.
Rose's hand was at Shane's lapel, adjusting it, the easy physical familiarity of a woman who had decided she was allowed to be that close, to make that contact. Shane was listening with his face open the way Ilya had cataloged over months — the unguarded version, the one that appeared when the performance was off. She finished whatever she was saying and he laughed, and then she kissed his cheek. A gentle little peck. His number was pressed into her hand on a piece of receipt paper. 
Ilya looked at the street. A car passed. He heard the particular note in Shane's voice. The loose quality of it. A cab came. Shane put Rose into it, handing the driver a few bills. What a fucking gentleman.
Shane gestured him into the next cab and slid in beside him. They didn't speak. He named the thing he was feeling at that moment, because not naming it wasn't going to make it smaller. Jealousy. He looked at it from several angles. He put it in the column marked not useful, do not act on. He had no claim. He had a bathroom and three seconds of someone's hands and the ongoing situation of a shared kitchen, none of which constituted a claim on Shane’s attention.
He was going to be fine about it. He stared out the window. The city went by.
"She could have come," Ilya said, after they had left the cab and were making their way up the stairs.
"What?"
"Rose Landry. She could have come. To the apartment."
Shane blushed until his face was nearly purple. "I like her. She was easy to talk to."
"Could bring her here. I can leave you alone."
Shane stared at him like he had grown a second head. "No, I couldn't do that."
"Why? You could do it. Maybe then I could also?”
Shane shook his head. "I'll think about it." He went into his room. The door closed with soft click.
Ilya stood in the hallway for a moment. He had wanted to say something else. He wasn't sure what. Something that kept the evening from ending like this, with Shane behind a door and the apartment quiet around him. He went to his own room. He looked at the ceiling. The noise was at its usual frequency. He had been doing this, he realized. Looking for ways to extend things. Asking the extra question. Making the extra pot of coffee. Reaching past Shane for something he didn't need just to be closer. He turned off the lamp.
A routine had formed. A careful dance around each other in the shared space. Coffee at six. Shane made it while Ilya read the paper. The runs: mornings, the river path, Shane's fine on day one, carrying less resistance each week until it became simply what they did. They did not talk much on the runs. Their breathing found the same interval after a few weeks, and Ilya noticed this like he noticed most things, with attention and without comment. He was building something. He knew this and did not examine it, and kept building anyway.
Shane was careful after the party. Present at practice, in the car, over the coffee, but the distance was deliberate now in a way it hadn't been before. He handed Ilya things and let go before contact was possible. He arranged himself in rooms. It was conscious, which was what made it visible. Ilya made a decision: he was not going to make it easier.
So when Shane retreated to his room after dinner, Ilya knocked and said he had a question about English. The question was real — he'd been stuck on a word for two days. Wistful. Something from a romance he had seen on TV and couldn’t find a reasonable understanding of. Shane opened the door, and they sat on the floor with their backs against the bed, and Shane explained it through examples until Ilya had it, and they talked for an hour about nothing. When Ilya went back to his own room, the noise was lower. He noticed this in the same way his hand sometimes reached for his coffee cup before he'd consciously decided to pick it up. Automatic. 
He had also learned, and was using, the fact that Shane found it very difficult to be in a room when Ilya was not wearing a shirt. He had tested it methodically. The responses were consistent and significant. Shane managed them with considerable discipline, and Ilya had decided not to stop, because the charge in the room was going to sit there regardless, and if it was going to sit there it was going to sit there honestly. He did it because he had nothing else and wanted something. He was not proud of it. He did it anyway.
The organization called them in for promotional photographs on a Thursday, the first week of October. Media day: individual stills, line combinations, the full team shot. Ilya had done these at CSKA, where the photographs had the quality of evidence rather than promotion: twenty men in identical jerseys with straight expressions while they were documented more for state purposes than publicity. Ilya had never been photographed in a way that he would call artistic or interesting.
This was different. The photographer was young, moved around constantly, talked too much, and said "beautiful" after every frame as a verbal tic that seemed unrelated to his actual assessment of the image.
The line shots came last. Every possible iteration. Shane, Ilya, and J.J. Shane, J.J., and Hayden. Ilya, Comeau, and Sorenson. Sorenson, Comeau, and Hayden. It went on and on. The photographer put Shane and Ilya together for shots of just the two of them. The assistant moved Ilya slightly, his hand at Ilya's shoulder, positioning him six inches closer to Shane. Ilya could smell his shampoo. Shane's jaw tightened. Ilya felt it without looking at him.
"A little closer," the photographer said. "You guys are teammates. You're allowed to like each other."
Shane adjusted barely. Ilya closed the remaining three inches himself and turned to look at the camera. In his peripheral vision, he could see Shane's face, the controlled expression, the stress in his jaw, an attempt at performing ease.
"Now look at each other," the photographer said. "Like you just scored. Shared moment. Like you know something nobody else knows."
Ilya turned. Shane was already looking, or had been caught looking, and had not yet completed the motion of looking away. Their eyes met from inches away, which was not a distance at which Ilya could pretend not to register Shane's expression. The shutter went.
"Parfait," the photographer said.
Shane looked at the camera. They did not look at each other again.
Hayden stood exactly where he was put for his shots and put on the face he wore in the locker room when something had annoyed him and he had decided to carry it quietly. The photographer did not say parfait to Hayden's shots. Ilya noted this and noted that Hayden noted it and said nothing about either.
After the shoot, in the corridor waiting for the elevator, Ilya stopped beside Hayden.
"You were first line last season," Ilya said.
Hayden looked at him. “I’m aware, asshole.”
"I know. I am not saying it to—" Ilya searched for the word. "I am not making a point. I know having your place and then someone comes and the place changes." He looked at the elevator. "In Moscow I did this. Many times." He paused. "I am not sorry for playing well. But I understand how you feel."
The elevator came. Hayden got in. He looked at Ilya for a moment, like he was prepared for several responses and found that none of them fit. "Yeah," he said finally. "Okay." They rode down in silence that was slightly different from the silence before.
Comeau had recalibrated. The pédale comments from training camp had stopped. In the locker room before Boston, after a practice where Ilya had scored on six of eight attempts in the shooting drill, Comeau said he'd seen better.
Ilya looked at him. "Where?"
Laughter from the younger players. Comeau grinned. He had found a character that worked: Rozanov as the team's unknowable foreign quantity, a source of entertainment. Ilya understood it was better than the alternative.
Rose called on a Thursday evening. Ilya was at the kitchen table with his grammar book when Shane's phone rang, and Shane's voice shifted into a tone Ilya hadn’t heard before. Less controlled, the laugh arriving more quickly. He talked to her for forty minutes. Ilya tried to focus, but he was only listening to their conversation. One-sided and warm. 
They had been doing this. Since the party, since the photograph in the paper. Shane would mention her in passing — Rose thought or Rose said — with careful nonchalance.
On a Wednesday morning, Shane came into the kitchen and made coffee and stood at the counter with his cup in both hands looking at the window.
"I like her," he said, to the window.
Ilya turned a page of the paper.
"Rose. She's easy to talk to. She doesn't ask for things." He paused. "She called last night after you were asleep. We talked for two hours."
"I'm glad," Ilya said. He did not say that he had heard Shane whispering in the kitchen late into the night, laughing softly at her jokes. 
Shane looked at his mug. It looked like he was trying to decide how much of a true thing to say out loud.
"She makes sense to me," he said. "As a person. I understand her. I'm not always sure I understand—" He stopped. Looked at the window. "I don't know. It's good."
Ilya thought about the word good in Shane's voice, the quality of it, not the loose, real-laugh version but something more deliberate, a word being used to perform a conclusion rather than report one. He set the paper down.
"Hollander," Ilya said. "You make a face when you talk about her."
Shane was quiet. He looked at the table.
Ilya looked at his cup. He could say the thing. The thing was available, had been available for months. He knew what Shane was trying to name in the trailing-off sentences. He suspected Shane knew too, which was why he kept stopping mid-thought. He said something else instead.
"I had someone like this," Ilya said. "In Moscow."
Shane looked at him.
"Svetlana." He said the name with the Russian intonation, the full shape of it. "You have seen her. In photo. On broadcast. We grew up together. Her father, my father — they wanted the match. Good families. Correct on paper." He turned his cup. "It would have been fine. She knew everything about me. All my secrets. I knew hers." He paused. "Sometimes we – you know.” He made a brief waving gesture with his hand. “When things were difficult and we needed something warm." He looked at the table. "I loved her. I love her still, probably. But not — I was not in love. You understand the difference? In Russian, there are two words. We were one. Not the other."
Shane was very still.
"She understood this. She felt the same. We were—" He made a gesture with his hand that was the shape of the word he didn't have. "Like family. It was real. It was just not the whole thing. Maybe this is you and Rose Landry," Ilya said. He kept his voice even and did not look at Shane's face. "Maybe this is enough."
The refrigerator cycled on.
"Maybe," Shane said. His voice had a quality Ilya didn't parse immediately, and when he did he looked back at the window. Shane looked at him. The direct look, staying on Ilya's face a moment longer than the conversation required.
"I'm sorry," Shane said. “About Svetlana.”
"Is okay." Ilya stood and put his cup in the sink. "She knew I was leaving. She is very smart."
He went to get his shoes. Shane was still at the counter when he came back through. They went to practice without saying anything else, and the day went on.
The home opener was against Minnesota. The Forum was full before warmup ended — not the playoff-crowd full, not the end-of-season holding-its-breath full, but a building that had been waiting since April and had arrived at October with its expectations intact. Ilya stepped onto the ice for warmup and felt the building through the blades of his skates. The Forum ice transmitted crowd noise differently from any other building he had skated in, a low resonance that was almost physical. He had been on this ice before. It was different now. It was different because it was his.
Their first shift, Shane dropped a feed to a location Ilya was already arriving at. The Forum made a sound. In the third shift, the read worked, the goal was there, and J.J. tapped Ilya's shin pad — that was right. Theriault watched from behind the bench and said nothing in the intermission about what the first line had done, which meant he had seen everything. They won 4-1.
In the corridor after, Ilya stood in front of the reporters and gave them the public English, the city's attention a pressure he had learned to use rather than resist. In the car after, Shane drove and Ilya looked out the window at Montreal going home in the dark — the orange lights on the pavement, the mountain visible as a dark shape against the sky, the French on the signs that had seemed sideways once and now just seemed like the city. A thing arrived in his chest that he had not had a name for since February, and it had its name now: this is where I live. 
Shane fell asleep on the couch the following night. They had been watching a West Coast game. It was third period, and the game wasn’t particularly dynamic. Ilya watched it happen. The heaviness overtaking Shane’s body. His responses coming slower to Ilya’s questions, and then not at all. Ilya sat with the television low and Shane asleep at the other end of the couch, one hand open on his knee.
Shane was different when he slept. The arrangement that lived on his face during the day went entirely and left only what was underneath: younger, the jaw loose for once, his face open in a way it almost never was in the waking version. Ilya watched the game. He did not watch Shane. He watched the game and then looked at Shane with the helpless regularity of something he had no plan for.
He thought about Rose. The phone call for two hours, the easier register, the laugh arriving faster. He thought about what Shane got from those conversations. The feeling of being normal, of being understood, and what it meant that Ilya had no version of that available to him and never would in this country. That Shane did, and was choosing it. He had a clear vision of Shane's face when the performance was off, and he did not want to think about what that face looked like for someone else, and thought about it anyway, and the noise in his head climbed and he looked back at the game.
The game ended. He turned the television off. He sat for a moment in the dark with Shane's breathing audible. Serene was the word. Shane was serene when he slept, in a way he was not at any other time, and Ilya looked at it with the helplessness of a thing you could not file because you had not decided where it went.
He reached behind him and got the blanket from the back of the couch. He did this before he had decided to do it. He noticed this. The hand already moving, the decision arriving after the fact, the body running ahead on a route it had apparently been planning without him, and stood with the blanket in his hands for a moment. He put it over Shane's shoulders anyway.
He stood. He went to his room and sat on the edge of the bed in the dark and was angry at how natural the gesture had been. Not at Shane. At himself. At the motion, coming automatic, undefended, the hand reaching with the fluency of something practiced. He had not thought about it. That was the problem. He was not accustomed to acting without thinking first. Thinking first was how he had survived since he was twelve years old, and one gesture in an empty apartment had snuck past it without apparent effort. 
He thought about the words that were coming to him easier in English, every day. Soft, he thought. Warm. He stared at those. He added dangerous. He stared at that longer. The noise was a low static. The body, it turned out, knew things the mind was still filing. Eventually he slept.
The first road trip into the United States left eleven days into the season. New Jersey, then New York, then Buffalo, then home.
The passport was not his. That was the first problem, the problem underneath all the other problems. The document in Gilles's inside jacket pocket was a Nansen passport, issued by the United Nations to stateless persons, because Ilya Rozanov was currently stateless. His Soviet citizenship was officially removed after his conviction in absentia, but he was not yet in possession of permanent Canadian residency. A man with no country, traveling on a piece of paper invented for people in exactly his situation. Gilles was to hold the documents. Beaulieu had been explicit.
"Why not me?" Ilya had asked.
"Because the last time a stateless defector managed his own travel documents at a US border crossing, it created a three-hour diplomatic incident and they had to fly him back from Nebraska. Gilles has it. He handles it. You travel with the team."
The charter left from a private terminal on the south side of Dorval. The team moved through a small building with the semi-organized looseness of men who had done this many times, out onto the tarmac, up the stairs. Ilya had understood intellectually that this was the arrangement, and had not realized until he was standing in the small terminal at six in the morning that the controlled environment was not going to make it any smaller.
The document was still not his. That was still true in a private terminal. The Nansen passport was pale blue, thinner than it should have been for something that contained his entire legal existence in a country that was not the country that had made him. He had seen it once, briefly, before Beaulieu handed it to Gilles. The UN crest, the French and English text, his photograph, the name ROZANOV in capitals that looked like an accusation. It traveled in Gilles's inside jacket pocket, close to Gilles's body, warm from Gilles's body heat, and Ilya was aware of it at all times as a fact about where his freedom was located — not with him.
The US Customs officer came to them. Pre-clearance, how it worked on charter. A compact man with a clipboard and the flat efficiency of someone who processed a great deal of paperwork and had opinions about none of it. He worked through the team in sequence. When he got to Ilya, Gilles stepped forward and spoke to him in low English. The officer examined the Nansen passport with a surprised expression. Clearly he had never seen one. A brief exchange, a radio call, a second officer with a different form. English, rapid — defector, organization on file, prior clearance. The second officer looked at Ilya. Ilya kept his face the way he kept it in photographs.
"You’re a hockey player?"
"Yes," Ilya said. He held up his stick bag.
The stamp came down with a flat, bureaucratic sound. Gilles took the folder back. The pale blue document disappeared back into his pocket, back to where Ilya's legal existence lived when it was not being examined. They walked to the plane. The noise in his head took forty-five seconds to begin its descent. Gilles appeared at his shoulder as they boarded and handed him a coffee from somewhere. Ilya took it.
"First time," Gilles said. Not a question.
"Yes."
"Gets easier." The fact of someone who had done this before, reported plainly. He moved to his seat.
Shane was already seated, three rows back, talking to Hayden. He had not looked at Ilya with anything other than the professional look since the party. Ilya found his seat, looked out the window at the tarmac and drank his coffee and waited for the noise to come the rest of the way down, which it eventually did.
They won in New Jersey. They lost in New York in overtime on a defensive breakdown that had nothing to do with Ilya's line, though Theriault's post-game silence distributed itself across the room without addressing anyone specifically.
The New York game was against the Admirals. Scott Hunter was on the ice. Ilya saw him during warmup, the same graceful movement, the same economy that came from sixteen seasons of wear on his joints that meant each move was a deliberate choice now. Hunter skated past him near the boards and looked at him once, clocking a threat, and kept going.
Second period, a stoppage in play, both of them standing at the faceoff dot waiting for the linesman. Hunter was close enough.
“Hunter! Surprised you are not dead from old age,” Ilya said.
"We’re kicking your ass, if you didn’t notice," Hunter said, without looking at him.
"Many young players on your team to help you," Ilya said.
"When did your English get so good?"
"Meeting women is good practice. When was last time you picked up a girl? The war?" Hunter made a sound that was most of a laugh. The linesman dropped the puck.
They had a free afternoon in New York before the Buffalo game. Shane said, in the way he said things he had already decided, that they were going to walk. The city was different in a way Ilya had not expected, louder than Montreal in a way that was different from volume, more chaotic. He walked and looked at things and said nothing for several blocks. Shane pointed out a building, a bridge, something about the water. Small things. Ilya listened.
They passed a men's clothing shop. Ilya stopped. Through the window he saw a rack of coats in a rainbow of colors.
"We go in," Ilya said.
Inside, the blue coat that had caught his eye was better up close. He tried it on in front of the mirror. The broad padded shoulders that made his arms look even bigger than they were, the tailored waist. Yes. He brought it to the counter.
"You don't want to look at other things?" Shane said.
"I found what I wanted," Ilya said.
Shane stood with his hands in his coat pockets and watched Ilya pay. He had the expression Ilya had been cataloging lately, something between amusement and something that wasn't amusement, the jaw adjustment he made when he was holding back something.
Outside on the sidewalk Ilya glanced at him. "What."
"Nothing," Shane said.
"You have a face."
"I don't have a face."
They walked half a block. "You watched me shopping," Ilya said, "and now you make a face. What is the face."
Shane was quiet for a moment. "Nothing," he said again, in a tone that meant something. "You just — you looked like yourself."
Ilya looked at the city. He did not ask Shane to elaborate. The bag was in his hand and the coat was good and it was afternoon in New York and the noise in his head was at its lowest frequency in weeks. He looked at the city and said nothing and let the statement sit there with its meaning.
They played Buffalo. They won. The team flew back to Montreal, but Ilya and Shane did not. Yuna Hollander had arranged it because of course she had. A CCM campaign, the company's new line of skates, Shane as the face. It had been in his calendar since early September, one extra night in New York at the end of the road trip, and when Shane had called her from the hotel to go over the logistics, she had been brisk and satisfied with the way it was coming together.
"The shoot is you and Scott Hunter," she said. "Hunter for the legacy angle, you for the current face. It’s a great opportunity."
"Rozanov should be there," Shane said.
A pause. "Why?"
He kept his voice even. "He's the most recognizable player in the league right now. If this campaign doesn't have him in it, it's going to look like they missed the obvious thing."
"Shane." The gentle patience in her voice. "You can’t just bring him along. This shoot is scheduled."
"He can be there for this one as a guest. A courtesy. CCM meets him in person, they sign him next cycle, everyone looks smart." He paused. "Or I can reschedule."
The silence after. His mother deciding whether the argument she could win was worth the time it would take to win it.
"I'll call them," she said.
He did not tell her that he didn’t feel comfortable leaving Ilya in a New York hotel room alone for a full day with only Gilles down the hall, or that there was an arrangement that said Ilya wasn’t to leave his side. He did not tell her about the arrangement, the protocol, or any of it, because the version of that conversation did not exist in any language he had available. What existed was the version where he was advocating for his teammate's commercial value, which was also true, and which was sufficient.
CCM agreed by the next morning. Ilya was in. Shane told him, matter-of-factly. Ilya said okay and went back to his paper. The rink was in a building above Penn Station, sixteen floors up. Ilya had skated in basements and arenas and outdoor ice his entire life. He had not skated above a city before.  Cold and white and good like it had been maintained by people who cared. Ilya stepped on it and let himself want to skate. Want to truly enjoy the moment. He skated. The director wanted him on the ice for twenty minutes before they put the cameras on him. He spent those twenty minutes doing things that had nothing to do with cameras. 
Scott Hunter was there. He came in from the side door with a jacket over his gear. Hunter had a CCM deal that predated this one by a decade and apparently the company had decided there was a story in the generations of it, the veteran and the Soviet, or whatever the campaign team had written on a board in a room somewhere.
"Rozanov," Hunter said.
"Hunter," Ilya said.
Hunter looked at him with the specific expression of a man who had heard the grandfather story many times already. Ilya waited.
"You know," Hunter said, "I talked to a doctor last month. He said I've got the body of a twenty-five-year-old."
"Where?" Ilya said. "Locked in apartment? Not here!" Ilya feigned looking around, comically.
Hunter laughed, a short, genuine thing. He looked at Shane. "Does he do this to everyone?"
"Only people he respects," Shane said.
“That's something." Hunter put his helmet on. "See you on the ice."
They skated through the setup. The director wanted specific sequences: side-by-side on the ice, convergent angles, then product shots. Hunter was professional about it in a way that came from having done this for years, present when required and off to the side when not. He and Ilya exchanged exactly three sentences about hockey, all of them substantive, in the quick back-and-forth of players who had both spent their lives reading each other across red lines. After the third, Hunter said, "You see things fast."
"Yes," Ilya said.
At noon they broke for lunch. Hunter was done, his portion of the contract required him for the morning only, and he packed up like he had places to be and said goodbye to the crew and Shane and looked at Ilya.
"Careful not to break a hip on stairs," Ilya said.
"Fuck off," Hunter said, and went through the door.
Shane was looking at Ilya from across the space with an expression that was doing something in the vicinity of fond and had not successfully arranged itself into the managed version. Ilya looked back at him. The crew was packing up. Gilles was near the door.
"Good shoot?" Ilya said.
"Yeah," Shane said. He was still doing the expression. "Yeah, it was good."
The director thanked them both and the production wrapped, the crew dispersing as the shoot found its end. Gilles appeared at Ilya's shoulder as the lighting rigs came down, with his coffee and his newspaper folded under one arm.
"Beaulieu's cleared you for the night, as long as you stick together," Gilles said. "I'll be at the hotel." He looked at Ilya with the expression he used when he was communicating I don't need the details. "Room 1508 if you need me."
Then he left.
Shane and Ilya were left to get changed in the dressing room at the back of the facility, small and utilitarian. The showers were communal, a short corridor of shower heads facing each other, the standard rink configuration. Shane went first. Ilya changed slowly, unlacing the stiff leather of the skates he had been given brand new for the shoot, taking his time. He could hear the water running on the other side of the partition wall.
He had been aware of Shane all day, the same peripheral tracking he maintained for everyone on the ice and had been maintaining for Shane specifically since September, involuntary, present whether he wanted it or not. He stood, picked up his towel, and went into the showers.
Shane was already under the water, his back to the doorway. Ilya chose the showerhead directly across from him, turned it on, and stepped in. 
The sound of two showers in the small space changed the room entirely — the steam thickening, the noise filling the corridor wall-to-wall, the running water creating the illusion of privacy that communal showers always created. There was a sense that what happened here was between the steam and the tile and no one else. It was not true. The door at the end of the corridor had no lock. Anyone could walk in. The water would mask a great deal, but not everything.
Ilya stood under his shower and let the day come out of his muscles. He was aware of Shane the way he was always aware of Shane. He didn't look immediately, but he did look. Shane's back was to him, which solved one problem and created another. The freckles went further than Ilya had cataloged from the locker room — across the shoulders, down the spine, the kind of detail that was visible only at this distance in this light. He was broad across the back how all hockey players who had been skating since they were three looked, the muscles visible even at rest, the shoulder blades moving slightly as he washed his hair. Ilya looked at the wall and finished washing his own.
Shane turned around. Ilya expected him to flee, like he had before. To end the interaction as quickly as possible.
His eyes went directly to Ilya, not the practiced not-looking, not the controlled, staid version that peered off into the middle distance, just a reflexive look that landed before he could redirect it and what Ilya saw was not just the expression but everything below it. Shane was not managing his situation. He looked down at his own arousal with a flash of something that was unmistakably horror and looked back up at Ilya and the flush moved from his collarbone to his jaw in one wave.
"It's nothing," Shane said. Pre-emptively, to the water.
Ilya looked at Shane with the patient attention he used when he was waiting for someone to stop pretending, and felt his own body beginning to make decisions that were ahead of his mind. He let it. He let his hand trail down his stomach.
Shane watched. He could not seem to stop watching. Ilya wrapped his hand around himself and held Shane's eye and gave himself one slow, deliberate stroke. Shane's breath came out audibly over the sound of the water. He was still not managing his situation. His eyes were very dark.
"What were you thinking about?" Ilya said. 
Shane swallowed. The flush was everywhere now. He looked at Ilya for a moment with the expression that had been living under the managed one for months, the version that didn't belong to the captain, and said, quietly, to the water between them, "You."
Ilya heard him. He felt something move in his chest, quick and hot, and let it pass. He held Shane's eye for another moment. He was shocked Shane had said it. He had said the thing held unspoken between them for weeks.
"Not here," Shane said. His voice was unsteady. "Someone could see us."
Ilya looked at him for a moment. The man in the lime shirt had been himself, and nobody in the room had cared. Shane Hollander was standing in a private shower corridor with no one else present, and was afraid of being seen anyway. Ilya did not say this. He only nodded. He released himself and turned off the water. He could feel Shane still looking at him as he left the shower. He went back to the dressing room and dried off and dressed and sat on the bench.
Shane came out a few minutes later. He had his towel around his waist and the expression of a man who had arrived somewhere he had not planned to be and was taking the inventory of it. He sat at his own bag without looking at Ilya and started to dress.
Ilya tied his shoe. He let the silence sit for a moment.
"Hollander," he said.
Shane looked at him. His jaw was doing the thing, twitching.
"What is your room number?" Ilya said.
Shane went very still. He looked at Ilya for a long moment, the expression working through several things in sequence. Then he looked back at his bag.
"Fourteen ten," he said. Quietly.
Ilya nodded. He stood and picked up his jacket. "Maybe I will come."





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Please be patient with the next update. I am working to onboard some new (phenomenal, very thorough) beta readers, and I'm also in a busy time professionally. I wanted to get this one out, so as not to keep you waiting too long, but I would anticipate another week to ten days...maybe more give or take...until the next. Certainly not abandoning anything! With the new beta reading, I would also anticipate some tweaks coming to the back-catalog shortly.

As always, comments keep WIP writers fed, and I appreciate them all, even if I don't get to reply to every one.

Some notes:

I mentioned Nansen Passports when Ilya first escaped. It was created by the League of Nations in 1922 for stateless persons — originally Russian refugees fleeing the Revolution, later administered by the UN. In 1988 it was still in use for stateless individuals who had been stripped of citizenship and had no other travel document. The name comes from Fridtjof Nansen, a Norwegian humanitarian who suggested this. Under Soviet law, citizens who defected could be tried in absentia and stripped of citizenship by decree. This happened to a number of defectors in the 70s and 80s.

I know Rachel Reid ignored this, but today's hockey players do not share rooms. In 1988, nearly every player had to share a room on the road. Usually just those with 10+ years on the team would even be considered for a solo room. Coaches used room assignments as a discipline tool, pairing big partiers or unruly players with a veteran to keep them in line. Since 2013, all players who are not on their entry-level contract are entitled to single-room accommodations on the road. However, this season (2025-26), most teams have moved toward providing single rooms for everyone as a competitive advantage for player recruitment and mental health.

In the 1970s and 80s, elite Soviet athletes faced intense pressure to conform to the image of the "model citizen." Marriage served as a critical tool for the state, signaling that an athlete was stable and less likely to defect during international travel. For Red Army players, this expectation was reinforced by their military status and their roles as symbols of Soviet propaganda. Additionally, KGB surveillance meant that maintaining a traditional family life provided athletes with a layer of safety and state approval. It wouldn’t have been an official order, but someone in Ilya’s position would have been highly encouraged to get married to an “acceptable” wife. The structural pressure there would have made it difficult to refuse.

Rink in an office building! Located on the 16th floor of 450 West 33rd Street, Sky Rink was Manhattan’s main ice training facility from the late 60s until it closed in 1995. It shared a building that also housed the New York Daily News and the Associated Press.


  


      

  












      Chapter 23: Possessive
  


    Chapter Summary

    What happens in New York stays in New York, except for the part where they have to go home and live together.



    Chapter Notes

      I borrowed some canon dialogue again, in case some of this sounds familiar.
Enjoy :)
Content WarningsBlowjobs, followed by gay panic.
Some discussion of medical procedures done without informed consent.


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  Possessive (adjective)
1. The weight of a hand that has learned the shape of what it wants.
2. The distance between wanting something and being unwilling to share it.
3. The name for what you feel when someone else gets careless with the thing you are guarding.
Example: "He looked at the refrigerator and did not look at the open collar." — November, 1988
Ilya had very deliberately not given Shane a time frame. They had made it back to the hotel in silence, nothing but tension hanging between them. Ilya knew how he needed to play this. One wrong move and Shane would be frightened away like a stray cat. 
Ilya had eaten his room service. He hung the new coat in the closet and watched forty minutes of television he could follow without effort, and sat on the edge of the bed for a while. His eyes kept wandering to the wall to his right. Shane Hollander was in that room. Was he waiting? Nervous? Ilya was not nervous. That was not the feeling he was experiencing now. 
He stood and changed his shirt. It was black, leaving the collar open. He checked his appearance in the mirror, and acknowledged, with a flat self-awareness, that changing his shirt immediately before going to another room with the purpose of taking it off was a specific brand of stupidity. He slid out the door, letting it close with a nearly inaudible click behind him, and walked to room 1410 and knocked softly, just one finger tapping on the wood.
Shane opened the door immediately. He had also changed his shirt. A nicer one, Ilya noted, the kind of detail that was not accidental in someone who had been alone in a hotel room for three hours. His hair had been recently combed. The television was on and muted, all the lamps burning at once, the room arranged to look intentionally casual. Shane stood in the doorway and looked at Ilya, as though he had prepared several versions of this moment and was finding, now that it was here, that none of his plans would work.
"I did not think you would open the door," Ilya said.
"No." Then, "I mean — I just want to talk. About — you know."
"I know. Yes."
"Uh, do you want to — sit? Maybe?"
Ilya took a few steps toward him, circling, until Shane was between him and the wall. "Not really."
Shane's throat moved. "I don't think this is a good idea."
Ilya put his hand under Shane's chin and tilted his face up. "No?" he said. Ilya closed the gap, kissing him as gently as he could muster in that moment.
For a fraction of a second, Shane was completely still. Every part of him looked tense. His lips pressed together, hands at his sides, his whole body braced. Ilya did not rush it. He kept his hand at Shane's jaw and held the contact and waited. This was no different than being on the ice. The only thing required was patience. Shane would require all of his patience. After the briefest moment, Shane's mouth opened and his hands came up and gripped the front of Ilya's shirt, and he kissed back.
Shane made a sound low in his throat that did not belong to any version of him Ilya had cataloged in two months of close proximity, and kissed him harder, his hands pulling Ilya closer. He tasted like mint. Ilya walked him back against the wall and started on the buttons of his shirt, down to the last one, and slid it off his shoulders, leaving hot kisses along his neck and jaw. Ilya pulled his own shirt off so they were bare chest to bare chest. Shane's hands found his back, and then his shoulders, and then his hair, and the room was very warm.
Ilya took Shane's wrist and directed his hand against his own crotch and pressed it there and heard the sharp intake of breath. He felt Shane's fingers tighten through the denim. Tentative at first, then less so. Ilya watched his face in the soft light. His eyes were very dark. There was a flush moving from his collarbone to his jaw. 
Shane unfastened Ilya’s fly, working his hand inside. When his fingers wrapped around him, Ilya stopped kissing him and they both looked down, which Ilya had not planned but which happened anyway. Shane's hand moved slowly, curiously, trying to understand the thing he was doing. Then Shane released him and sank to his knees.
Ilya thought he might pass out, first from shock at Shane’s boldness, second from how glorious Shane Hollander looked on his knees, looking up at him, his mouth slightly open, waiting. Ilya looked down at him. Shane was checking, asking a question he was only going to ask once. Ilya looked back and nodded. Shane took him into his mouth.
He was uncertain at first. He positioned himself, the beginning tentative, carefully keeping his teeth away. Ilya kept his hand loose in his hair and let him work. Shane found a rhythm, and his confidence arrived with it, audible in the sounds he was making. The sounds of enjoying what he was doing. He was so enthusiastic, like he had decided to be excellent at a task he had never done and was not willing to accept anything less. He took Ilya deeper, his hand coming up to meet his mouth.
Shane looked up at him, making eye contact, his mouth still full of Ilya.
"Look at you," Ilya said. 
Shane’s expression shifted, as if hearing the praise out loud had confirmed something he had been uncertain about. He made a sound low in his chest that Ilya felt vibrate through his body. His hand moved and his mouth moved and the pressure built and built further—
"Stop. Stop."
Shane pulled off immediately, eyes up, scanning Ilya's face. “Was it bad?”
"No, no,” Ilya replied quickly. “Is okay," he exhaled. He waved a hand. "Was — too much."
Shane stared at him. The panic underneath something else now, almost satisfaction. "Too much?"
"A lot," Ilya said. The word was not arriving. "I cannot think of the word."
Shane stood up from his knees. He looked at Ilya. "Have you been thinking about this?"
"Yes," Ilya said.
Shane looked at his own hands. Then back to Ilya. "Have you—" He stopped, looking at Ilya. "With a man. Before."
Ilya looked at him, unable to keep the incredulity off his face. Shane had to know. The picture with Vadim. He had all but told him about Sasha. Shane seemed to understand the look. He blinked. "Right," Shane said. “Obviously.” He fidgeted nervously. “I haven’t.”
Ilya pulled him in and kissed him, and this time Shane kissed back without hesitation. Ilya broke away, briefly. “Did you like sucking my dick?” he asked.
“Who is teaching you these words?”
Ilya grinned. “Answer please. Did you like it?”
“Yes.” 
“Would you like me to let you do it some more?”
“Let me?”
“I am generous.” 
Shane’s hands moved over Ilya’s chest, tracing the geography of him, and Ilya watched his face while he did it. The concentration, the flush that went everywhere, his mouth slightly open. Shane, who had been taught by everything in his life to manage what he wanted and was not, at this moment, managing anything. They rearranged themselves onto the bed. Shane's remaining clothes came off. He folded them, Ilya noticed, into a neat pile at the edge of the mattress, because of course he did, because Shane Hollander could not stop being himself even here, in this moment. Ilya lay back, watching him, and felt a flutter in his chest at the folding that had nothing to do with wanting him and everything to do with knowing him.
Shane pushed Ilya’s shoulder gently until he was lying flat and looked at him for a moment, his jaw slack, his face entirely open, and said, "Let me."
Shane moved down the bed. The tentativeness was different now. Only curiosity rather than fear. This thing between them was the only thing that mattered right now, and nothing else was competing. He found a rhythm and worked it, his hand moving with his mouth, and Ilya kept his watch and felt the peace that arrived when the noise stopped—squashed down, all of it, the static at zero — and let it be what it was. It was sloppy. His mouth open too wide, everything too wet, but Ilya couldn’t stop the sounds of encouragement falling out of his mouth, English and Russian mixing together. 
“Hollander, fuck.” Ilya gasped, and Shane pulled off just in time for Ilya’s release to fall hot across his own stomach. He looked away at the end, which he had not planned, because Shane's face had been doing something in the last moments that Ilya was not prepared to look at directly and file away at the same time. 
Ilya reached for the box of tissues, cleaning himself up efficiently. Ilya looked over to look at Shane. 
“Did you need something?” he asked innocently. 
An expression moved across Shane's face that was almost a laugh. He reached out and shoved Ilya's shoulder, not hard. Ilya looked at him. Shane looked back. The moment sat there between them with its full weight.
“Let me show you how to do this,” Rozanov murmured.
Ilya kissed him again and Shane’s hands were in his hair, on his neck, on as much of him as he could touch. Ilya kissed down his throat and chest and stomach, finding the sound Shane made when he kissed along the curve of his hip bone with just a hint of a bite. He took his time. He was good at this and he knew it and he let Shane know it. Paying his full attention to Shane. Shane’s hands in his hair and his hips moving of their own accord, sounds flying out of him in an unrestrained way. Speech leaving him in increments until what came out was not words in any language Ilya could recognize. His thighs shook. Ilya kept him there, in that moment, because Shane's face in this particular state was information he was memorizing with considerably more attention than was strictly necessary. He used his hand, his tongue, his teeth, Shane was babbling incoherently, the sound filling the room.
Shane tried to warn him at the end, but Ilya didn’t stop, he only sucked harder until Shane emptied into his mouth. Shane lay with his arm across his eyes and produced a stream of words that resolved into apologies.
"Why sorry?" Ilya said.
"I don't know." A short, hysterical laugh. "I just — I wasn't expecting you to —"
"Is fine," Ilya said. “I do not mind.”
Shane laughed, full and slightly undone, bordering on hysteria. "This is fucking crazy," he said.
"Yes," Ilya agreed.
“Oh my god.” Shane took his arm away from his eyes and looked at the ceiling. Then at Ilya. The expression on his face had several things in it and underneath all of them, raw, complete panic. "Oh my god."
“Hollander.”
“We can’t do this,” Shane sputtered. He was not laughing now.  
“Hollander.”
"I'm not—" Shane stopped. He sat up. He swung his legs over the side of the bed and put his back to Ilya and sat there with his elbows on his knees, hands wringing. "I'm not gay," he said. The statement was certain and slightly desperate. Ilya looked at the back of his neck. Shane's stillness, the processing happening underneath it, the accounting, the whole architecture of a man's understanding of himself falling apart.
He did not say anything. It was not his to say. He had done this accounting himself, in different rooms, at a different age, and had arrived somewhere Shane had not arrived yet and might not arrive in any way Ilya could predict or influence. He waited.
"I'm not," Shane said again. Quieter this time. It was less certain, more like a question he was asking himself and was not entirely sure he still knew the answer to.
“Hollander. Is fine. You are thinking too much.”
Shane made a long exhale. He looked at the floor. "This can't—" He stopped. Started again. "We live together. We play together. The whole team, the whole—" He shook his head. "This cannot be a thing. You understand that. This cannot be a thing that happens."
Ilya looked at his back. "I understand."
"I mean it." Shane turned to look at him over his shoulder, and the expression on his face was one Ilya had not seen before. Something raw. "I'm serious, Rozanov."
"I know," Ilya said.
Shane looked at him for a moment longer, searching for something in Ilya's expression that Ilya was not going to give him, because what Shane was looking for was either reassurance or argument, and Ilya would not give him either. Shane turned back to the carpet.
"This can’t leave this room," Shane said.
"You think I will tell people?"
"No," Shane said. "No, I know you won't." He looked at his hands. "I just—" He stopped. He did not finish the sentence. He did not need to.
Ilya stood. Found his shirt and put it on. He looked at Shane, his back, the line of his shoulders. 
"My room is next door," Ilya said. "If you need something."
Shane looked away. An expression moved in his face, brief and quickly gone. "Yeah," he said. "Okay."
Ilya went to the door.
"Goodnight, Hollander."
"Goodnight," Shane said.
Ilya let himself out into the quiet corridor. Room 1412 was one door over and he let himself in and lay on the bed in the dark. Through the shared wall, faintly, the sounds of Shane. Getting up. Running the tap. Undoubtedly working through the feelings of the night.
Shane had said this cannot be a thing. He had said it with a desperation that said he meant it but was not sure he could enforce it, which were two different problems. The first problem Ilya could work with. The second was the one that sat in the dark with him now, because a man who could not enforce a decision was a man who might make a different one. A worse one. The kind that started with I think you should find somewhere else to live and ended with Beaulieu on the phone and a room on Drummond Street and a handler in the room and the life Ilya had negotiated his way out of reassembling itself around him. He had not wanted the safe house. He had said Shane Hollander's name and had understood what he was asking of him. He had asked it anyway because the alternative was a life that was administered rather than lived.
It was hard, but it was good. He thought about the dishwasher. He thought about the phrase book with the bookmarks, the coffee at six, the run along the river in the morning with their breath finding the same interval. He thought about the lamp in his room, still chosen by someone else, and the coat on its hanger in his closet, chosen by himself, and the difference between those two things. He thought about Shane asleep on the couch.
He could not lose this over one night in a New York hotel. How could he have been so stupid?
He lay in the dark and thought about what Shane needed from him in the morning, which was the same thing Shane had always needed from him and which Ilya was capable of providing: the ordinary operations of the life they had built, proceeding as if nothing had changed. Pretending he didn’t notice how Shane looked at him because Ilya had been keeping his face from showing what was underneath it for years. He would be in the lobby. He would not look at Shane with any greater frequency than he looked at anyone else.
He would give Shane the space to reassemble. And Shane would reassemble, because Shane was extremely good at this, and the arrangement would hold. He lay in it and eventually the calculation resolved into something he could control and the noise settled at its lowest frequency and he slept.
Ilya got up at six. He showered. He packed his bag, each item in its place, the blue coat folded last and laid across the top. Gilles was in the lobby with coffee. He handed Ilya a cup without being asked. Shane came down from the elevator two minutes later with his bag over his shoulder. He accepted a coffee from Gilles. He looked at Ilya once, briefly, and looked away.
They took a yellow cab to JFK. Nobody spoke. Ilya watched New York go past as Shane looked out his own window. The cab driver had the radio on low, talk radio in Spanish. At the terminal, Gilles produced the folder. The passport came out, pale blue, thinner than it should have been for something that contained Ilya's entire legal existence in this country. The US departure officer looked at it, making a professional decision about whether to make it a problem. A brief exchange. The officer made a note, stamped the folder, handed it back. Gilles returned the passport to his inside pocket and they went to the gate.
Shane was already seated, looking at nothing in particular, but clearly taking considerable effort to do so. Ilya sat two seats away and looked at the gate information board.
They did not speak until they were on the plane. A commercial flight, Montreal direct, Shane was at the window. Ilya had the aisle. The plane filled and pushed back and lifted off over the grid of the city, the bridges and the water, and then they were in cloud and New York was gone.
Somewhere over upstate New York, Shane said, quietly, not looking away from the window: "We should—"
"Is fine. We do not have to talk about it," Ilya said.
"Good, we can just go back to how things were—"
"I said fine."
Shane looked back out his window. The conversation closed. He did not push. Ilya filed this in the same place he always filed it, which still had no label.
Montreal appeared below them, the mountain rising out of the grid, the St. Lawrence wide and inky. Ilya knew approximately where the condo was from the air now. Interesting to think of this place as home, the place he lived with Shane.
The cab from the airport had Gilles in front, Ilya and Shane in the back. Shane looked out his window. Ilya looked out his. The trees were releasing their color in long sustained increments, the streets holding the memory of summer while the mornings arrived colder. A full block passed in silence, then several more. The silence between them held the tension that neither was going to address, different from the comfortable silences they had built up over two months in the condo. This one had content.
When they arrived home, the condo was exactly as they had left it. The phrase book on the counter, Shane's mug upside down in the drying rack, the smell of the space that was becoming, without ceremony, the smell of where he lived. Ilya unpacked. The coat went on its hanger. He put his hand briefly on the shoulder of it and closed the closet door.
Shane made coffee, the ritual displaced to noon by travel. He set a mug in front of Ilya without being asked. Ilya looked at the hand already withdrawing to the counter and drank the coffee.
They ate dinner. They watched a West Coast game. Shane fell asleep on the couch at eleven, the loose unguarded face arriving how it always arrived in sleep, the jaw slack, the captain entirely absent. Ilya watched the game and looked at Shane with the helpless regularity of something he had no plan for, and did not get the blanket. He had made a decision about this and did not think about what it cost him to do so. He turned off the television and went to bed.
Through the wall, minutes later, the sounds of Shane waking. The couch. The hallway. Shane’s feet outside his bedroom door. Ilya lay in the dark and listened. He wouldn’t come in here, but he was still checking on Ilya. Seeing to it that he was safe. The good captain doing his job.
Practice resumed Monday. Systems session in the morning, full skate in the afternoon. At the end of the film session, Theriault asked what Ilya had marked down and Ilya presented the neutral zone gap as a question rather than a correction, like J.J. had taught him, softening his statements, and Theriault made a note. On the ice, he and Shane ran the power play with the fluency that had stopped being remarkable and had become simply what the unit did. This was its own kind of information. When a thing stopped being remarkable, it became real. It was fine. They were fine. Theriault asked him to spend some time with the penalty team, and he did.
Shane was careful. Present at practice, in the car, over the coffee, but the distance was deliberate in a way it hadn’t been before. He handed Ilya things and let go before even the briefest contact was possible. He arranged himself in rooms. It was conscious, which was what made it visible. Ilya had seen this before. In Moscow, men managing a habit they had decided not to have. A mistress, a drug problem. He knew what it looked like from the outside, and now the inside too. 
Ilya decided he was not going to make it easier. He was going to be exactly where he had always been, in the kitchen, on the ice, on the couch, in the ordinary operations of the life they had built in this condo since September. He was going to be here. Shane could manage that, however he needed to.
Gilles came by on a Wednesday morning with a plastic bag from an electronics shop on Sainte-Catherine. Ilya was at the kitchen table with the paper. Shane was still in his room. Gilles sat down, put the bag on the table, and took out three black pagers.
“Beaulieu’s idea,” he said. “You’re farther from me on the road than I’d like. You need something, you page me, I’ll find a phone.” He slid one across the table to Ilya. “This pager? It’s not for fun. Shane gets the number, I get the number, Beaulieu gets the number. Nobody else pages you, nobody else gets paged.”
Ilya picked it up. Turned it over. Lighter than expected, a small screen, a belt clip, a single button. He had seen them before, on doctors, on men whose jobs required them to be reachable at all hours. The KGB had a version. He did not want to think about the KGB version.
“And if I page you,” Ilya said, “you come.”
“I come,” Gilles said. He put the second pager on the table for Shane, clipped his own to his belt, picked up his notebook, and left.
Ilya looked at the pager in his hand for a moment. His legal existence in Gilles’s pocket. His leash on his hip. He clipped it to his belt and went back to the paper.
Shane came out twenty minutes later, saw the pager on the table, picked it up, and looked at it. He looked at Ilya.
“Gilles,” Ilya said, without looking up from the paper.
Shane turned it over in his hand. He clipped it to his own belt. “I’ve been meaning to get one,” he replied.
Shane mentioned the dinner the next morning, a delicate conversation Ilya had learned to recognize. A question that was already a decision, framed as courtesy. He and Rose were going to a restaurant on Thursday. A place she liked in the Plateau. Ilya said fine and meant it and did not examine what fine meant in this context too closely.
Gilles arrived at the condo at six to run through the plan for the evening and his pager went off while he was still at the kitchen table. He looked at it. He looked at Ilya. He picked up the phone and made a call that lasted ninety seconds, his voice low, and when he hung up, clearly the plans had changed.
“I have to go,” he said. He was already reaching for his jacket. “I’ll have someone here in an hour.”
“I need to leave in ten,” Shane said.
Gilles looked at him. He looked at Ilya. The calculation happened quickly. “You stay together the whole night. You don’t separate.” He looked at Ilya specifically. “You page me if anything feels wrong. Anything.”
“I understand,” Ilya said.
Gilles left. Shane stood in the kitchen holding his coat with the expression of a man deciding whether to call Rose and cancel, and Ilya could see him deciding and could see the moment the decision landed.
“You’ll have to come,” Shane said.
“I know,” Ilya said.
He called Rose from the kitchen phone. Ilya heard one side of it. Shane explaining, the cryptic version, enough information, but not more. Rose’s voice on the other end, too quiet to discern the individual words. Then Shane said okay and thanked her and hung up.
“She says it’s fine,” Shane said. 
The restaurant was narrow and warm, the kind of place with close tables, white butcher paper overlaying linen tablecloths. It had low light and a chalkboard menu written in French with cramped English translations underneath. Rose was already there when they arrived. She was not alone.
The man beside her was the one from the party. The lime shirt was replaced tonight by deep blue silk, the eyeliner still present, his gestures already large and unselfconscious exactly like Ilya had noticed on Saint-Laurent. He stood when they approached the table with the physical confidence of being completely comfortable in his own body, and Rose said, “This is Miles. Shane, you remember him.”
Miles looked at Shane warmly. He looked at Ilya with a more specific expression, a quick, intelligent assessment that landed and moved on, professional in its speed. “Ilya Rozanov,” he said. “Rose has been talking about you.” Ilya frowned. Rose didn’t know him. Everything she knew had to be through the context of what Shane had told her.
“Good things,” Rose said to her menu. 
“Mostly,” Miles said, and smiled.
Ilya sat. The table was small, the four of them close, Shane and Rose on one side and Ilya and Miles on the other, which was Rose’s geometry and which Ilya understood immediately as the kindness it was intended to be. She had produced Miles so that Ilya would have somewhere to be that wasn’t directly alone with the two of them. He noted this. He noted that it was thoughtful and that it did not make him feel better.
Across the table, Shane was already turning into the person he was with Rose. Rose said something low that Ilya didn’t catch and Shane laughed, putting his hand briefly over hers on the table. Ilya looked away, at the menu.
“What’s good here?” Miles said, beside him. Ilya looked at the words. There wasn’t anything recognizable to him. "Because I have to tell you, I've been in Montreal for weeks and I have not had a single disappointing meal, and I can’t start with this one." 
“I have not been here before,” Ilya said.
Miles looked at the chalkboard. “I feel like the special is the right move. Duck.”
Ilya looked at the chalkboard. “I will have the duck also,” he said.
Miles smiled. He was attractive in a way that was entirely beside the point, probably because he was a literal movie star, and Ilya chose not to consider this. 
The evening arranged itself around the table’s two conversations, Shane and Rose in theirs, Miles and Ilya in theirs. There were occasional crossings where all four talked together. Miles was easy to talk to in the way of a person who was genuinely curious about other people and had the social fluency to make curiosity feel like a gift rather than an imposition. He asked Ilya about Moscow like he actually wanted to know, not the questions people asked when they wanted to seem interested. He had been to Leningrad once, for a film festival, and had opinions about it that were accurate and slightly unkind. Ilya found this entertaining.
He was also aware of Miles noticing him. Ilya knew this kind of noticing. He had deployed it himself in Moscow in rooms where the stakes of misreading were considerable. He was also aware, with significant anxiety, of the restaurant around them. The other tables. The proximity of strangers. Miles was easy to talk to and Miles was warm and Miles was a person in whose company certain things felt possible. Ilya was not going to let that affect his behavior in a restaurant in Montreal with twenty people within earshot. He kept his posture straight. He kept his face even. He kept the distance between himself and Miles at exactly the distance of two people who had just met and were having a pleasant dinner.
At some point, he told Miles about his father’s kitchen table. The grain of the wood, the chip in the veneer repaired in the same place twice. Miles had a small notebook in his jacket pocket and asked if he could write some of it down, which surprised Ilya. He was writing a play, he said, or maybe a movie. Ilya said yes. Miles wrote it down like that one detail was the difference between a thing that felt real and a thing that merely looked real. 
Ilya met Miles’s eyes across the notebook, briefly, and an exchange passed between them that was not a question and not an answer and was understood by both of them without either of them doing anything the table could see. Ilya looked away. He drank his wine.
Across the table Shane said something to Rose that made her laugh with her whole body, her head going back, and Shane was watching her laugh with the loose unguarded face, the one that appeared when the performance ended, and Ilya watched this happen from four feet away and felt the thing in his chest that was not quite envy and not quite grief and for which he had no useful category. Shane’s hand was near Rose’s on the table. Not touching. Near. Ilya hated that he noticed.
“The duck is good,” Miles said, beside him.
“Yes,” Ilya said.
Miles looked at him for a moment with the quiet focus he had been deploying all evening, and then looked at his plate. He said nothing further. He did not need to. Ilya was jealous. Not of Rose, or not only of Rose. It was the ease of it, the public shape of it, the fact that Shane could sit across a table in a restaurant in Montreal and be the loose, unguarded version of himself that Ilya barely got to glimpse. Nobody at the table or in the room had to be afraid. He was jealous of the hand near Rose’s on the table. He was jealous of the laugh. He was slightly jealous of Miles for reasons he was not going to examine here, and he was jealous of the normality that this table represented for everyone at it except him.
After dinner, they stood on the pavement outside while Shane and Rose finished a conversation, their breath visible in the November air. Miles stood beside Ilya with his hands in his coat pockets and looked at the street.
"You should come to one of Rose's things sometime," Miles said. His hands were in his coat pockets, looking at the street. "Different people than you're used to. Good different."
"I imagine," Ilya said.
Miles looked at him, trying to communicate something. "Different rules," he said. "Easier ones." Then Rose called his name. He turned, kissed her cheek, said goodnight to Shane.
"Wonderful to meet you," he said.
"And you," Ilya said.
Miles left. A cab, the door closing, the taillights going around the corner. Shane and Rose were saying goodnight at the curb, her hand at his lapel, adjusting it, just as she had that first night. She kissed his cheek. He put her in a cab.
Shane turned. He looked at Ilya on the pavement with the controlled version back in place, the captain’s posture, the practiced ease. “Sorry,” he said. “About tonight.”
“Is fine,” Ilya said. “I had fun. Sorry you and Rose could not be alone.”
“She didn’t seem to mind. Nice that Miles was here too.”
They got a cab. Ilya lay on the bed and thought about Shane’s hand near Rose’s on the table, the nearness of it, and thought about Miles’s look across the restaurant and what it had recognized and what Ilya had recognized back and what neither of them had said about it. He thought about different rules, easier ones and what it would mean to live somewhere those rules applied to him too. He turned off the lamp. He was jealous and he let it be what it was.
They played in Boston the following week. The Garden was different from the Forum. Louder in a less musical way, the crowd noise arriving in flat aggressive waves, the ice marginally wider. Ilya did his calibration lap in warmup and noted the adjustments and moved on.
Theriault found him in the corridor before warmup, which was not the standard protocol. He had his clipboard. 
"Boston's third line has been running a forecheck that collapses the left side," Theriault said. "They've been doing it a few games and nobody's called it yet. You'll see it in the first five minutes." He paused. "When you see it, I want you to adjust the line before I do. Don't wait for me."
Ilya looked at him. "Okay," he said.
Theriault moved on. Ilya stood in the corridor for a moment with the weight of that exchange. The information, the instruction, the trust embedded in don't wait for me — and put it away for later and went to finish getting dressed. He had wanted to be a leader, and with a jolt of satisfaction, he realized Theriault was beginning to treat him more like one.
Cliff Marleau was on the ice during warmup, Boston's second-line center, a big winger from somewhere in Ontario. Ilya knew him like he knew most players in this league, from film, or from a game or two here and there where Marleau had been on the other side of the ice and Ilya had monitored his tendencies like he did with everything that might be useful. 
Marleau skated past and clocked Ilya with professional attention. Ilya kept going. They passed twice more in the natural orbits of warmup, and on the third pass Marleau said, without looking at him, "Watch yourself tonight."
"I know," Ilya said. He did know. Boston had a reputation for physical violence, and he knew that it was more than likely they would gang up on him as much as possible. Marleau skated away. Ilya filed it under: Marleau — plays honest.
The first period was the chess game he had expected. Boston was aggressive in a hardened, physical way at every opportunity, the hits technically clean and deliberately punishing, the message sent in boards and elbows that the Raiders operated in at home on Friday nights. Ilya took two hits in the first period. He got up from both without comment and went back to the bench and assessed and adjusted.
He also saw the forecheck collapse in the first period, exactly as Theriault had described. He leaned down the bench to Hayden, who was two players away, and said, "Their third line — they pull left. When you see it, go right." Pike looked at him. He nodded. Two shifts later he went right and had a lane that shouldn't have existed and nearly scored. He looked at Ilya on the bench. Ilya looked at the ice.
Theriault, behind them, said nothing. He made a note on his clipboard. A large defenseman named Boulanger found Ilya in the second period. Not the most violent hit Ilya had taken. He had been hit harder playing in the Soviet system, where the philosophy was that you continued until the thing stopped moving or started moving differently, but it was still a hit intended to be remembered. The angle, the follow-through, how Boulanger held contact a fraction of a second past what the play required. Ilya went into the boards hard, left side, the sound of it loud and flat in the Garden, and stayed there a moment taking inventory. His shoulder was fine. His hip was not.
The immediate pain told him what it was before he had finished standing up. A muscle pull, somewhere in his groin. He stood. He breathed. He waited for his vision to clear. He got back into position.
On the bench, Lebeau was beside him. He was a player of both considerable skill and anxiety. He had been rattled since the hit, watching Boulanger with a wary anticipation. Ilya looked at him.
"He is done for this," Ilya said. He did not look at Lebeau. He watched the ice. "He hit me because he has nothing else. You understand? No skills. A player who can only hit does not win." 
Lebeau was quiet for a moment. Then he exhaled. His shoulders came down a fraction. He watched the ice. Shane, two seats over, had heard this. Ilya knew he had heard it from Shane's stillness. He did not look at Shane. He watched the play develop.
He played the rest of the period. The decision to keep playing was not a decision in any conscious sense. It was the absence of the decision to stop, which was a different thing.
The Metros' trainer — Beauchamp, a broad-shouldered man whose handshake had been firm and whose eyes had been direct — was not Belakovsky, his team doctor from before. He knew this intellectually. Beauchamp had given Ilya a thorough assessment in September, had produced clear explanations of what he found, had asked questions and waited for the answers, and had on two occasions caught Ilya after practice to check on something Ilya had mentioned in passing three days earlier. He was not Belakovsky. Ilya knew this.
He also knew, in the portion of his knowledge that moved faster than the intellectual version, that I am hurt were words he could not say. His body had been nothing more than a tool for twenty-two years and the management protocol was that it was not your decision if the tool was working. Before, his body had not been his. It had belonged to CSKA, to the state that had built him into something useful and demanded a return on the investment. Bodies were just another piece of equipment, and his was one he had stolen when he defected. 
There was also the other thing. His asylum was contingent on the contract. The contract was contingent on performance. A man who could not play was a man whose value to the organization became a question, and a man whose value to the organization became a question was a man whose value to the Canadian government became a question. Ilya had sat in enough rooms with enough men holding enough folders to understand exactly how quickly questions of that kind could resolve into decisions. He had a death sentence in Moscow and a Nansen passport in Gilles's pocket and a precarious life built on a contract with a hockey team, and none of that was improved by a groin strain that went in a trainer's notes.
He knew this was not rational. He knew the Metros were not going to void his contract over two or three days of reduced skating. He knew they wouldn’t send him back to Moscow to face whatever consequences he was going to face. He knew this in the same place he knew Beauchamp was not Belakovsky, which was the intellectual place, the place that processed information correctly and arrived at accurate conclusions and had very little influence over the portion of his knowledge that moved faster than thought.
He scored on the next shift. A wrist shot from the top of the circle, the goalie's weight slightly deeper on his left than his right. Ilya moved to the right instead. It felt like fire burning across his hip when he did it, but the puck went in. The Boston crowd received it with loud hostility. He did not celebrate. He skated to the bench. On the bench Shane's hand found his shoulder for less than a second — good, that's right — and released. The most contact they’d had since New York. Ilya looked at the ice and felt the pain run at its current frequency. It was tolerable. It had to be tolerable.
In the second period stoppage at the face-off dot, Marleau was close enough. "Good goal," he said. He was looking at the linesman.
"Thank you," Ilya said.
A pause. "Boulanger’s done for the night. Coach pulled him." He said it without emphasis. Ilya understood it was a second piece of information provided without a price attached.
"Tell him thank you for the present," Ilya said. Bending over the dot felt impossible, but he did it anyway. The linesman dropped the puck.
Boston tied it in the third. They went to overtime. Five minutes, the ice suddenly wider without the extra bodies, the Garden very loud. Ilya played through it, attempting to distribute the pain across his stride. At three minutes and forty seconds, a Boston defenseman found a lane and the puck went in. 
In the locker room after, the atmosphere was heavy. Men who had believed they would win and had lost anyway, which was a kind of defeat with its own feel. Ilya sat at his stall. Lebeau was across from him, unlacing. Ilya looked at him.
"You were good tonight," Ilya said. "Third period. Good read."
Ilya looked back at his own stall. Across the room, Shane was talking to Theriault, their heads close, and Theriault was writing something down. Shane glanced at Ilya briefly and looked back at Theriault. Ilya unlaced his skates. Beauchamp walked past him twice in the locker room. Ilya held his body as upright as he could and waited.
On the charter back, he did not sleep. He sat with the hip in the most comfortable position he could find, the inflammation settling in now that the adrenaline had cleared. He breathed deeply and looked out the window at the dark below. Beside him, J.J. was already asleep. They had a few days off, and his muscle would get better.
The days that followed did not do enough to alleviate the pain. The inflammation had tightened the muscle overnight, the depth of the injury becoming clear. He had iced it in the apartment, sitting alone on the bathroom floor at midnight with a bag of frozen vegetables wrapped in a dish towel. He had stretched it carefully in the morning. He had taped the area before the morning skate with the tape from his own bag, not from the equipment room, not the kind of taping that went through Beauchamp.
Three days later, he was at the morning skate. He ran the drills at the speed required and tried to skate as evenly as he could on every stride, avoiding anyone flagging the problem. He scored twice in the scrimmage. It was excruciating, but he continued.
After the skate, in the corridor, J.J. fell into step beside him. He didn't say anything immediately, which was itself a kind of saying something. They walked to the locker room. J.J. sat at his stall and started undressing.
"You're quiet today," J.J. said. Not an accusation. An observation.
"I am always quiet," Ilya said.
"Different quiet." J.J. looked at him once, not long, and looked at his skate. "You were limping.” Ilya didn’t respond, so J.J. continued. “Beauchamp's good," he said. "He actually takes care of guys. That's his whole job."
Ilya unlaced his other skate. "I know."
J.J. nodded. He did not push. He had learned this from somewhere, or it was native to him, and either way, Ilya filed it beside the list of things that made J.J. specifically useful to know. Ilya did not go to Beauchamp.
That night Shane went to Rose's. He mentioned it over dinner, casually. She had called, there was a thing, he'd be back late. Ilya said fine and watched him put on his coat and go.
The condo was very quiet. Gilles outside, available by page. The city experiencing the shift from October to November, the colors darkening and the cold deepening. Ilya sat at the kitchen table with his grammar book open and not looked at. The muscle hurt all the time now. The quiet was not the comfortable quiet of the condo when Shane was asleep in the next room, but the other kind, the kind that reminded him of the apartment in Ottawa and the texture of being alone in a foreign city in a space that was theoretically his.
He went to bed at ten. The hip had stiffened further, an injury given too little rest and too much use. He lay on his back and assessed it. Two more days of this and he would be compensating in his stride in a way that would be visible to people who watched strides for a living. Beauchamp. Theriault. Hollander.
He was feeling hot and sticky. He needed to ice the muscle. Ice was in the freezer. He needed to get up, which the hip had strong feelings about, and go to the kitchen, and sit on the floor, and ice it for twenty minutes.
He lay there for another forty minutes. Finally, he got up. The hip's protest was significant and he moved into the hallway, the condo dark except for the orange line of light at the bottom of the oven clock. He got a frozen bag of vegetables from the freezer and lowered himself to the floor, groaning in pain. Thank god Hollander is not here. His back against the cabinet, the bag against the muscle, and he waited. The clock read 1:44.
He could feel the hum of the refrigerator up through his body. It wasn’t unpleasant. Soothing, maybe. The cold was working. He was fine. Twenty minutes on the floor and back to bed and fine.
He wasn’t sure how long he had been there. The front door opened. Ilya did not move. He sat on the kitchen floor and listened to Shane come in. The door, the latch, the coat on the hook. A pause. Then footsteps toward the kitchen. The lamp came on.
Not the overhead. The under-cabinet one, soft and diffuse, and Shane was there. His collar was open, his shirt untucked on one side, his hair no longer keeping any kind of order. Ilya looked at him for one moment — the untucked shirt, the open collar, the arrival at two in the morning — and understood exactly where Shane had been and what he had been doing and how recently he had finished doing it. He looked back at the refrigerator.
Shane's expression moved through several things quickly and settled into alarm. He came to the floor. He sat with his back against the opposite cabinet, facing Ilya, a few feet of kitchen between them. He gave Ilya room. He looked at the bag, wrapped in a dampening kitchen towel. He looked at Ilya's face. He didn't ask. Ilya continued to look away.
"Boston," he said. “The hit.”
"Okay," Shane said.
Not why didn't you say something? Not you need to tell Beauchamp. Ilya looked at the package of diced carrots against his hip.
"Is not bad," Ilya said. "Two, three days. Then fine."
"Okay," Shane said again.
Shane got up and came back with a dry dish towel and handed it down. Ilya replaced the wet one. He did not look at the untucked shirt. He did not look at the open collar. He looked at the refrigerator and talked about Belakovsky.
"In Moscow," Ilya said to the refrigerator. "Team doctor. His name was Belakovsky." He moved the bag around. "A player comes off the ice, something wrong. Belakovsky looks at it. He does not say what it is. Injections wherever the problem is, and he sends the player back. The player cannot feel the injury anymore. So he plays. He plays, for weeks sometimes, because he cannot feel it." He looked at the tile. "Two men on my team. One knee, one shoulder. Belakovksy knew. The coaches knew. The players did not know. By the end of the season, the damage was done." He shook his head. "Retired. Both of them. One was twenty-four years old."
Shane was very still.
"It happened to me. Before a game in Prague. He told me it was vitamins." Ilya was quiet for a moment. "I believed him. I was nineteen."
"There were other things. Electricity. Pills before games. I know it is different here," Ilya said. "I know this."
"Yeah," Shane said. Low.
"I know it here." He touched his temple. "Here—" he put his hand flat on his sternum, "—takes longer." Ilya was shaking. 
Shane looked at him for a moment. Then he leaned forward and reached out and put the back of his hand to Ilya's forehead. His hand moved from Ilya's forehead into his hair, the heel of the palm resting against his hairline.
Khvatit, Ilya said in Russian. Enough. The pain, and the open collar, two in the morning, and all of it.
Shane's hand stilled in his hair. He did not take it away. He looked at Ilya and said nothing. His hand was still. The kitchen was quiet. Ilya looked at Shane's face in the low light. The hair not quite right. He felt the thing in his chest simply present, unchecked, nowhere to go and no decision attached to it. The armor was down. Shane was here, on the kitchen floor with him at two in the morning, having come straight from Rose's bed to sit across from Ilya on the tile.  His hand was in Ilya's hair, and Ilya held all of it without acting on any of it because there was nowhere for it to go that wasn't already understood between them, locked away and unspoken, the tacit shape of a thing both of them knew and neither of them would name.
He breathed. He looked at the refrigerator and then back at Shane. Shane's hand moved once in his hair. A small, single motion, something between I'm here and I know, and then withdrew. He sat back against the cabinet and looked at Ilya.
"I think you might have a fever. Can you walk?" Shane said.
"Yes."
Shane stood and put his hand out. Ilya took it and came up, the hip making its protest at the angle, his grip adjusting around Shane's automatically. Shane held it until he was standing, securely, and released. He put his hand at the center of Ilya's back, a brief, guiding pressure, and walked with him down the corridor to his bedroom door.
"I'm fine," Ilya said, at the door. Ilya went in and lay down. 
"I know," Shane said. Holding both things: what Ilya had said and what he had seen in the kitchen. He had both and was keeping both.
Shane walked away and returned with a glass of water and a couple of Tylenol. “You’re no good to us in pain.” 
Ilya took the pills without complaint. His hip was cold now and it settled into something bearable, the inflammation dialed back. 
“Goodnight,” Shane said, walking away. 
Ilya lay in the dark. He thought about Shane’s hand. He turned it over in his mind with care. The forehead. The hair. The warmth of a body that had recently been somewhere else, warmed by someone else. He had been touched a great deal in two months, in the ordinary ways — the equipment checks, the on-ice contact of practice and games. But also in extraordinary ways. A hotel room in New York. And now, this was different. This was care. 
He thought about the Russian word. Khvatit. Whether it was the pain he had been saying it about, or something else. He sat with the question for a while and did not answer it. Ilya clicked on the lamp and opened the dictionary on his nightstand. He moved through it without a destination, like he sometimes did when sleep was not arriving as quickly as he wanted. He moved through the P's. His hand stopped.
Possessive. He looked at the word for a long time. He knew the grammar definition — the possessive case, a form indicating belonging. He knew the other one too. The one about wanting everything and being unwilling to share it. He closed the book. He turned off the lamp and thought about nothing for a while, the noise at its lowest frequency, the hip at its most manageable, the cold from the kitchen floor gone.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Context notes:

Soviet Sports Medicine - A note on the name: Belakovsky was the real name of the CSKA team doctor. I referred to him by a different name in earlier chapters, but this has been corrected for continuity. The things Ilya describes are fairly well documented. Novocaine and cortisone injections administered without explanation or consent, directly into injured joints and muscles, were standard. Players were given very little information and told to get back on the ice. Electrical stimulation, used aggressively, at intensities that caused burns in some documented cases, was used to force tissue recovery on a timeline the body wasn't prepared for. Deep tissue massage, leaving bruises. Amphetamines before games, sedatives after. Vitamins that were not vitamins. The thing that matters for Ilya’s story here is the informed consent piece. He was told he was getting vitamins. There wasn’t much choice but to believe it. Questioning a team physician was questioning the system, and questioning the system had consequences. By the time he defects, his relationship to his body was shaped by years of it being managed by people with different priorities than his own. The idea that he could simply tell Beauchamp he's hurt runs up against years of deeply ingrained protocol that says the decision is not his to make.

Montreal Restaurant Culture - Montreal in 1988 was in the middle of a serious food moment. Nouvelle cuisine had come from France and was being transformed by Québécois chefs into something with its own character. Rue Saint-Denis in the Plateau was the center of it. The neighborhood had been working-class and then gentrified into something more artistic. Restaurants opened in converted row houses. The duck Ilya and Miles both order, magret de canard, was extremely fashionable at the time. Goat cheese on everything. Raspberry vinaigrette. Arugula, which was still considered unusual to see on menus in North America. The wine list would lean heavily French. I love this period of Montreal food culture partly because it's so specific and because it's the kind of thing that doesn't make it into history books. If you know someone who was dining out in Montreal in the late eighties, ask them about it. They will have opinions.

Pagers - Pagers weren’t super common by 1988, but were starting to be seen by people for whom being available at all times was important. As a certifed old person, I feel insane explaining a pager, but here we go. The point was availability: you could be reached anywhere there was a payphone. When it went off, you found a payphone, called the number on the display, and found out what was needed. This created a type of availability that is hard to convey to anyone who grew up with a cell phone. You were reachable, but there was always a delay, always a gap between the page and the response, always needing a quarter for the payphone. The KGB used early paging technology in this period, mostly for communication between field officers. I mention this in the text because it's the only frame of reference Ilya would have. Not doctors, like we think of now, but the surveillance and control context.
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Many thanks to  Aphantastical  for their expert help beta reading this work. What I started with compared to what I ended with is practically another planet. It's sharper, cleaner, and rings a little more true. I cannot sing their praises high enough.

Also thank you to   WholeKittenCaboodle for their assistance catching my million typos, and their pedantry about word usage.

This is undoubtedly a better work due to their help.

Comments keep the WIP writers working! Thanks for being here.


  


      

  












      Chapter 24: Reticent
  


    Chapter Summary

    Shane is still trying to navigate life with a roommate he wants to kiss but can't, and a movie star he wants to sleep with and can't, for very different reasons.



    Chapter Notes

      A Shane POV present for you today.


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  Reticent (adjective)

	
Not readily revealing one's thoughts or feelings.



	
The discipline of keeping a thing unspoken so long that the silence begins to feel more like the truth.



	
What you call it when the person you are protecting from information is yourself.




Example: "He was the one person in Ilya's life in this country who was supposed to be a fixed point, reliable and without agenda, and that was what he was going to be." — November, 1988
Shane had fled from Rose’s apartment. There wasn’t any other word for what it was. It was the most accurate version of what he had done. 
The evening had held so much promise. That was the part that he kept coming back to when he was in the cab, escaping her place as fast as he could. He wanted to hold on to the parts of the evening that were wonderful and let go of the parts that were racing through his mind. They’d started at an upscale cocktail bar in Westmount with some of Rose’s costars, writers, the director. People whose names Shane recognized, even if he couldn’t place their faces in context. Miles was there, and the familiarity there made Shane feel more comfortable. Shane was the only person in their group who wasn’t in the industry, which made him a novelty. Thankfully, Rose didn’t leave him alone for a single instant. She kept a hand on his elbow and made introductions. She’d been funny and present with him, and he genuinely loved watching her interact with other people. It was so easy to relax with her. They left together a little after eleven, knowing they were going to her place without either of them having to say it. She had opened a bottle of wine. He’d listened as she’d named off all the things she didn’t like about the little flat, and Shane was tempted to contribute something like “At least you don’t have a mandatory roommate that you can’t stop thinking about,” but he didn’t. 
He was certain that this evening was going to end in a comfortable drift into sleep, his limbs tangled with those of a beautiful movie star with wide doe eyes, not a desperate flag at the curb at one thirty in the morning. He sat in the back of the cab and tried to think about anything except the evening. It had gone badly. Not in any way he could have explained to another person without being required to explain other things first. They’d moved to the couch and she had kissed him deeply and thoroughly. She was soft and smelled like cinnamon and he’d kissed her back and it was really, truly nice. He had liked the press of her body as she climbed into his lap, liked that she was warm and real and wanted to be with him. 
And it had all gone to shit when she took his hand to go to the bedroom. He couldn’t say at what point his mind left the room. It had been with him on the couch. But then they were on her bed, and the lights were low and she was kind, attentive, and patient in all the ways she usually was, and he had been—absent. The lights were low and Rose had her hands on his chest and his face and his cock, and something in him had simply gone somewhere else without his permission. 
He was soft, and the noticing was the problem. The moment he realized it, he started tracking it and the tracking was worse than the original failure because now there was part of his brain that couldn’t stop thinking about it. Is it coming back? How about now? It’s not coming back. And the more attention he put on his dick, the further the answer got from yes, you are absolutely hard enough to fuck this beautiful woman who is presenting herself like a gift just for you. He told himself to just stop thinking about it, which is the advice you always get from places like Sports Illustrated in situations like this, but it is categorically useless advice in the moment when all you want to do is have sex and can’t. He understood that it was useless and kept trying anyway. Rose was kissing his jaw and his throat and she was—she was so beautiful. Genuinely beautiful, and she wanted him, and the wanting was visible and real and should have been enough and wasn’t. It wasn’t enough. And all Shane could think was she’s going to hate me. A friendship ruined, in just one night.
And then he was thinking about that instead. What is she thinking? How much of this could her seemingly endless patience actually contain? Was this patience or was it something else? Did she think something was wrong with him, was she reconsidering, was she going to be kind about it or did the kindness have a limit that he was currently testing? Tomorrow, was she going to call someone and say something that would eventually get back to the team, to Hayden, to—
He’d been thinking about something else entirely, he realized. Not Rose. Not what Rose was thinking. It was something he couldn’t name, or wouldn’t, and then, before he could stop himself, there it was. Mornings in the kitchen with a cup of coffee, fingers brushing slightly. A dimly lit hotel room in New York. Rozanov’s hot breath against his bare thighs. Stubble against his cheek. A closed door that he desperately wanted to reopen. 
His body responded, just like that. Immediately, the problem resolved itself, and for approximately one-point-five seconds, he felt nothing but relief, and then it curdled into something so much worse than anything that had come before it and he went cold all over. Rose was right there. Rose, who was perfect and real and wanted to kiss him and wanted him in her and had done nothing wrong, and he—
Was limp again. Just like that. The shock of it, what it all meant—he couldn’t be in that bed. Rose’s hand was on his chest, her voice soft and gentle, without even the faintest hint of accusation. He didn’t deserve her. This level of kindness. “It’s okay,” she said. “You’re tired. I know you’re under a lot of stress.”
He had lain there for a moment with the ceiling above him and her body beside him. She’d given him a clear exit, the courtesy of being able to accept the lie. He wasn’t able to take it. The reason he couldn't take it was the same reason his body had stopped cooperating, and he knew it, and the knowing was something he was not going to stay in that bed and sit with. He said he was sorry and he had to leave for an early skate, which was not true, and which she certainly knew was not true, but did not comment on. She handed him his shirt from where he’d placed it on the chair without making him ask for it, and he dressed in the half-dark, haphazardly tucking it in and flagged the first cab he saw outside. 
He had come in the door, mind still racing, and then he had heard the ragged breathing coming from the kitchen floor. Ilya was there, looking severely reduced. He hadn’t collapsed. He had clearly seated himself, legs splayed out brokenly in front of him. His color was all wrong, and there were beads of sweat collecting on his temples. He was in a thin singlet and his boxers, with a makeshift ice pack pressed up to his groin. Shane clicked on one of the under-cabinet lights and sat on the floor across from him. Ilya was clearly ill and had clearly tried to hide it. He needed to know why, and he’d give him the space to do that. He gave him room. He looked at Ilya's face in the low light—the curls damp, the sharp line of his jaw, the stillness that was not peace but its opposite, held very tightly—and waited until Ilya started talking. 
He looked at the refrigerator and talked about Belakovsky. Shane got a dry dish towel and handed it down to him. Ilya replaced the wet one without looking at him. Then he sat again on the kitchen floor and listened. The team doctor. The injections. The things the players were told were vitamins, recovery protocols, standard practice. Two players on his line, one knee, one shoulder—retired, both of them, far too young. The years of not knowing what had been done to his body. It happened to me. Before a game in Prague. He told me it was vitamins. I was nineteen. Electricity. Pills before games. Things that were not part of Shane’s understanding of sports medicine. All said to the refrigerator, evenly, with the same flat affect Ilya brought to informational statements, and Shane understood that the evenness was not the absence of feeling but the only container he had for what was underneath it. Shane had heard the stories. The Soviet teams on some kind of drugs that made them stronger than ten men and fearless, but he had dismissed them as tall tales. Maybe there was some truth to them.  
He had recognized it, for some time now, since New York, at a minimum, probably longer, of the quality of his attention to Ilya. It was different from how he paid attention to other people. More careful. More sustained. He noticed things about Ilya as you noticed things about people you were afraid of losing, memorizing each detail, which was information he did not examine directly. He regretted ever thinking of Ilya as being treated like a prince in Moscow, surrounded by caviar and beautiful women. That couldn’t be farther from the truth, and every time Ilya opened up about his team there, it became more obvious that the defection was for a reason. 
He wanted to close the few feet of kitchen between them. That was what was happening in him while Ilya talked. Not comfort, exactly, or not only comfort. More than that, and it had Ilya's damp temple and the low light in it, the undefended nature of him saying things in a dark kitchen that he had never said to anyone before. Shane wanted to go to him. Hold him. Assure him that things were different here, that he wouldn’t allow those things to happen on his team. He was aware of wanting this and aware that he was not going to act on it, and the restraint cost something he was going to pay quietly and not account for.
He let himself do one thing. Ilya had said I know it here—gesturing to his mind—here takes longer—hand flat against his hard chest—and then he was shaking, and Shane leaned forward and reached out and put the back of his hand to Ilya's forehead. His hand moved from Ilya's forehead into his hair, the heel of his palm resting against his hairline, and he left it there. Ilya went very still. He did not pull away. Shane felt him breathe. Felt the slight release in his shoulders. It would have been so easy to lean in for a kiss. He knew Ilya wouldn’t fight it.
Ilya murmured something in Russian, and Shane's hand stilled. He did not take it away. He looked at Ilya and said nothing. After a moment, his hand moved once, a small single motion—and then he sat back against the cabinet and looked at Ilya properly for the first time.
"I think you might have a fever. Can you walk?"
"Yes."
He stood and put his hand out. Ilya took it and came up, his muscles protesting, and Shane held on until he was standing, then put his hand at the center of his back with a brief, guiding pressure, and walked with him down the corridor to his bedroom door.
"I'm fine," Ilya said at the door.
"I know," Shane said.
He walked away and came back with a glass of water and two Tylenol. "You're no good to us in pain," he said, and set them on the nightstand. Shane pulled the door most of the way closed and went back to his own room.
Ilya’s door was less than thirty feet from his own. He knew how many steps it was and what the creak of the floorboard sounded like at the midpoint. How many nights had he gone to check on Ilya? To reassure himself that he was still in there? He lay on his back with his hands on his chest and thought about Belakovsky, about the two players on Ilya's line, retired before their time, about the texture of Ilya's hair under the heel of his palm, somehow both coarser and finer than he had expected, and he did not go back down to his door. He did not need to check on him. He was not going to do that. He was the one person in Ilya's life in this country who was supposed to be a fixed point, reliable and without agenda, and that was what he was going to be, and the fact that it was costing him something did not change the math of any of it. He could not be, what? Rozanov’s lover? He had to be his captain, and he would be fine at that, and only that. He was extremely good at fine. But he would just need a few hours to get there.
The next morning. Ilya was already at the kitchen table with the paper, the pager clipped to his belt. He had made coffee for both of them. His posture was even, not showing an ounce of pain while sitting, and Shane filed this under things he was going to watch on the ice. He sat down.
The paper was the English one. Ilya was moving through it, some sections faster, some requiring him to back up and re-read, or pull out his dictionary. He did not look at Shane when Shane sat down, and Shane did not offer conversation, and they sat through the morning with the paper and the coffee and the thin light coming off the city outside.
“Practice today,” Shane said conversationally.
“Yes, I know,” Ilya replied.
“I would feel better if you saw the trainer before. Have him take a look at you.”
Rozanov gave him a long look, straight in the eyes.
“Okay,” he replied.
“I can come with you, if that would make you more comfortable.”
“Oh? You want to see my dick again?”
Shane’s head snapped up, but Rozanov was grinning at him.
“Fuck off,” he responded, and then they were both laughing. 
“I do not need babysitter, Hollander. It will be fine.” 
“Okay, but if you change your mind, that’s fine too.”
Ilya nodded, pausing. “So, you and Rose Landry.”
Shane felt his face grow hot. “No, I mean—yeah.”
Ilya looked at him bemusedly. “Looks like yes,” Ilya said, gesturing to Shane’s neck, where a hickey had formed overnight. 
Shane was mortified. “It’s private,” he sputtered.
“Sure. Need scarf if you want to be private.”
“I have to get ready for practice,” Shane said, escaping as fast as he could. 
At practice, Beauchamp was in the corridor after the film session. Shane had caught him on the way out from the equipment room the day before and said, quietly, passing it along as something incidental: Rozanov took a hit in Boston. A muscle in his hip. He didn't say anythin,g but he was walking differently on the charter. Beauchamp had made a single nod and said nothing else. Shane had felt the ambiguity of what he'd just done—reporting it, but without the intensity of what he had seen at the condo. He decided discretion fell under captaincy.
Beauchamp nabbed him that moment, the approach casual enough that Ilya couldn't reasonably refuse it. Shane watched from the other end of the corridor, not conspicuously. He saw the exchange: Ilya's initial stillness, the flatness of his posture that meant the protocols were engaged, the posture that said Is not serious before anything was even asked. He watched Beauchamp speak and gesture, probably come by the room later, and Ilya's face working through whatever the negotiation was. He watched Ilya nod, once, and walk on. Beauchamp caught Shane's eye briefly from down the corridor and looked away. Good enough.
On the ice, Ilya ran the drills at a speed that was close to normal. Someone who hadn't watched him for two months would not have noticed. Shane noticed that, because he had spent two months learning the grammar of how Ilya Rozanov moved, the stride that wasted no energy. He was bleeding it somewhere else now, distributing it differently, the compensation visible in the left side of his crossovers.
Between drills, J.J. came to the boards beside him. "Did Beauchamp look at him?"
"I said something."
J.J. looked at the ice. He said nothing further, which was the right call.
After the practice, they were seated in the locker room. "You told him," Ilya said. Not accusatory. A conclusion.
"I mentioned it," Shane said. "I wasn't going to watch you skate on it for a week."
Ilya was doing the interior accounting, the calculation Shane had come to recognize, weighing whatever was on the other side of the equation. Shane waited.
"In Moscow," Ilya said, "Telling someone you are hurt means you do not play. You do not play, you are removed. Removed from the team, removed from the apartment, removed from—" He stopped. He pressed his lips together. "Everything is connected. You understand? If the one thing goes, it all goes." He was looking at Shane now. "I know it is different here. I know." A pause. "But this is not a fact you can know. It is a thing you have to learn, in the body."
"Beauchamp's job is to keep you playing," Shane said. "That's it. He doesn't report to anyone. He doesn't make lineup decisions. He tapes you up and tells you what you can do."
Ilya said nothing. 
"You can ask him questions," Shane said. "About what he's doing. About why. He'll answer them. It’s not a secret, and he won’t lie to you. I can come with you, if you want."
Ilya looked at him then, an expression that was not quite trusting and not quite doubting, the look he got when he was placing new information in a category that was still being constructed. He nodded once—the nod that meant he had decided to consider a thing but was not committing to it yet.
In Montreal, the weather made the turn from autumn into its own category, not quite winter but the cold and damp slowly seeping in. The trees on the avenue above the condo had given up the last of their color and the mornings now arrived with an inky dark. Their runs shifted with it. Shane had been running this route since September, running it alongside Ilya. Neither of them had said anything. They had run, and kept running, and now the mornings were dark and cold enough that they could see their breath, two white columns of vapor at the same interval.
He had stopped thinking of them as parallel. They breathed at roughly the same place in the stride, different heights, different mechanics, the interval matching all the same. He had not remarked on it and would not. 
Ilya went to Beauchamp, building that fragile trust of the medical authority, working through his muscle strain. Four days after Shane had found him on the floor, he was moving more freely, the compensation cleared out of his stride. Shane watched this too, said nothing, and added it to the ledger he was keeping on Ilya Rozanov and his body, an uncomfortable ledger he was not going to think too hard about.
Comeau had recalibrated. The language hadn't stopped, but it had changed its nature. Quieter now, more deniable. A comment that could pass as a joke if anyone wanted it to. A gesture that could be re-read. The kind of thing that didn't leave fingerprints.
It happened in a practice, drills running and the ice was loud with the usual noise of twenty men pushing each other. Ilya had come off a sequence early and Comeau was at the boards waiting his turn when he said something. Shane didn't catch it from the other side of the ice. Low, not carrying, a tone that suggested nothing if you hadn’t heard the words. He saw Ilya's chin lift. Saw the fraction of a second where he processed it. Then Ilya picked up his water bottle, drank from it, and set it back on the boards with the control of someone who had decided not to do something else. His face stayed at its usual setting. He had nowhere to put the response because there was no response available to him—nothing Comeau had said, as far as anyone watching could tell. That was the point of it. Comeau didn't look at Shane. He'd learned not to do that.
Shane skated over. He took his time. He came to the boards beside Comeau and said, without inflection: "You're on Rozanov's line tomorrow." He did not look at Comeau when he said it. He looked at the drill running on the far end of the ice. "Tell Theriault I said so."
Comeau said nothing. "He sets up on the right dot," Shane continued. "You'll want to watch how he reads the defense. Pay attention."
He skated away. He heard nothing further. The system was not elegant and it was not justice and it was not the conversation he would have had if the situation were different, but it was what the captaincy gave him and he used it. He never named this to Ilya. Ilya never asked him to. It existed between them as a fact neither required language for, a shared understanding built the same way their ice chemistry had been built, not through conversation but through accumulated information, each of them working through the other's patterns until the read was fast enough to be instinct.
The CCM images came out three weeks after Boston. The company's marketing team had sent over a preview package, a folder of prints, a press release, and a short note from the art director explaining the campaign concept. Shane opened the folder at the kitchen table one morning while Ilya was still in the shower.
The photographs were extraordinary. He had known the shoot had gone well. He could feel it on the ice that day. The speed of the session, the comfortable rhythm with Scott Hunter, Ilya's face doing something that the photographer must have recognized immediately as photogenic and usable. He had not expected them to look like this.
Hunter's shots were clean and authoritative, the veteran well-served by good lighting and more than a decade in front of a camera. But the shots with Ilya were something else. The skate sequence, the two of them side by side, Ilya's stride had a beauty that cameras seemed built to capture, something that captured the eye automatically. In three of the frames, Shane appeared in the background or at the edge, and in those frames he could see himself looking at Ilya, which was information he set aside quickly and continued through the folder.
Near the back of the folder, the two-shot. The photographer had asked them to look at each other, then away. In the instant the photo had captured, Shane had not yet completed the motion of looking away from Ilya, and the shutter had caught it. Both of them in the Metros' road blues, close enough that the logos on the jerseys overlapped at the edge, and Ilya looking directly at the camera and Shane looking directly at Ilya with an expression that Shane examined now with a feeling he could not name and did not attempt to.
He took out that photograph, three more where they were side by side on the ice, and the one from the warmup sequence where Ilya was mid-stride and Shane was off-frame and the composition looked artistically deliberate. Five photographs. He stacked them, went to his room, and put them in the shoebox under his bed, under the camp schedules and the player cards from junior hockey and the postcard from the summer he spent in Banff at fifteen. He put the lid back on.
When Ilya came out of the shower and found the folder on the table and started going through it, Shane made more coffee and said nothing.
"Hollander," Ilya said. He held up a different version of the two-shot, just a frame later. "Look at this."
"Pretty good."
Ilya turned it face-out, gesturing at the two of them, frozen within the image. "We look good together," he said. 
“We do,” Shane agreed.
The television had been on longer into the evenings since October. Not hockey, or at least not always hockey. The news, talk programs, American channels they could get with the cable Ilya had somehow bought and presented to Shane as a completed fact. They watched it after dinner, sometimes through two programs without either of them saying much, the silence between them a different weight than it had been in September.
The early silences had been the absence of language, two men managing a shared space across a gap neither could fully bridge. The October silences had been managed, deliberate, each of them working to leave the other room. This one was something else. Not comfortable, not uncomfortable. Dense. The New York hotel room existed in it, unaddressed, not going anywhere. Two people who had done something and agreed without discussing it not to discuss it ever again, and found themselves in the same rooms every evening all the same, and had reached a state that was not resolution but was also not friction. The state of two people each carrying the same thing, aware they were carrying it. Shane was aware of this, and he did not think Ilya was blind to it either. They watched the news and ate dinner and ran in the mornings and went to practice and neither of them mentioned New York and neither of them mentioned the kitchen floor and neither of them mentioned Belakovsky, because all of those things were now just present in the room, unspoken, and the room had learned to hold them all.
One evening, the news ran a segment on Gorbachev. Glasnost, the word the broadcasters had been using more often lately, the idea of it, what it might mean for the Soviet bloc's relationship with the West. There was footage of Gorbachev at a podium. There was a brief mention of another Soviet hockey player, a defenseman from the Red Army team whose name Shane didn't catch clearly, Karelin or Karpov, something like that, who had, according to unnamed sources, failed to appear for pre-game warmup at an exhibition in Stockholm. The Swedish authorities were involved. The Soviet Federation had issued a statement. He had been retrieved and was headed back to the Soviet Union. Shane watched Ilya's profile through it. His face held an impassive expression the entire time. What would have happened had Ilya been retrieved? Ilya had the remote in his hand and did not change the channel. When the segment ended and the anchor moved to the federal budget, Ilya set the remote on the arm of the couch and said nothing. Shane said nothing. They watched the rest of the news.
A few nights later, the paper ran it first. Shane found it at the kitchen table in the morning: a short piece on the sports page, below the fold. The NHL and the Soviet Ice Hockey Federation had announced a Super Series for December. Four Soviet club teams, CSKA Moscow among them, would tour NHL cities over two weeks, playing exhibition games against the home clubs. The full schedule was still being finalized. Montreal was on the list of potential hosts.
He read it twice. He set the paper back where Ilya had left it, face-up, the sports page on top, and went to make breakfast. The television that night confirmed it, a longer segment with footage from a press conference in New York, league officials on both sides shaking hands. The announcer said it was historic, a thaw in the Cold War expressed through hockey. There was footage of CSKA players in their red practice jerseys. Shane watched Ilya, not the television.
He was sitting at the far end of the couch with a long-cold cup of tea on the arm. He was looking at the screen with the face he used in press situations, still, neutral, arranged. But the arrangement clearly was at some great cost. Shane could see it in the set of his jaw, the tension at his temples, the conscious stillness being maintained rather than arrived at naturally. He had seen this in Ilya before, in the early weeks at the condo, when certain things on the news required his careful impassivity. This was different in degree.
CSKA. Tikhonov behind the bench. Men he knew like brothers, who had slept in the same room, who had eaten at the same table, listened through the same walls, run the same drills until the mechanics were permanently in the muscle. Men whose job had included monitoring everything he was. Coming to NHL cities. Possibly coming here. Shane looked at the screen. He knew Ilya could feel the attention on him, which meant the right thing to do was stop watching.
"They are good," Ilya said, finally. His voice was even. "CSKA. Still the best club team in the world." He said it the way he might have said it to a reporter. 
"I know," Shane said.
“Well. Maybe not now. Without me.”
Ilya picked up his mug. He drank from it and set it back down. On television, NHL coaches were being interviewed about preparation and what it meant to face Soviet-style hockey. One of them said it was the best training available, evidenced by how difficult it had been to best the Metros since Rozanov had joined their ranks. Another said he'd been studying their tape for months.
"Tikhonov," Ilya said. The name, set down in the room. The man who had run him. Who had owned him. Shane waited. There was nothing to add to that. Ilya stood. He took his cup to the kitchen and rinsed it at the sink. From the other room, Shane heard the tap run and stop. Then footsteps past the living room door, the hallway, his bedroom door closing. 
Shane looked at the television. The segment had moved on to a trade in Pittsburgh. He turned it off. He sat in the dark for a while, Ilya’s blue coat on its hook by the door, the condo settling around him.
He thought about what it meant to have the team you ran from arrive on a published schedule, in a city you had chosen, in a building where you had staked a claim. He thought about the carefully managed face on the couch. He thought about Tikhonov dropped into the middle of the room like a stone into water, and what was underneath the surface of that, and the difficulty of keeping the surface still afterward. He turned off the lamp and went to bed.
The finalized schedule came out ten days later. Shane saw it in the paper before Ilya was up. He read CSKA's dates twice, then the venues, then once more. Toronto. Boston. New York. Quebec City. Not Montreal.
He set the paper down and looked at the window. Quebec City was three hours east. Les Citadelles were a low-level club, nothing in their recent record that would make them the logical host for the marquee Soviet franchise. There was no hockey logic to it. Ilya was in the kitchen twenty minutes later. He took the paper from the table without sitting down, standing at the counter with his coffee, and Shane watched him find it. Watched his eyes move across the page, watched the slight stillness that arrived before the processing had finished.
"Quebec City," Ilya said.
"Yeah."
Ilya set the paper down. He turned his cup in his hands. "Les Citadelles." He said the name with the flatness he used when a thing did not add up. "They are—" He paused, searching. "Very bad. There is no reason for CSKA to play there."
"No," Shane said. "There isn't."
"Montreal was on the list." He looked at Shane directly. "They changed it."
Shane held his eye. "I'll find out."
He called Beaulieu that morning, from the phone in his room with the door closed. Beaulieu picked up on the second ring, which meant either he was expecting the call or he happened to be at his desk. Shane thought probably the former.
"The Super Series schedule," Shane said.
"Yes," Beaulieu said. He had the tone of a man who had already assembled this conversation and was waiting for the other person to catch up.
"CSKA requested the venue change. That's what I'm being told."
"That's correct."
Shane stared at the phone. "Why?"
A pause. Not the kind that meant Beaulieu was deciding whether to answer, but the kind that meant he was deciding how much of the answer to give. "The Soviet federation made a formal request to the league to avoid scheduling CSKA in any city where a defected Soviet player is currently rostered. There’s only one such team right now. The reasoning they provided was logistical. Concerns about crowd behavior, security management." He stopped. "That's the reasoning they provided."
"And the actual reasoning."
"Their concern is that putting CSKA players in close proximity to Rozanov creates an environment of opportunity. Other players on that team have relationships with him. They trained together for years. An extended visit—a shared city for a few days, the same arena—provides circumstances they can't fully control. They didn't want to give anyone ideas." A pause. "Or cover."
Shane sat with this. "They think he'd help someone defect."
"You think he wouldn’t?” Beaulieu asked. “They think the proximity itself is a risk. Whether or not anything would actually happen." Beaulieu's voice was level, informational. "He's not just someone who left, Hollander. From their perspective, he's proof that it can be done. Proof that a CSKA player can get out, land somewhere, play at this level, and survive. He's a data point they don't want their other players studying up close."
Shane didn’t have a response to that. Survive was different than thrive. Ilya was not thriving. He was one dishwasher cycle away from a panic attack and too nervous to visit a doctor. Anyone could pay attention and see that this wasn’t thriving, for fuck’s sake.
"The league accommodated the request," Beaulieu continued. "It was easier than the alternative, which was a diplomatic incident. Quebec City has a rink, a club, and no Soviet defectors." A pause. "Tell him what you know. He'll have figured most of it out already."
He had. Shane came back to the kitchen and Ilya was at the table with the vocabulary ledger, not writing in it, just sitting with his coffee. He looked up when Shane came in.
"They requested the change," Shane said. "CSKA asked the league to move the game."
Ilya waited.
"They didn't want to be here. Where you are." He said it plainly, because Ilya had no use for softened versions. "They're worried about their other players. Being near you. Seeing that you're—" he paused, looking for the right word and landing on the direct one— "fine."
Ilya looked at the table. His expression had changed. Not what Shane had expected—not anger, not the flat expressionlessness of the managed version either. Something in between, harder to name.
“I am not fine. I have to be babysat.”
“You know what I mean.”
"They are afraid," Ilya said. Not quite a question, not quite a statement.
"Of you," Shane said. "Specifically."
Ilya was quiet. His fingers tugged absently on one ear. "In the Soviet Union," he said, "when a player was—problem. Risk." He stopped. "He disappeared from the record. His results were still posted. His name in the standings. But photographs, articles. Removed." He looked at the window. "I had wondered what it felt like. To be the thing they make disappear." His voice had not changed. He was speaking as evenly as he spoke about anything else. "Now I know. Is like being a fire that everyone pretends is not burning."
Shane said nothing. There was nothing useful to say, and Ilya did not appear to need him to say anything. He was not looking for reassurance. He was filing it somewhere, the way he filed everything, not comfort exactly, but the acknowledgment of what the thing was.
After a while, Ilya opened his notebook. He picked up his pen. He wrote something at the bottom of the page and closed it. Shane did not look at the notebook again until the following morning. The word was in Ilya's meticulous printing, underneath careful, in the same deliberate hand: ostracize.
He called his mother on a Sunday in mid-December, from his room with the door closed.
She picked up on the second ring. He could hear the kitchen behind her—the particular acoustic of the house in Ottawa, the ventilation fan above the stove that his father had been meaning to fix for three years. "Hi, sweetheart," she said. "How's the knee?" He had taken a hard check from a Vancouver player a few days ago, but besides the bruise, he hadn’t thought about it since, but clearly she had.
"Fine. It was nothing."
"It was in the recap." A pause that contained her most maternal frequency. "Your father saw it. He said it looked bad.”
"I'm fine, Mom." He sat on the edge of his bed. Outside his door, the condo was quiet. Ilya was at the kitchen table, or in his room, or somewhere in the radius of the life they had built here, and Shane was about to make a decision he had been turning over for two weeks. "I wanted to talk to you about Christmas."
"We were wondering," she said. Carefully. Curiously.
Time to rip off the band-aid. "I'm bringing Rozanov."
A silence. Shane raced to fill it. "He can't stay here alone," he added. "He needs security over the break and his security guard has family in Rimouski he wants to see and Beaulieu thinks a break from the city would be—" He stopped, hearing himself ramble. "That's not the whole reason."
"I know it isn't," his mother said.
He looked at the wall. "He doesn't have anywhere to go. His family is in Moscow. He can't call them, he can't—there's no version of the holidays for him that isn't just him sitting alone here for days." He paused. "It’s too sad, Mom."
"Shane." Her voice had shifted into the register she used when she was paying full attention. "What is he to you?"
"He's my—" The sentence had several possible endings and he chose the easiest one to explain. "He's my responsibility. He's on my team and he's in my house and he doesn't have anyone else."
Another silence. He knew his mother's silences the way he knew the creak of the floorboard outside Ilya's door. This pause was something that was not agreement and not refusal but halfway between both.
"Your father's put up the tree already," she said, finally. "You know how he gets in December."
"I know."
"And I turned the guest room into my office, so it’s not very homey anymore."
"I’m sure it will be fine."
A breath. "Bring him," she said. "Of course bring him. I just—" She stopped. "Make sure he knows he's welcome. Actually welcome."
"I will," Shane said. “And you’ll play nice?”
“Of course I will!”
“Okay, I’m going to tell him. We’ll be there.”
He found Ilya in the kitchen. He was at the table with a new English grammar book, a cup of tea cooling beside him. He looked up when Shane came in.
"I talked to my mother," Shane said. He sat down. "I usually go to their place for Christmas. My parents' place. I want you to come."
Ilya's expression moved delicately. "You don't have to—"
"I know I don't have to."
"I can stay here. The pager—"
"Gilles is going to see his family. Beaulieu thinks the break is good." Shane paused. "And I want you to come. It will be fun. My dad gets really into it."
Ilya looked at his book. He turned it over, once, and set it back on the table. He said, with some effort: "I don't want to be a—" He paused, reaching. "A charity."
"You're not."
"Your family does not know me."
"My mother wants you there." This was not quite accurate, but was in the general direction of true and would be true by the time they arrived. "My father will want to watch the Boxing Day game with you. My mother will feed you until you can't move. It's not charity." A pause. "It's Christmas. This is what you do at Christmas."
Ilya was quiet for a long time. He looked at the window, at the December city outside, the light going flat over the street. Shane waited.
"Okay," Ilya said.
"Okay."
"I will need to—" He made a gesture that meant acquire something appropriate, the gesture of a man who had learned the customs but not the instincts. "For your parents."
"You don't need to bring anything."
Ilya looked at him. The look that meant: I am going to bring something and you understand this, so stop talking.
"Fine," Shane said. “We can go to the mall tomorrow.”
Ilya went back to the grammar book. Shane poured himself a glass of water and stood at the counter for a moment, looking at the back of Ilya's head, the curls at his collar, the straight set of his shoulders, and thought about what his mother had asked. What is he to you? And the answer he had given and the answer he had not given, and the way both of them could be true at the same time without resolving into a third thing he was ready to name. He drank his water and went to get ready for practice.
The following day, Shane came home from a morning weights session to find Ilya out—a note on the counter in his slanting script, Gilles. Back by twelve. The condo was quiet, with a particular quality it had only when Ilya had recently been in it. The coffee still warm in the pot. The English paper open on the kitchen table, left face-up and unsecured, and beside it the Russian to English dictionary that he saw Ilya write in the back of from time to time.
Shane had been nervous to touch the dictionary since the last time, when the photographs had toppled onto the floor and their whole relationship had shifted. He had seen Ilya scrawling index cards from it, had reconstructed its existence from the careful printing and the word-and-definition pairs that materialized on surfaces around the condo. He had not seen it open and unattended before.
He looked at it, examining the details. A compact book, thick, the cover a dark green that had worn at the corners. The pages were dense with Ilya's printing, the Cyrillic-inflected English that leaned slightly right, the letters formed with an intentionality that was different from a native hand. Words and beside them something—not just definitions but other things, uses, contexts, the shape of a word in a sentence. He was not going to read them. It felt like an invasion.
He reached over to close it, to remove the temptation. His eye caught his own name.
Shane Hollander. On the right-hand page, partway down, near a cluster of other words. The name in Ilya's printing, the English letters in that slight forward lean that made them look like they were moving toward something. He did not read the words around it. He imagined that they were words like uptight, annoying, rigid. He didn’t want to see that. He didn’t need to see it. He carefully arranged it back in the position he had found it. He went to stand at the window.
He stood there for a while. He thought about the book, the weight of what it meant that Ilya was carrying him in the private language of his own learning, that his name existed somewhere in the pages of how he was making sense of this country. He did not open it again.
When Ilya came back at quarter past twelve, Shane was at the kitchen table with the paper, and the book was where Ilya had left it. He picked it up and returned it to its home on the shelf of his room, and that was that. 
“Where were you this morning?” Shane asked, calling down the hall.
“Gilles took me to buy gifts.”
“I said we could go later,” Shane said, knowing what a nag he sounded like.
“You cannot go with me to buy things for you.”
Shane blushed. It didn’t occur to him that he needed to get Ilya something, but Ilya clearly had bought him something, judging from the bags. 
“Do you still need to go to get things for my parents?”
“Yes, I will need advice from you.”
Shane looked at him standing there, in his own doorway, in his own kitchen, the bags from this morning already put somewhere Shane didn't know about. The dictionary on its shelf. The pager on the counter beside his keys. In September there had been a man in this condo who moved through it like he was still tracking the exits. This was not that. This was someone who knew which burner ran hot and which drawer stuck and had a preferred shop for cheese two streets over and had, apparently, been out buying Christmas presents without Shane knowing it was happening. He lived here. Ilya Rozanov lived here, and Shane had arranged that, and somewhere along the way it had stopped being an arrangement.
He cleared his throat. "Right. Let's go."
They went to Place Ville Marie that afternoon. Ilya moved through the space, neither overwhelmed nor pretending familiarity, simply cataloging. He had his list—Shane had not seen the list but there clearly was one—and he worked through it methodically.
"Your mother," Ilya said, at the entrance to a department store. "What does she like?"
Shane thought about this more carefully than he had expected to. Yuna Hollander, who had been a banker and financial advisor before leaving to manage Shane’s career, who had an opinion about everything and kept most of them to herself, who grew herbs on the kitchen windowsill because she didn't like the grocery store basil, who had shelves of books on business. "She likes—things that are useful. And she likes things that are beautiful. Ideally both at once."
Ilya nodded, filing this. "And your father?"
"He watches every game I play. Every single one. He records them on VHS and rewinds them." Shane paused. "He grew up in Ontario but he thinks the best hockey is played in Quebec. He would die before admitting it."
Ilya almost smiled. "This is useful."
He took his time. Shane trailed after him and mostly stayed out of the way, which he had learned by late September was what Ilya required when he was working something out. For Yuna, Ilya found a silk scarf with a geometric pattern. He held it in both hands and turned it over once and set it in the basket without asking Shane's opinion.
For Shane's father, he spent longer. He stood in front of a display of hockey books and did not pick up any of them. He stood in a sporting goods section and looked at a row of team merchandise and dismissed it. Then he stopped in front of a framed vintage photograph—a rink Shane didn't immediately recognize, the ice a different texture from modern photographs, the players anonymous, the whole image the particular gray-silver of mid-century film. He looked at it for a long time.
"What rink is this," he said. Not to Shane. To himself.
Shane looked. "Still the Forum. Forties, maybe. Before the renovation."
Ilya picked it up. He looked at the back and tucked it under his arm. He moved on to the next item on the invisible list. Shane followed, aware of something he couldn't quite name—watching a person see your family clearly from the outside, in detail you hadn't offered, from months of paying attention in a kitchen in Montreal.
They played Calgary at home that week. Shane ran the power play, Ilya at the right dot, the two of them finding each other across the ice with the fluency that Theriault had, by this point, stopped pretending to be surprised by. It had been remarkable in September. Now it was structure. After the second period, Shane came off the ice behind J.J. and found J.J. already in conversation with Ilya near the boards. They were leaning on the dasher close together, the ease of it immediate and visible.
He caught the tail end of what Ilya was saying as he got close enough to hear. Something about the Calgary center's backcheck. The man broadcast his turns, always the same shoulder drop the moment before, and Ilya had apparently been waiting for it all period and then described it in terms that were more anatomical than necessary and entirely accurate. J.J. was laughing. A laugh that had been surprised out of him.
"That is not—" J.J. started.
"It is," Ilya said. Still watching the ice.
J.J. went off again. His hand found Ilya's shoulder—an automatic gesture, the kind you made with people you'd crossed some threshold with—and Ilya let it land without any of the subtle readjustment Shane had watched him do for the first six weeks every time someone touched him outside the play. He was not stiffening. He was, faintly, grinning.
Shane came to the boards on J.J.'s other side and said nothing. He put his water bottle down. He had been managing Ilya's integration since September. The calls, the explanations, the corridor corrections, the careful architecture of getting a Soviet defector accepted into an NHL locker room. He had been good at it. He had been the bridge. And Ilya had spent three months quietly becoming someone who made J.J. Boiziau laugh until he put a hand on his shoulder, apparently without Shane's bridge, without Shane knowing it had happened, without Shane being the mechanism of it at all.
He was aware, a beat after the feeling arrived, of what it was. Jealousy. Not anything he could justify or name out loud. The abstract, embarrassing kind. The kind that arrived when two people were easy with each other and you were standing right there, beside them, outside it. He sat with it for a second and felt the flush of shame arrive immediately behind it, because what he was jealous of was the fact that Ilya had made a friend, and that friend wasn’t him. Which was something Shane had actively worked toward all season. Which was a grade of pathetic he did not feel entitled to. He picked up his water bottle.
Late in the second period, a Calgary defenseman ran Ilya into the boards, hard, the left side. Not his hip this time—the shoulder—but Shane was on the bench and saw Ilya's jaw go tight in the second after the contact, and saw him work to clear it before he turned back to the play. Shane scanned the ice and then the bench and then the ice again, but Ilya was already moving, the set of his body steady, nothing indicating he needed to come off. Shane picked up his stick.
J.J. was beside him. "He's fine," J.J. said, without emphasis. Descriptive, not reassuring.
"I know," Shane said.
The Metros won 3-1. In the locker room after, the atmosphere was the one that followed a necessary win, relief and satisfaction in roughly equal measure. Comeau was already processing it loudly. Hayden had his boot half off. Ilya was at his stall, working on his equipment. Shane said the right things to the right people in the right order and thought, once, about the shoulder, and decided it was fine, and moved on. Ilya would see Beauchamp, he was sure of it. He didn’t need to step in this time.
He had dinner with Rose the following week, just the two of them, at a place she suggested in Outremont. Quiet enough that they had a corner table and could talk at a real volume without worry about the surrounding tables. She was in a dark green dress and her hair was loose, and she was across the table from him, telling a story about a press event she'd been at the previous weekend that he found himself following rather than performing attentiveness.
"So he's telling me," she said, "in genuine seriousness, why my next film should be set in the Civil War, because the costumes are more flattering—"
"Who said that to you?"
"A producer. Forty years in the business. Totally sincere." She took a sip of wine. "I thanked him for his input and walked away to drink a whole bottle of champagne."
"He’s an idiot."
"So many of them are," she said. She tilted her wine glass at him. "How's the season?"
He told her about the season. The Boston game, the Calgary win, the line combinations Theriault had been shifting. She asked the right questions, and wasn’t just faking it for his sake. She was picking up the thread from three conversations back.
"Is Rozanov adjusting?" she said.
"Yeah. Better every week."
She nodded, holding her glass. "Miles enjoyed meeting him."
"He should come to a game," Shane said. Then, because it was true and because she deserved something true: "Rozanov liked him. He doesn't like most people."
They finished dinner and he walked her out to the cab. She turned on the pavement and looked up at him with the November city behind her, and he leaned down and kissed her, her hand coming up to his chest. She pulled back. She was smiling, but it had a quality to it that he had learned to recognize. The smile of a woman who was deciding whether to say the thing.
"Shane," she said.
"Yeah."
She shook her head slightly. "Get home safe," she said. He put her in the cab. He stood on the pavement for a while after the cab turned the corner and then got his own. He sat in the back and thought about what she had been deciding whether to say.
He called Rose from the condo that night. She answered immediately.
"Thank you for dinner," he said.
"I had a good time," she said, and she meant it, and that made it complicated in a way he was tired of things being complicated. "Shane?"
"Yeah."
"You can tell me things," she said. "I want you to know that. You're not—" She stopped. "You don't have to control everything all the time. Not with me."
The hall light was on at the end, the thin line of it under Ilya's door. He had been in there since he got home, probably reading, or doing the vocabulary exercises he ran in the evenings, writing small index cards with neat, deliberate printing. Shane had found one, face down, on the kitchen counter two weeks ago. Compelled on one side, a slanting word in Cyrillic on the other. He had put it back without looking at what else was there.
"I know," Shane said to Rose. "I'm fine."
"I know you're fine," she said. Another pause, doing more work than pauses usually did. "I like you. I want you to know I like you." She left the rest of it unsaid, and the unsaid part had a shape in the silence, and he heard it, and did not answer it.
"I like you too," he said. He meant it.
After he hung up he sat at the kitchen table for a while. The thin line of light was still showing under Ilya's door.
Hayden called the next morning, early enough that Shane picked up the phone half-asleep.
"I need you to not make a big deal out of this," Hayden said. His voice was doing something Shane had never heard in it before. Not quite panic. The pitch of a man who needed to be calm and was achieving it through considerable effort.
Shane sat up. "Okay."
"Jackie's pregnant."
Shane sat with this for a beat.
"We just found out," Hayden said. "Last night. She took three tests. Three." A pause. "I need you to say something."
"How are you doing?" Shane said.
"I have no idea." A sound that was almost a laugh. "I've been sitting here since five in the morning. Jackie's still asleep. I don't—" He stopped. "She was supposed to be starting a new job in February. She signed the contract last week." He stopped again. "I love her. I want to—I want this. I think I want this. I'm worried we're fucking everything up."
"Hayden."
"Yeah."
"You want this."
A silence that had some working through in it. "Yeah," Hayden said. "I do."
"Then start there," Shane said.
"The wedding's in August." The voice going a different direction now, practical, Hayden rebuilding his floor. "We were going to do a whole thing. She has cousins she's never even met, apparently. Her mother's been planning the seating chart." He exhaled. "We can't wait until August."
"No," Shane agreed.
"So we elope, before she starts to—" He did not finish this sentence. "I'm calling my parents at noon. I need to have this figured out before I call them."
"Is she okay? Jackie."
"She's—" Hayden made a sound. "She cried. Then she laughed. Then she said, I want pancakes, so we made pancakes at two in the morning and now she's asleep and I'm on the phone with you asking for your advice even though you've never been married and don't have kids and don't know anything about this shit. We don’t even live together. There’s no room for a baby at my apartment."
“Okay, but you practically do. She spends most nights at your place. And you two were going to buy a house anyway. I gave you the name of my realtor.”
“That’s not the point. I’m freaking out.”
Hayden had been his best friend the entire time he had been a professional hockey player, had been in rooms with him through everything. Shane had watched him figure out Jackie over the course of a spring, a summer and fall, the gradual certainty of it. Shane looked at the window, and felt, for a second, a thing he had no name for. The sensation of standing at the edge of something you could not see the bottom of. Hayden was going to marry Jackie. They were going to have a baby. In a year there would be a room somewhere, a tiny person in it, someone who would call Hayden Dad and look like him or like Jackie or some combination. The whole ordinary shape of it, the life, the continuity, the particular public recognizability of it, pressed itself against a place in Shane's chest that had no good name.
He had never sat with the question directly. He had thought around it, same as he thought around other things. But it was here now, in the Saturday morning light, and he sat with it: if this was the shape life was supposed to take, the wife and the house and the kids and the thing it made you, and that shape was not for him, then what was his shape? He couldn’t imagine it with Rose. He couldn’t imagine it with anyone. He had no answer for this. He did not have the language for it and was not sure the language existed, or if it did whether he wanted to use it.
"You're going to be fine," he said. He meant it. "Both of you. You're going to be really good at this."
A silence that had some working through in it. "Yeah?" Hayden said.
"You love her. That's the whole job."
A laugh, the real one this time, surprised out of him. "Don't tell anyone yet," Hayden said. "I mean it. Not Rozanov, not J.J., not your mother. Nobody."
"I won't."
"I'll call you later. After my parents." He paused. "Thank you."
"Don't mention it," Shane said.
He hung up and put the phone down on the nightstand and lay back with his hands on his chest and looked at the ceiling. In the next room, Ilya was either asleep or had been awake since six and was reading, which were the two options. The sound of the street below, the ordinary Saturday morning sound of the city going about its business.
He was lying in his bed in this condo in Montreal, successful by nearly every measure imaginable, thinking about what shape a life made if the usual pattern was not available to you. He knew what he was supposed to have. He had watched it his whole life. His father recording every game on VHS and rewinding it to show Shane his own footwork, his mother with her planner and her years of opinions about things that mattered, the dock repaired every spring, the ventilation fan his father had been meaning to fix for three years and hadn't because they'd get to it together eventually. Two people building a life that was recognizable from the outside, that had a name, that fit inside the ordinary language of things. He had seen what it looked like. He just couldn't put himself inside it with the right person. He had tried, with Rose on a couch that smelled like cinnamon, and his body had answered that question with considerable clarity.
The person it wanted to put him inside it with was thirty feet away, on the other side of a wall, and had been since September, and was coming to Ottawa for Christmas, and had spent this afternoon choosing a photograph that understood his father better than Shane had thought to explain. He thought about Ilya's hands on the counter. About what Ilya had said about learning in the body, which was a different kind of knowing, and he understood it completely and had been trying, very intentionally, not to.
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Context Notes:

Forum Renovations: The photograph Ilya chose for David would have been taken sometime before 1968, when the Forum underwent its last major renovation. The building opened in 1924 with a capacity of 9,300 seats. It was expanded in 1949 and then substantially redesigned in 1968, bringing capacity to just under 18,000. The 1968 renovation modernized the building's entire interior and is the version Shane and Ilya would recognize as their home rink in 1988. The Forum would continue operating until 1996, when the Canadiens moved to what is now the Bell Centre.

Glasnost and Hockey: Mikhail Gorbachev's glasnost policy had been in effect since roughly 1986, and by late 1988 its effects on Soviet hockey were beginning to crack open. Slowly, unevenly, and with significant resistance from within the military and sports establishment. In the 1988-89 season, Sergei Pryakhin became the first Soviet player officially permitted to join an NHL team, signing with the Calgary Flames, but he got very limited ice time and the arrangement was widely understood as a goodwill gesture rather than a genuine position.
In December 1988, CSKA Moscow and Dynamo Riga toured North America for a series of exhibition games against NHL clubs. CSKA played five games. Their first game of the tour was on December 26, 1988, against the Quebec Nordiques (fictionalized here as Les Citadelles). They went on to play the New York Islanders, the Boston Bruins, the New Jersey Devils, and the Pittsburgh Penguins. The squad that made that tour included names of guys who are going to play in North America within the next few years, including Fetisov, Kasatonov, Larionov, Krutov, Makarov, and a soon-to-defect Mogilny. They were, without much argument, the best hockey team in the world.

During these tours, KGB agents traveled with the delegation and confiscated the players' passports upon arrival at each destination to prevent defection. Tikhonov had used his connections within the Communist Party to obstruct players who sought NHL permission through official channels. In November 1988, Fetisov had recently been suspended from the national team after publicly demanding the right to play in the NHL following the 1988 Calgary gold medal. Reuters quoted him as accusing Tikhonov of regarding his players as "ice robots." In 1991, notably, Tikhonov dropped four players from the national team roster days before the Canada Cup because all four had been drafted by NHL teams.

It shouldn't be too long before the next one. It is mostly written. It will be Christmas with the Hollanders 🎅 I did not grow up celebrating this holiday, so you all have to promise to be nice about it.


  


      

  












      Chapter 25: Maternal
  


    Chapter Summary

    Christmas with the Hollanders.



    Chapter Notes

      As the chapter title suggests, we're dealing with moms. Holidays can stir up complicated emotions, especially around family dynamics.


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  Maternal (adjective)

	
Of or belonging to a mother. 



	
What is carried in the hands, the kitchen, the particular silence of someone who has decided you are worth feeding.



	
The quality of a love that organizes itself around usefulness. That does not always ask. That sometimes simply knows.



	
What you are looking for, without knowing it, when you make an old recipe that you are afraid you have forgotten.




Example: "Today has been ten years. I wanted to feel her." — January, 1989
Beaulieu had called the week before Christmas. He had some items from Ilya's intake processing that had been held for clearance and were now available for release. Ilya had left with the clothes on his back and little else, then was shuffled between safe houses for a terrifying few weeks. All of this, just to return some clothes to him, when he had a closet full of colors and shapes and fabrics that were better and more him in every conceivable way. But they were his things and he wanted them.
The box arrived two days before Christmas, a plain brown shipping box with a government return address. Ilya set it on the kitchen table and did not open it for four hours. Shane was out. Ilya sat across from the box and drank his coffee and did not move to open it.
He opened it finally with a kitchen knife, cutting the tape in a single motion. Inside, folded in tissue paper, was the parka. Red polyester, the hammer and sickle globe in its circular wreath, the Cyrillic text. The parka he had worn on the podium while the anthem played and twenty thousand people watched. The high collar still held its shape. The dark red trousers folded beneath it, the white sneakers wrapped separately in more tissue. He had put this on in the dressing room at the Saddledome on February 28th, stood on the top step of the podium while they hung the gold around his neck as the team captain, and then he had systematically stripped it back off in a government building and had not seen it since. He lifted the coat out and held it at arm's length. The red was very red. He had been wearing this when he stopped being Soviet. He put it down. He reached into the box again. He had forgotten about the medal. It was in a separate cloth pouch, cinched at the top. He pulled the drawstring and turned it out into his palm. 
He had not seen it since they hung it around his neck. Tikhonov had been watching from the edge of the ice with the expression of a man whose machinery had performed correctly, and the crowd was enormous, and Ilya had stood at attention with his hand on his chest and felt an emotion that he had not yet fully parsed. Pride, yes, but also the knowledge that the medal was never meant to have belonged to him. It, like everything else, belonged to the state before it belonged to him, that he was only the vehicle through which the state had won it, that in twelve months or five years or ten he would give it back when they asked for it. He had been proud anyway. He was still working out what to do with that feeling.
It was heavier than he remembered. He hadn't spent any time examining it before, his brain racing through the plan of how to exit the arena with as limited an impact as possible. One side had two profiles in relief, a laureated athlete and a figure in a headdress made of winter sporting equipment. The kind of image that was supposed to mean something universal, but did not quite mean anything to Ilya, except that it was not Soviet. He turned it over. The reverse had a stylized snowflake and maple leaf emblem of the Games, the Olympic rings at center, bilingual text running around the edge: XVes Jeux Olympiques d'hiver. XV Olympic Winter Games. Calgary 1988. Ice Hockey was engraved on the rim. His name was not on it anywhere. His name was in the records, in the standings, in the official documentation. It would have been struck from everywhere in the Soviet Union, but the Olympic records would always bear his name. They could not take that from him. He put his thumb over the snowflake and held it there.
Shane had come home to find Ilya sitting at the kitchen table with the medal in his palm and the parka folded beside him and the empty box on the floor.
He had taken off his coat and poured two glasses of water and put one in front of Ilya and sat down across from him. They had sat like that for a while without speaking.
"You can look," Ilya said finally, offering the medal.
"Sure, if you don't mind. I never saw one up close."
"No, for winners only." Ilya smiled crookedly. 
Shane considered the medal, carefully turning it in his hands. "When you get a place, you'll have to find somewhere for it."
"Do you have trophy room?"
"Kind of, yeah. A lot of the stuff is still at my parents' place. I can show you when we're there. My other house has a few things."
"Do you miss it?"
"What?"
"Your other house. Do you miss living in that place?"
"Yeah, but it's not as secure as here. Maybe someday, when you don't need as much security, we can live there instead."
Ilya looked at Shane for a long moment. Had he realized what he had just said? If he didn't need security, they wouldn't need to live together anymore. There was no situation in which living in Shane's home, his real home, made any sense. Even now, Ilya sensed that he was on borrowed time. Any moment Shane would decide to move in with Rose Landry and leave Ilya to his handlers and his life alone.
"Give," Ilya said, reaching his hand out. The moment had broken. Shane passed it back, and Ilya put it back into the pouch, and then into the box. He picked it up and walked down the hall with it, placing it in his room and shutting the door with a click behind him. 
Ilya called Vadim later that night. They hadn't spoken in months. Not since Vadim told him not to call unless he was going to be in Ottawa. He didn't realistically think that Vadim would want to see him, but he was hoping that in case Shane needed a break from his constant presence, or in case Shane's parents turned out to be less than welcoming, he would have a place to go for a few hours.
"I will check my schedule," Vadim had replied. "It's a busy time."
"I will be there until the 26th. If you are free. We can get coffee."
"Your English is much better."
"Thank you. I am still practicing most days."
"Bye, Ilya." The line closed with a click.
On the 22nd, they were in Boston. Marleau found him at the end of the second period, coasting past as the buzzer went, the two of them briefly parallel near the tunnel entrance while both benches emptied.
"Two assists," Marleau said. A gentle congratulations.
"Would be nice to have three," Ilya said.
"Yeah." Marleau glanced at the scoreboard. "Boulanger's got a longer memory than I gave him credit for."
Ilya had taken a shoulder in the first period that he was still feeling in his right side. It had been textbook legal and completely intentional. He had gotten up and gone back to the bench and not looked at Boulanger. "He is not so bad," Ilya said.
Marleau studied him. "You don't have to be nice to guys on the other team."
Ilya paused. "I have played against worse."
"In the Soviet system?"
"No, Scott Hunter," Ilya said.
Marleau laughed, surprised out of him. He pushed off toward his bench. "Merry Christmas, Rozanov."
"Merry Christmas," Ilya said, and went to his.
They lost in overtime, 3-2, in the particularly ugly way of games that slip through your fingers in the last forty seconds. The Raiders tied it with a bad-angle shot that caught the post and redirected, the kind of goal that came out of nowhere. Theriault said nothing useful in the locker room. He said the things coaches said after games like that—execution, focus, resilience—and the room dressed quickly, the team energy falling like it did after road losses, turning inward, everyone becoming slightly more separate. Shane was talking to J.J. in the corner about the third-period line change. Ilya dressed without talking to anyone and carried his bag out to the bus.
They flew separately from the team, a commercial flight to Ottawa rather than to Montreal, going straight to the Hollanders' home. The flight was less than two hours. David Hollander was already waiting at the gate when they came through, holding a tray of Tim Hortons cups. He put his hand out to Ilya before Shane had finished saying anything.
"Mr. Rozanov," he said.
"Mr. Hollander," Ilya said, and shook it. The grip was firm and returned firm, which seemed to satisfy something within the older man.
"David, please." He passed the tray of cups to Ilya and turned to Shane. "Come here kid," he said, pulling him into a firm hug. 
The drive to the house was twenty minutes. David asked about the Boston game, even though he had clearly watched every second of it. Shane answered, and Ilya watched Ottawa move past the window in the dark of a late December afternoon, the city already lit against it. He had been to Ottawa, but a different Ottawa. A processing apartment, a supervised radius, brightly lit rooms with humming fluorescent bulbs where decisions were made about his life and delivered to him afterward. That Ottawa was a dull, bureaucratic waiting room. This Ottawa was a place where people lived. The low buildings and the residential neighborhoods and the domesticity of it all. The city that made Shane.
The Hollander house was on a street that had been shoveled clean and then snowed on again, the sidewalks compressed and layered. There was an evergreen wreath on the door, multicolored lights along the roofline. Ilya looked at it and tried to form a picture of Shane growing up inside. What was he like as the boy who later became the man who had put his hand in Ilya's hair at two in the morning in a dark kitchen? He found that the picture was not yet available to him. He would have to be in the house first. Shane took his bag upstairs so Ilya followed with his own. The staircase was narrow, the walls hung with photographs—Shane at maybe eight years old in full hockey gear, the equipment comically oversized, his expression entirely serious. Shane at ten or eleven in what looked like a school photograph, the dark hair cut short, the set of his jaw already recognizable.
Shane stopped at a door in the hallway. He pushed it open briefly—not an invitation, just a gesture of orientation. "Guest room's the next one over. Bathroom at the end."
Ilya looked through the open door. It was not large. A single bed with a dark blue cover. A desk under the window with nothing on it. And on the shelves, trophies, a row of them, small gold-plated figures of hockey players mid-stride, each with a small plate at the base that Ilya was too far away to read. A pennant on the wall in Metros colors. A photograph tacked above the desk: a younger Shane, maybe sixteen, in a team jersey Ilya didn't recognize, arm around another player, both of them squinting into the sun. The room had the quality of something preserved. It was not solemn enough to be a shrine, but no one had a reason to change what was there. He noted that the room looked like it belonged to a boy who had been very focused and somewhat alone, and that the man walking ahead of him down the hall had grown out of that room like anyone grew out of anything, incompletely, carrying most of it forward. Shane pulled the door closed without comment. "Guest room," he said again, and moved down the hall.
Shane's mother was downstairs. Ilya heard her before he saw her. The din of a kitchen in use, a pan on the stove, water running, a radio low in the background. She appeared in the doorway, wiping her hands on a dish towel. She was fine-boned, with black hair that had some flecks of gray in it and eyes that moved over Ilya quickly and thoroughly.
"Ilya Rozanov," she said. Full name.  
"Mrs. Hollander," he said.
"Yuna, please." she said. 
"You should call me Ilya," he responded. 
Yuna glanced at Shane, assessing, quick and private. "Shane, you're looking tired. Are you sleeping enough?" She didn't wait for an answer before she went back to the kitchen.
The house was larger inside than it looked from the street, or perhaps it only seemed that way because it was full of the density of a family that had occupied a space for a long time. Books on every shelf, accumulated rather than arranged. Framed jerseys hung on the walls in the front hall, one from the Metros, another a Team Canada white from a year Ilya didn't recognize. A pair of skates hung on a hook in the mudroom, too small to be Shane's current skates and too large to be a child's, the intermediate size of a boy growing into a man. A collection of VHS tapes beside the television, labelled in David Hollander's small, cramped handwriting, dates and opponents, a record of every game he had been able to record. Ilya started counting them without meaning to. Dozens of them. A jigsaw puzzle was spread across a card table. Half-assembled, a landscape, a thousand pieces. David glanced at it when they came through.
"Do you like puzzles?" David asked Ilya. 
"Sometimes. In the barracks in Moscow we had them," His eyes went to the half-finished mountain range.
David nodded, apparently satisfied with this. "Maybe you can help me finish this one." He went to the television, and Ilya stood in the doorway of the living room a moment longer and looked at the sorted edge pieces, the orderly patience of it, and he realized where Shane got it, even if the outlet was slightly different from his father. 
The following day there was nowhere specific to be. Shane went with his father in the afternoon to run an errand. Shane had checked in to make sure Ilya was comfortable with this four times before finally leaving. Now, Ilya found himself in the kitchen with her. The kitchen was narrow and efficiently organized. A hockey schedule was stuck to the fridge with a magnet, the Metros' home dates circled in red ink. Photographs at the edges. Shane at some age Ilya couldn't place, a woman he didn't recognize, a lake somewhere. Yuna was taking stock of what she had with methodical efficiency. She opened the refrigerator and made a list on a notepad in precise handwriting.
"What are you doing," Ilya said.
"Planning," she said. "I usually just have to cook for David. Cooking for four is pretty rare. Is there anything you want me to make?" He looked at the notepad. Flour, eggs, ground pork, onion.
"I can cook," he said. "If you have these things."
She studied him over the notepad with eyes that moved over things quickly and came to conclusions.
"What can you make?"
"Pelmeni. Is dumpling? I think that is the word. It takes time." He paused. "Good use of what you have."
She looked at her list. A beat. Then she put the notepad on the counter. "Show me."
He mixed the dough first—flour, egg, cold water, salt—working it until it was smooth and slightly stiff, the texture his mother had described as like an earlobe, which he had never forgotten because it was such a strange way to describe a thing and also exactly correct. Yuna watched him work without asking questions. She waited to see what he knew before she decided what to think of it, watching as he tapped the dough with his fingers and then pinched his ear, comparing.
He knew what he was doing. His hands knew it before he did, the motion returning from somewhere he had not accessed in several years. The fold and the pinch and the twist that sealed the edge. His mother had stood behind him and moved his hands through it, and the echo of that was present while he worked.
"You've done this before," Yuna said.
"My mother taught me."
She was quiet for a moment. Most people on the team knew not to ask about his family, aware, at a minimum, that he was not able to contact them. "Does she like to cook?"
"She did everything herself. She did not trust restaurants." He paused. "My father also did not trust restaurants. For different reasons."
Her expression shifted. Recognition rather than warmth. She came to stand beside him. "What do I do?" Ilya smiled. He showed her the fold. She did it poorly and then adequately and then perfectly. A quick study, not unlike Shane at all.
They made a hundred pelmeni over the next two hours. It was more than they needed. Pelmeni were like that. You made more than you needed because the extras could be frozen. His mother had always made too many.
Yuna asked about the Soviet training system, and he gave her the honest version rather than the public one. She asked about the Forum, about Montreal. She did not ask about defecting and she did not ask about his family again. She asked about what was in front of her.
Then, after a long interval of working in silence, she said, "Shane talks about your line like it's the only thing that matters to him right now."
"The line is going well," Ilya said. "We win often."
She folded a dumpling edge with two fingers. "He had good linemates before. He didn't talk about any of them like he talks now." She said it as a fact, neither compliment nor warning. He filed it as both. "And now you're here." Not a question, but with a question underneath it.
"I am here to play hockey," Ilya said. "The same as Shane." He paused. "The line is good because we are both good. He is better with me. And I am better with him." 
She gave Ilya a long look. "I can see that." It was not quite agreement and not quite concession.
Shane came in from the errand with David and stopped in the kitchen doorway. His eyes moved across the tray, then to his mother, then to Ilya.
"Pelmeni," Ilya said. "You will like it."
Shane sat down at the kitchen table and said nothing further, which was the right response.
They ate the pelmeni, the four of them, with sour cream on the side and CBC radio still going in the background. David tried one fat, rounded dumpling, then inhaled five more in rapid succession. Shane ate without speaking, while Yuna ate delicately and did not offer an opinion, which Ilya was beginning to understand was the highest form of approval available to her.
"What are these called again?" Shane said.
"Pelmeni."
"How do you make them?"
"I just made them. You watched."
"I wasn't watching that closely."
Ilya looked at him. "You fold the dough." He demonstrated in the air with his hands, the fold and the pinch, the motion his hands still knew. "My mother taught me. When you have flour and meat and water you can always eat." He turned his fork in his hand. "Practical."
"She sounds like a smart woman," David said.
"Yes." Ilya thought about her in the kitchen of the apartment on Leninsky Prospekt, the small precise movements of someone who had learned to work in a narrow space and continued the pattern, even as the space available to them expanded. "She had opinions about everything. Strong opinions. She did not share them with everyone." He paused. "But if she liked you, she told you everything."
"Did she like hockey?" Shane said.
Ilya considered this. "She came to my games. She did not have opinions about hockey, but she had opinions about me. Which is a different thing."
"What kind of opinions?" David said.
"That hockey made me happy. She wanted me to be happy." Ilya ate another pelmeni, his stomach uncomfortably full. Shane was looking at his plate with an expression that suggested he was filing information away.
"Shane," Yuna said, without looking up from her plate. "You're not eating the sour cream."
"I'm eating it."
"You pushed it to the side."
"I had some."
"The sour cream is not going to affect your performance. You need to keep weight on this season." She said it as a fact, not a conversation. "Ilya, tell him."
Ilya looked at Shane, who had the expression of a man who had been having this kind of exchange since childhood and had never won once. "It is very good with cream," Ilya said.
"Thank you," Yuna said. Shane put sour cream on the next pelmeni without comment. David reached for another helping. Ilya watched Shane set his fork down and reach instead for his water. Ilya noted this and said nothing.
After dinner they put A Charlie Brown Christmas on the television, which Shane found in the stack of VHS tapes without being asked, apparently knowing exactly where it was. David fell asleep in his chair nearly immediately. Yuna watched from the armchair with a cup of tea, not quite focused on the screen, clearly doing a private accounting of the day. Ilya sat on the floor near the puzzle table with his back against the couch. He watched the small cartoon figures move across the screen. The flat simplicity of the animation, the piano music that was nothing like any western Christmas music he had heard before and somehow exactly right, and felt the day settle around him. The house. The smell of the pelmeni in the kitchen. Shane on the couch above him, close enough that Ilya could hear when his breathing changed.
He reached up and pulled a puzzle piece from the table without looking at it. It was a corner of mountain, blue-gray, and it fit somewhere in the upper left. He found the place and pressed it in. After a few minutes David woke, looked at the television, looked at the puzzle, and without comment pulled up a chair to the table. Ilya shifted to sit beside him. They worked in silence, David finding the pieces with the systematic patience of having done this for years and not needing  to hurry. Ilya handed him pieces, found the angles, let the older man set them in. Shane watched from the couch without moving, which appeared to be his established position on the puzzle.
"He does not help?" Ilya said, not looking up.
"He sorts by color and then loses interest," David said. "He doesn't have the patience."
"I can hear you," Shane said.
"We know," David said.
The following day was Christmas Eve. Yuna was working pastry dough when Ilya came into the kitchen. She glanced up briefly and then back at the counter. The dough, the rolling pin, the flour on the counter. The stove, where a pot was bubbling on low heat.
"What is this?" he said.
"Tourtière," she said. "Meat pie. French Canadian. David's mother used to make it. He likes it."
"I can help," he said.
She handed him the rolling pin without ceremony. He rolled dough adequately and then with improving technique as she corrected him without looking at him directly, small adjustments communicated by gesturing at the dough rather than at him. He did not fill the silence. She did not fill the silence. They worked. Shane's father appeared in the doorway at one point, took in the scene, and disappeared again without comment.
"He's watching hockey," Yuna said.
"There is a game on?"
"There is always a game on. Old ones, new ones." It was said with the affection of someone who had made peace with this decades ago. "He recorded the Boston game and watched it twice." A pause, her hands still moving on the dough. "He does that after losses. I used to try to get him to wait until morning. He doesn't sleep well if he doesn't watch it."
"In Moscow," Ilya said, "Hockey always on the television also." He paused. "Different games."
Yuna glanced at him sideways.
They put the tourtière in the oven. Ilya washed the flour from his hands at the sink. Yuna moved to the stove. The smell of pastry was beginning to infiltrate the kitchen, and Ilya stood in Hollander house and felt a thing he did not have a word for in either language. His mother had cooked this way. Without ceremony, without commentary, simply doing the thing that needed to be done, and if you wanted to participate, you found something you could contribute and did. That was how you showed that you were part of it.
"I should have asked earlier. Did you want to go to church? There's an Orthodox church we could take you to if you wanted to."
"No, in Moscow, Christmas is in January," he said. He went back to the counter and started on the dishes. After a moment, without planning to, he said, "My mother died when I was twelve." 
Yuna did not stop what she was doing. She did not look at him. But the quality of her stillness changed.
"She—the church was not permitted. But she would celebrate. She made a special bread." He watched the water run over his hands. "She taught me to make it. She put my hands in the dough and moved them." A pause. "I have not made it without her. I do not remember all of it." He paused. "I remember her hands."
The kitchen held that for a moment.
Then Yuna said, without looking up: "My mother made a rice cake at New Year. I have the recipe on an index card in her handwriting. I have made it every year for twenty years and it never tastes the same." She moved the pot slightly on the stove. "It never will," she said.
Ilya said nothing. He understood this perfectly. He finished the dishes. They did not speak again for a while, and the silence was a different kind than it had been before.
Christmas dinner was the tourtière and roasted potatoes and a dish with green beans that Yuna had made and not named. David poured wine. Yuna watched Shane accept a glass and said, without inflection, "You don't drink in season."
"It's Christmas," Shane said.
"You have an away game in two days," she responded. Shane kept the glass. Yuna did not say anything further. She had made her point. She did not need to make it twice.
David talked about hockey. He talked about the Forum, its history, the teams that had skated in it and what they had meant. He talked about the '72 series with the kind of fluency that came from having watched it live and having thought about it ever since. Ilya listened with full attention, which David appeared to notice, because his sentences lengthened and his examples became more precise.
"You know the '72 series?" David said.
"Yes," Ilya said. "In the Soviet Union we also know it. Different lessons."
David turned to him. "Like what?"
"That Henderson was lucky," Ilya said. "And that Tretiak was not."
David Hollander turned to his son. Shane had his eyes on his plate with an expression that was trying not to become a smile.
"He's not wrong," Shane said.
"He's extremely wrong," David said, but he was smiling now too, and Yuna was looking at Ilya with something that was not her usual assessment. 
After dinner, the cake appeared. Shane brought it from the counter, a chocolate cake in a foil pan with a white cardboard cover, still cold from the refrigerator. It was the only thing Yuna hadn't made herself.
"McCain," Yuna said, in the tone of educating Ilya on some Canadian institution he should know.
It was extraordinary, with dense fudgy frosting. He did not say so, because saying so seemed like it would disrupt the ordinary quality of the thing, but he noted it in the private ledger he was keeping on Canada of things that are unexpectedly good. Ilya reached for a second piece and Yuna nodded her approval. Ilya noticed Shane's wine glass was still full.
After dinner, Ilya found David at the puzzle. David had his reading glasses on and was turning a piece in his fingers, looking between it and the section of sky in the upper left quadrant that was not yet filled. Ilya sat. He pulled the sorted pile toward him and found the angle of a ridge line without trying, fitted two pieces, handed David another. David took it without comment and pressed it into place.
They worked for twenty minutes without talking much. Ilya turned a piece in his fingers. He had done this in the barracks on the long flat winter afternoons when practice was over and there was nothing left to do but wait for the day to end. He had been good at it. He had not thought about that until now.
David found a run of four consecutive pieces in the mountain range and pressed them home with the satisfaction of a man whose patience had been rewarded.
"Good team," Ilya said, and meant the puzzle.
David glanced at him. His expression was one of unease for a fraction of an instant before it settled back into polite comfort. "Yes," he said. "Good team." He reached for another piece.
On Christmas morning, Ilya woke before anyone else. He lay in the guest room, which was certainly Yuna's office. There were stacks of filing boxes along the wall, a framed certificate above the door he hadn't been able to read in the dark. He listened to the house. It was not yet fully light. The street outside the window was the bright white-gray of early morning after snow, and the house was doing its quiet sounds, pipes and settling wood, the language of a building that had been standing in this climate for decades, withstanding every winter. 
He thought about Christmases past. How Christmas Eve had arrived there without announcement, officially nothing, a day like any other in the Soviet calendar. The chocolates on the windowsill when he came to breakfast. The pirozhki she had started the night before, still warm. Maybe ice skating in Gorky Park, along the paths near the river, watching her twirl, her hair flying out behind her like ribbons. Eating kutya with her in the night, after the first stars appeared in the sky. Alexei, too old for such childish, superstitious things, leaving them be. Letting Ilya treasure those moments alone.
He rose and found his way to the kitchen and put water on for tea, moving in the unfamiliar space with the careful attention of a guest who does not want to disturb anything. The heat hadn't come up yet, and the linoleum was cold through his socks. Outside, the street was still dark, the single streetlamp at the corner throwing orange light across the snow so that it glowed golden rather than white. No footprints yet. No one had been out.
David appeared in the doorway at seven, saw Ilya, and nodded once in the manner of men who understand that some mornings do not require conversation. He put his own water on and stood on the other side of the counter and they drank their tea together without speaking, watching the street outside take the shape of Christmas morning. Without asking, David set a second warm cup next to Ilya's. He had made it the same, black, no sugar.
"I thought you could use a warm up," he explained. Ilya smiled and took the cup.
Yuna appeared at half past, already dressed, which told Ilya she had been up for a while. She observed the kitchen, the two of them at the counter, the tea, the quiet, and appeared to find it acceptable.
"Shane's still asleep," David said.
"He needs it." She put water on. "I looked at the January schedule. He has four back-to-backs. He struggles to keep on weight during the season."
"He manages."
"He manages because I stay on top of it." She set out her mug. "Gatorade called again, by the way."
"He turned them down," David said.
"He turned down that contract. They've come back with a different offer." Her tone was matter of fact. "I told his agent to have the numbers ready after the new year. The exposure—"
"Yuna."
"I'm just saying we look at it." She glanced at Ilya, a brief flicker of the assessment she had been running on him since he arrived. "Ilya, do you have an agent?"
"No," Ilya said.
"You need one."
"Working is difficult, because of the visa."
"The CCM shoot went well," she said. Not a question—she already knew. "The campaign is running through spring. Shane said the team on set was easy to work with."
"Yes," Ilya said. "Was good."
"You were a good fit for that." She was looking at her tea. "The Soviet angle, the timing, you're photogenic. There's more to do with that if we handle it correctly." She set her mug down. "Shane has a Gatorade campaign in Toronto in January. The company has been asking about a second athlete for the broader push. Someone who complements rather than competes." A pause. "I mentioned your name."
Ilya looked at her.
"I haven't committed to anything," she said. "I wanted to know if you had representation first."
"No agent," Ilya said. "I did not need it."
"The North American market would be great for you. The Soviet angle is a story right now, but we'd need to jump on it before that opportunity disappears." She looked at him directly for the first time that morning, the full version of the assessment he'd been getting in pieces since he arrived. "I manage Shane's commercial work. I know how it works. If you wanted someone who already understands the context, that's an option worth considering. But I don't want to pressure you."
She picked up her tea and left the kitchen as efficiently as she had entered it. David observed Ilya over his mug with an expression that was long-practiced at absorbing this kind of thing. 
"She manages him," David said. "Has since he was fifteen."
"I see," Ilya said. He did, completely. He also understood that she had just offered him something, and that the offer was genuine, and that accepting it would place him inside the same system Shane had been navigating his entire career. He would need to talk to Shane about it no matter how the decision fell. He filed this under things to think about when he was not standing in a kitchen in Ottawa on Christmas morning. 
The gifts happened in the living room after breakfast, David having arranged them under the tree with a precision that suggested he had his own system. There were gifts for Shane. A dark wool sweater, a pair of jeans, and a wallet from his mother, all chosen with the directness of noting what needed replacing and replacing it. From David, a book, a history of the Metros going back to the franchise's founding, thick and well-researched. There were gifts for Ilya. A knit scarf, dark green, from Yuna. From David, a different book. A history of the 1972 Summit Series, told from the Canadian side, with photographs. "You said you knew it from the other direction," David said. "Now you have both."
Before the gifts were finished, Ilya went to his bag in the front hall and came back with a box he had wrapped himself, the paper slightly uneven at the corners. He held it out to Shane without ceremony.
Shane turned it over in his hands. He raised his eyes to Ilya.
"Open it," Ilya said.
Shane pulled the paper back. Inside, folded in brown tissue, was a leather bomber jacket—dark brown, worn-looking without being worn. Shane lifted it out. He turned it over. He looked at Ilya.
"It suits you," Ilya said. "You look like a pilot."
Shane's expression was unreadable. "A pilot."
"Top Gun," Ilya said. "J.J. told me it is your favorite film."
Shane blushed, his freckles popping against the flushed skin. "Did he."
"Yes, very helpful." 
Shane looked at the jacket for a moment. Then he put it on over his sweater and sat back down in his chair, which was answer enough. David was looking at the ceiling. Yuna had gone very still.
"It fits well," she said, after a moment. The observation was directed at the jacket rather than at Shane or Ilya. "You needed a good jacket. The one you've been wearing is from three years ago. Ilya is a sharp dresser. Maybe he could help you pick out some other things."
"My clothes are fine," Shane said.
"Your coat has a fraying cuff. I've mentioned it." She looked at Ilya. "Thank you for noticing what I apparently could not get him to care about."
"He didn't get it because my other one was old," Shane said.
"Regardless," Yuna said.
Then Shane brought out a box from under the tree that Ilya had not noticed, set it on the coffee table in front of Ilya.
"This one's from me," Shane said. 
Ilya considered the box. He opened it gently, without tearing the paper. Inside, folded in tissue, was a hat. Green wool, with a yellow pompom at the crown. Ilya had seen this hat before, on the ice, thrown from the stands during a hat trick, collected by the arena staff, donated or discarded or very occasionally held onto.
He knew which hat trick. He did not need to ask. His first as a Metro, April, the third goal coming off a perfect feed from Shane on the power play, and the hats raining down and the Forum noise, and Ilya standing at center ice trying to keep his face at its usual setting while confusion blossomed in his chest, then was replaced by something else he had not accounted for. He had not thought about the hats after that. He had gone to the bench and accepted the congratulations and thought about the next shift.
Except that wasn't true. He had thought about one hat. He wasn't sure why this one had caught his attention. He had picked it up from the ice, green wool, yellow pompom, turned it over in his glove, and set it back down with the others because that was apparently what you did, and the linesman had come out with his bucket, and Ilya had watched him collect them and skated away.
When had Shane gone back to get it? He had kept it. For months, he had kept this specific hat, and now he had wrapped it in tissue and put it in a box under his parents' tree, in front of his parents, and given it to Ilya. He raised his eyes to Shane, who was watching him with an expression that had too much in it and was working to have less. Yuna was very still on the other side of the room. David had his eyes on the hat.
"From the hat trick," Ilya said. His voice came out level, which was what he had available.
"First one as a Metro," Shane said. "Figured it was yours."
Ilya smoothed the threads of the pompom with his thumb.
"Thank you," he said. The English was exactly sufficient for the surface of the transaction and did nothing for what was underneath it, which was the correct outcome given the audience they had. He put the hat on the coffee table.
There was a beat of silence before Yuna said, "That's a very thoughtful gift, Shane. It's a long time to keep something for someone." It didn't sound like a compliment, but it was also light enough in tone that it didn't feel like a reprimand. Shane looked at his hands. 
"Yeah, I've been hanging on to it for a while."
"Mm," Yuna replied. David had a peculiar look on his face. "Come help me with the dishes?" Yuna said to him, and they both moved toward the kitchen, a little too quickly for it to be entirely about dishes. After they were gone, Ilya softly placed his hand on top of Shane's. Shane didn't pull away for a long time.
They spent the day in leisure. Another puzzle came out. The TV was on. Hockey, then Christmas movies, then back to hockey. They watched the snow from the living room window. It had started while they were doing the dishes, a proper December snowfall. 
Shane's parents had gone to bed. The house was doing its settling sounds. Ilya stood at the window with his cup of tea and watched the snow. Shane was beside him, close enough that Ilya could hear him breathe, the two of them standing in the dark room with the lit street outside and the snow coming down. The street outside had gone soft under it, the shoveled edges losing their definition, the neighbor's car acquiring a white covering, the lights on the houses looking different through moving snow than they did through still air. The glass was cold against the air of the room and their breath had begun to fog the lower edge of it, a thin condensation that accumulated slowly at the corners. 
"Thank you," Ilya said, "for bringing me here. It has been nice."
"I'm glad you're here," Shane said. 
"Christmas in Soviet Union is January seventh." He watched a flake of snow catch the light from the neighbor's porch and cease to be individual. "My mother observed it. She was not supposed to—the church was not—but she observed anyway."
Shane was still beside him.
"My mom told me what you said about her."
"When she died it was also January. The two things are together for me."
"I'm sorry," Shane said. He wasn't performing the condolence. Just meaning it. Outside, the snow kept coming down, light and slow, indifferent to the difficulty of standing at a window in the dark and trying to say a true thing. "You can tell me about her, if you want."
"Christmas in the Soviet Union was not—it was not like this," he said. "Officially there was nothing. New Year was the holiday. Tree, gifts, Ded Moroz. Christmas was a private thing, if it was anything at all." He watched the snow settle on the neighbor's car. "My mother made it something. There were always—she found sweets. Chocolates. I do not know where she got them. I did not ask." He paused. "She put them on the windowsill in the morning, before we were awake. My brother and I. So we would find them when we came for breakfast." 
Shane said nothing. He had that quality, when it mattered, of knowing when a silence was not empty.
"She would have found this very funny," Ilya said. "Me, in Canada. Here."
Shane made a sound that was almost a laugh.
"She would have had questions," Ilya said. "About everything. She was—she asked questions." He watched the snow. "My father does not ask. He tells you what he thinks. My mother asked." He paused. "I miss it."
The snow kept falling. After a while Ilya turned from the window. He was not sure what he intended. He may not have intended anything—it may have been that he simply turned, how your body knows something before your brain is able to catch up. Shane was right there, his face in the window-light, the dark of his eyes. 
Ilya kissed him, their noses pressed together. Not like he had kissed him in the condo hallway in October, which had been frustration finding the only direction available. And certainly not like they had kissed in New York, which had been fiery lust that had to go somewhere. This was different. This was careful. One hand at Shane's jaw, the angle of it deliberate, and Ilya kissed him. He had been thinking about it the entire time they were in Ottawa, and it was now, finally, here.
Shane's mouth moved against his. For three seconds, or five, or some interval that Ilya did not have the capacity to measure accurately, Shane kissed him back. His hand came up to Ilya's wrist, not pushing, just present, and he kissed him back with the full attention of a man who had been choosing not to and had, briefly, stopped choosing. Then he pulled back.
He did not go far. He was still close enough that Ilya could feel the heat of his body and his breath against his face. His eyes were open and he was looking at Ilya with an expression that had too many things in it to be navigated in the dark living room of his parents' house with the snow falling outside and his parents asleep down the hall.
"Rozanov," he said.
Ilya waited. Shane's hand was still at his wrist. He seemed to become aware of this and moved it to his side.
"I can't," Shane said. He said it in the register of someone who meant something different by can't than the word strictly meant. Not I am unable. Something closer to I cannot afford to, or I do not know what happens if I do. Ilya held his gaze. He understood the difference. He stepped back, a small distance, enough that they were not sharing the same air.
"Your parents are asleep."
"It's not that."
"Okay," he said.
Shane looked at him. "I'm sorry."
"Do not apologize," Ilya said. He said it without edge. He meant it. The apology was unnecessary and would make the thing worse, and Shane was too good at managing things to need to be told this but apparently needed to be told this.
Shane closed his mouth.  They stood at the window for a moment. The snow kept falling, indifferent.
"Is Rose Landry?" Ilya said. 
Shane turned to gaze out at the street. The question sat between them, plain and specific, asked without softening, because softening would have been its own kind of insult.
"Yes," Shane said. "And no."
Ilya waited.
"She's part of it," Shane said. "I really, really like her. But it's not only that." He stopped. He was looking at the street, not at Ilya. "You see my parents—my dad has watched every game I've ever played. My mom—people are counting on me." He paused. "I don't know what happens to that if I—" He stopped again. He didn't finish the sentence. He didn't need to. 
Ilya held his gaze. He had known the shape of this. Knowing it and hearing it said out loud were different things.
"I am not going anywhere," Ilya said. He couldn't go anywhere. He was limited by his contract, by the security arrangements, by an extremely tenuous visa, by the thousand other factors that ruled his life in ways he had chosen completely, but at the same time had not. The thought was beginning to crystallize that he needed to give up on this childish pursuit of Shane Hollander. There was no version of this where their roommate arrangement stood the test of time. Shane would marry Rose Landry and move to his real home that Ilya had never seen, and Ilya would go back to his apartment with his handler until the KGB lost interest in him or he died. One of those. At no point would Shane Hollander get to be his.
Something shifted in Shane's face, rearranging around the thing that had finally been said.
"Okay," Shane replied. 
They stood at the window for a while longer. After some time, Shane said he was going to bed, and Ilya said good night, and they went to their separate rooms down the hall.
Ilya lay on his back in the guest room. The hat from the box under the tree on the chair by the door, and outside the snow was still falling and the house was doing its sounds, and down the hall Shane Hollander was lying in his own bed thinking about what had just happened that he would not mention in the morning.
He thought about his mother's hands. He thought about chocolates wrapped in foil on a windowsill in January, and the knowledge that she had found them somewhere, that she had thought about it. He thought about a hat falling from the stands at the Forum in April, Shane Hollander going to the ice to pick it up, keeping it. He thought about can't and what it meant in the register Shane had used, and all the words that were there but unsaid.
On Boxing Day. David Hollander had the television on by noon. The game was already the thing the broadcast had been building toward all morning—CSKA Moscow versus Les Citadelles in Quebec City, the first Soviet club team to play an NHL opponent on Canadian ice since the '72 series. The announcers said this repeatedly, as men who understood they were witnessing something historical and wanted to be sure the viewer understood it also. Ilya sat on the couch between Shane and David Hollander and watched the warmup.
He knew all of them. Not as you knew opponents—as you knew men who had eaten at the same table and slept in the same barracks and skated the same drills at six in the morning until the mechanics of them were indistinguishable from breathing. Vyazmikin, left wing, who had the habit of tapping his left skate blade three times before every face-off, every time, without exception, a tic Tikhonov had tried to break for years without success. Malakhov, the veteran defenseman, technically the best blue-liner on the roster, who could not skate backward at full speed without dropping his left shoulder a fraction before he turned—a tell Ilya had exploited in every practice. His locker was always the neatest in the room. Davydov, right wing, twenty years old, with edges better than anyone Ilya had skated alongside, a hockey intelligence already operating at a level the system hadn't caught up to. They had shared a room on a March trip to Leningrad, and Davydov had stayed up past two in the morning drawing plays on a notepad—not assignments from Tikhonov, his own variations, his own ideas about how the neutral zone should open. The system would either make him extraordinary or grind him flat.  
The team wore their usual red. They moved across the ice with the collective precision of men who had lived and breathed ice hockey eleven months a year since they were fourteen, and Ilya felt something watching them that was not quite longing and not quite relief but some compound of both that he did not have adequate language for. 
"Who's the center?" David asked.
"Bykov," Ilya said. "He is in my place. He needs two shifts to know what he is doing." 
David turned to him.
"Watch," Ilya said.
The game started. CSKA controlled possession in the first period, the puck movement angular and fast, the individual decisions subordinated to the collective pattern in a way that was different from anything in the NHL. Not suppression of instinct, but instinct trained to operate through the system rather than around it. The Citadelles were not a top team, and they were simply operating in a different language and had not had time to learn this one. Their forwards were trying to read CSKA's movements like they read other NHL teams, anticipating isolation plays and one-on-one decisions, and CSKA kept giving them collective decisions instead, three men moving as one, the puck finding the open man before the defender had fully committed to covering him.
Bykov took the puck at center in the second minute and Ilya watched him scan left, then right, then left again, the rhythm of a center who read the ice in sweeps rather than flashes. The Citadelles center came hard at him. Bykov held it longer than anyone expected, then threaded it through a gap, Davydov already in motion to receive it.
"There," Ilya said. "When the team is cold he does not do this. He moves it faster, plays safe. In the second period he will be more patient. He will have found the game by then."
David was leaning forward already. Shane said nothing. Ilya could feel him not saying anything.
By the end of the first period CSKA led 2-0. Ilya had provided commentary on four defensive reads, two line changes, and the tendency of the CSKA left wing unit to overcommit in the neutral zone when they sensed a turnover. It was a pattern Tikhonov had never corrected because the system's aggression was the point, and he considered the occasional turnover an acceptable cost. Ilya knew this because he had been in the room when that argument was made and when it was closed. He had been in the room when most of these arguments were made. David Hollander had migrated to the edge of his seat. Yuna came in from the kitchen, assessed the scene, and left without comment.
"Tikhonov doesn't change," Ilya said, during the intermission. He said it to the television.
"Is that good or bad?" Shane asked.
Ilya considered. "Depends which side of the ice you are on."
The game ended 5-5. The Citadelles came back from 4-1 down, scoring twice in the third, the second goal off a defensive breakdown that Ilya had identified in the second intermission. Malakhov dropping his shoulder on the backward skate, the right winger clocking it, beating him outside. He had watched it set up over forty seconds and said nothing, because saying it would have been its own kind of cruelty. The final buzzer sounded with both teams at five. The announcers called it a historic result. It was also, from Ilya's position on the couch, a predictable one. When the broadcast ended David sat back in his chair and regarded Ilya with the satisfaction of a man whose understanding of his favorite topic had been enlarged.
"You played with them," David said.
"Yes. Years," Ilya said.
David nodded slowly. He picked up his beer, which had gone warm during the second period because he had forgotten to drink it. "Hell of a team," he said.
"Yes," Ilya said. "They are."
The phone rang while they were packing. Ilya heard it from the guest room, the mechanical trill and heard David answer it downstairs. A pause. Then David's voice, surprised, "Ilya. It's for you."
He came out to the landing. The hallway was narrow, a coat rack beside the door with too many coats for the season. The phone was wall-mounted near the kitchen door, cream-colored, a long cord that Ilya noted could not reach more than a few feet into either room. David was holding the receiver with an expression that was completely neutral. 
Ilya took the phone. "Hello."
There was no answer immediately. His heart flipped in his chest. Vadim knew he was in Ottawa, and it was Boxing Day, and Vadim was the kind of person who would call on Boxing Day just to hear a familiar voice. Ilya held onto that for the two seconds it took the line to resolve.
Then his brother said his name.
"Ilyusha."
Ilya went very still. Alexei's voice was the same as it had always been but also somehow completely wrong. The cadence too measured, the warmth in it thin. It was not Alexei, but it was using Alexei's voice. Rehearsed. Monitored. 
"Alexei," Ilya said.
Shane had appeared in the doorway of the guest room. Ilya did not look at him.
"Yes, it is Lyosha." Lyosha. Ilya would never call Alexei that, but their mother had. "Papa is unwell," Alexei said. He said it slowly, carefully, rehearsed. "He has been asking for you."
"What do you mean by unwell?"
"The doctors are uncertain." A pause that was not quite Alexei's pause. "He took a fall. There has been a lot of ice this winter." A deep breath. "It would be good if you could come home."
There it was. Ilya kept his face at its usual setting and did not look at Shane, who he could feel in the doorway, and said, "I understand." 
"We miss you," Alexei said. The thin warmth again, stretched. "It is not the same here without you."
"I know," Ilya said. 
The line clicked. The phone hadn't disconnected, but the observer Ilya had known was there was withdrawing. Then, very quietly, the script dropped for a moment, "He asks for you." Present tense. Alexei's own construction, not the rehearsed version. The line went dead. Ilya held the receiver for a moment. He put it back on the cradle. He stood in the hallway of the Hollander house, his back to the room.
He turned. Shane was still in the doorway. He had heard the Russian, had heard the texture of it without understanding the words, had watched Ilya's face do things it did not usually do, and was now holding all of that with the stillness of understanding that something had happened and was waiting to be told what.
"Who was that?" Shane asked.
"My brother," Ilya said.
Shane looked at him. He did not ask the next question, which was the right thing.
"My father is unwell," Ilya said. "Or they say he is. I do not know if is true."
"They," Shane said. Ilya met his eyes. Shane had heard the they and understood the they.
"Yes," Ilya said.
The house was doing its Boxing Day sounds around them—David's television, Yuna somewhere in the kitchen, the domestic indifference of a house that did not know what had just happened in its hallway.
"Beaulieu," Shane said.
"Yes," Ilya said.
Beaulieu picked up on the second ring, which meant he had been reachable, which meant Ilya was not the only one who had been watching for this. The call was short. Beaulieu's voice was the voice of a man who had a procedure for exactly this. "Leave as planned, use the arranged transport, do not deviate. Do not call anyone else. We will talk when you are back in Montreal."
Shane relayed this in a low voice, his back to Ilya, one hand on the phone cradle. 
"Are Yuna and David safe?" Ilya asked, which Shane repeated into the phone.
"If they wanted to do something, they already would have." Beaulieu replied. "However, I'll call our contact with the RCMP in Ottawa to let them know."
Shane hung up and turned around. They looked at each other in the hallway.
"Okay," Shane said. Not a question. The word that meant: I am here, and we are going to get through the next four hours. 
Ilya nodded once. He went back to the guest room and finished packing. His hands were steady. He had been trained for steadiness. Ice and crowds and Tikhonov's eyes and the knowledge that the moment you let a single emotion show is the moment you lose something. His hands were steady and he packed the hat in its tissue. He did not think about Alexei's voice. He could think about that later.
They flew back to Montreal that evening, even though it seemed foolish to fly rather than drive less than two hundred kilometers. Yuna had hugged him at the door. Ilya hadn't been expecting it. She had put her arms around him and held on. He had stood very still and then put his arms around her tentatively.
"Take care of Shane," she said. Not a question.
"Yes," he said.
Shane drove them from the airport without the radio on. The silence between them had a different texture from the silence that had been building since September. Several things had been added to it in Ottawa and none of them had names yet, and they were both carrying all of it in the same car. Ilya had meant to raise Yuna's offer before they left. He had a version of the conversation drafted since Christmas morning, but the phone call had displaced it, and now it sat in his inventory alongside everything else with no good time to be said. When they pulled up to the condo, he picked up his bag and got out of the car and they went upstairs without speaking. They went to their separate rooms, and that was that.
January came in cold and clear and merciless. The season resumed. They were the most dangerous line in the league. The PR department had decided this was the angle. It appeared in a press release in the first week of the new year, then in profiles in two Montreal papers and a piece in a Toronto magazine that described them as the most feared offensive pairing in the NHL. This was not yet accurate but had the quality of becoming accurate as you said it. A photograph ran in the Gazette: Ilya and Shane on the ice in practice, caught mid-drill, Ilya's pass between them and Shane's stick already moving to receive it. The headline was in French, Symbiose. Ilya kept the word. He wrote it in the book that night, with a question mark.
The line combination was structural now, not remarkable. Theriault had stopped adjusting it. What had been an experiment in September was standard procedure by January, and they both knew their parts in it well enough that the knowledge lived in the body rather than the mind. Ilya set up on the right dot. Shane found him. The defensemen had learned to fear the two of them.
Off the ice, they went to the gym in the mornings, heavy snow displacing their running routine. They ate dinner together and watched the news and did not discuss anything that happened in Ottawa. Ilya had been cooking more. By the time the second Thursday of January rolled around, the smell of dill had saturated every corner. The sharp, green scent that felt almost defiant against the Montreal winter. He had every pot they owned simmering on the stove, a chaotic collection of steam and tradition. When the front door finally clicked open, Ilya didn't look up. He tracked the familiar rhythm of the hallway. The thud of a bag being dropped, the silence of a coat being hung, and the inevitable approach of footsteps toward the kitchen.
He kept his focus on the stove, his hands stained a deep, stubborn crimson from beets. It settled into the cuticles and refused to leave, a physical mark of the work he'd put in. With his sleeves pushed up to his elbows, he felt the shift in the air as Shane entered the room. Ilya didn't turn around, nor did he feel the need to offer an explanation for the transformation of their home. He continued to move through the kitchen with the absolute confidence of a man who knew exactly which spaces belonged to him.
Shane stood in the doorway and looked at him, at his hands. The red spreading across his fingers and into the creases of his knuckles, the stain that was domestic and physical and had nothing to do with hockey. Shane sat down at the kitchen table without being asked. He watched Ilya cook. Ilya did not perform being watched—he simply continued, moving through the steps with the focused efficiency he brought to anything he had decided to do correctly, tasting once, adjusting, tasting again.
He put a bowl in front of Shane without ceremony. No announcement, no explanation. Just the bowl, dark red, with a single curl of cream on the surface. Shane ate all of it.
He looked up when the bowl was empty. Ilya was standing at the counter with his own bowl, waiting on Shane's verdict.
"It's good," Shane said.
"I know," Ilya said. He went back to eating.
"You made a lot of soup."
"Today has been ten years. I wanted to feel her."
Shane turned the bowl in his hands. The rim was still warm. He looked at Ilya's hands on the counter. Still red, the beet stain settling into the lines of his palms, and reached over and touched one of his fingers. Not taking his hand. Not holding it. Just touching, briefly, one stained finger with one clean one, the contact small and deliberate and entirely outside the category of anything they had agreed it was permissible to do. Ilya went very still.
He did not move away. He did not move closer. He stood at the counter with his bowl and his stained hands and his face at its usual setting, but his posture shifted. Shane did not move his hand away either. They stayed like that, Ilya at the counter, Shane at the table, one point of contact between them. The condo was still. The city buzzed outside and the city did not know about this, which was the point of the condo, which was the problem with the condo.
Shane looked at the table. He moved his hand back. He picked up his spoon and put it in the empty bowl, indicating that the moment had passed, and Ilya went back to eating. The condo was the one place in Montreal that was not part of the performance. This was becoming very difficult to live inside.
The club was Hayden's idea. Post-win, late January, the Metros having beaten Minnesota in overtime and the locker room running on the electricity of an earned win, Hayden making the case for a team night out with the persuasive energy of a man who wanted to celebrate and needed witnesses.
Theriault had called Shane and Ilya into his office after the game to tell them they had both been selected for the All-Star Game, so Ilya was already riding high. He had also purchased a cologne he wanted to wear. Woodsy, in a dark bottle. 
The club was loud and dark and full of people. The air hung with cigarette smoke and something sweeter underneath it and the team took a table in the back. Comeau was already at the bar. J.J. found the dance floor immediately. Hayden ordered a round and delivered a toast that was approximately fifty percent genuine and fifty percent performance and was received accordingly.
Shane was across the table. He had been across the table since September in one way or another and Ilya had developed, over those months, a comprehensive involuntary awareness of where Shane was in any room. This was not useful information at a club table. He noted it and put it somewhere and turned his attention to the person beside him, who was Hayden, who was talking about the overtime goal with the enthusiasm of someone who had been there for it.
The evening progressed. The noise was the kind of noise that made the interior quieter by contrast—the music and the crowd and the energy of a Friday night pressing in from all sides, and inside it, the space behind Ilya's eyes where the other noise lived, slightly louder by comparison.
The bar itself was a strip of dark wood with brass fittings, the surface sticky. The lighting above it was amber, flattering, the same color as the streetlamp in Ottawa, which was not a thought he needed to be having. He flagged the bartender and was ordering a drink when he saw her.
Sophie. 
He probably wouldn't have remembered her name, if it hadn't been for how that particular night had unfolded. She was at the far end of the bar with a friend Ilya didn't recognize, a glass of something pink in her hand, and she was looking at him with the expression that said she had already decided to come over. She was easy company. She had been easy company in October when she had appeared in his peripheral vision at the bar on Crescent Street, before Shane had intervened and put a stop to anything that could have happened that evening.
She came over. They talked. The music made conversation into something partial and gestural, which suited Ilya. He could participate at the level of outline rather than detail, which was the level he was operating at tonight. At some point, he became aware that Shane was no longer at the table.
When he turned to look, Shane was near the entrance, talking to Rose Landry. She'd gone back to Michigan for the holidays, Shane had mentioned once in passing. She looked rested, hair down. Laughing at something Shane had said. Ilya caught a fragment of what she was saying as the music shifted between songs, her voice carrying in the brief gap. Something about how lucky she was, really, that the production company she worked with most kept coming back to Quebec. The light, the snow, the crews. Shane was smiling at her, and his hand was at the small of her back, light and familiar, the gesture of someone who had done this many times and would do it again.
Ilya turned back to Sophie. He asked her a question. She answered. He did not hear what she said. At some point, past midnight, the club thinning, Shane appeared at his shoulder. The arrangement was what it was. They left together. They always left together. Sophie took the rejection with the same nonchalance she had last time, pressing her number into his hand. 
In the cab, Shane looked out the window and did not say anything. Neither did Ilya. Rose had touched Shane's arm when he said goodbye, something said quietly between them that Ilya had not been close enough to hear. Shane had nodded. Then he had come to find Ilya.
They went up the stairs in silence. Shane stopped at his door. He stood there for a moment with his hand on the frame.
"Gilles isn't here tonight," Shane started. "Rose is coming over." He said it to the wall rather than to Ilya. "I'd ask you to—just, stay in your room. Please."
Ilya looked at him. Shane was looking at the floor, his ears pink.
"Yes," Ilya said. "Of course."
He went to his room. He sat on the edge of the bed and looked at the wall and felt the fury arrive slowly with nowhere to put it. Settling into his core, occupying all the available space. He had been in Shane's childhood home. He had slept in the room next to Shane's parents and woken before anyone and saw a life that could be inhabited. He had made pelmeni with Shane's mother and she had wanted to learn quickly, just the same as Ilya saw Shane learn things, and David had made tea exactly how he liked it without asking, and Shane had put his hand on top of Ilya's after the gifts and not pulled away for a long time. They had stood at the window and watched snow come down and Shane had kissed him back. They spoke about his mother and it was soft and close and possible in a way that Ilya had not let himself believe in since September.
And Shane had come home and brought Rose Landry into their apartment. Their space. She had a place, Ilya was sure. Or a hotel, or wherever it was they usually went when Shane felt the need to remind them both of the arrangement. Here. The place that was theirs in the only way anything could be theirs. Shane had a whole city and he had chosen to bring her here, into this specific place, and asked Ilya to stay in his room like a fucking houseguest, like Shane wasn't the one kissing Ilya back and holding his hand after eating borscht together.
He was furious. And then, immediately, the worse thing, the shame of being furious. He had no right to this. Shane had not made him any sort of promise. Shane had said I can't. Shane was allowed to make whatever arrangements he wanted when he got home. The fury was without basis. It was also completely beyond Ilya's capacity to argue away. 
The thing was, he couldn't even leave. That was the part that sat on his chest. If he was normal he would walk out of this apartment and go to a bar or anywhere. But now that circle was limited. Anything that wasn't approved and documented and run through Gilles or Beaulieu first meant he was stuck here. He had made that choice. 
Vadim had told him, sitting on the fire escape outside his apartment, that it was different here. It is possible to have a life here that is not possible back home. Ilya had held onto that. He had carried it through the months of learning how to be a person in a country that was not his. A life that was not possible back home. He had believed that. He had come here because he believed it. He had not fled the Soviet Union to live half a life. He had not left everything to come to a country where the walls were different but just as close. Where he had to lie in his room and count ceiling tiles while the person he wanted was thirty feet away through a wall, untouchable for reasons that had nothing to do with law or state or the men in offices but only with fear. Shane's fear. The suffocating Canadian fear of what people would think, of what it would cost, of what his father would say at the next game and whether his mother could still book him a Gatorade campaign if anyone knew. Shane had a choice and he was making it, night after night, and calling it can't when what he meant was won't, and the difference mattered. It mattered enormously.
He found his cassette player and turned the volume as high as it would go. He counted backward from three hundred in Russian, then again in English. He put the pillow over his face and breathed his own air and thought about Shane's hand at the small of her back, and hated it, hated that it looked like something natural and unremarkable, hated that Shane could touch her like that in a room full of their teammates and it cost him nothing.
Hours had passed. He did not know when Rose had left. He lay in the dark and the fury had banked down to something lower and more sustainable, a feeling that would still be there in the morning, and he knew it would still be there in the morning, but there was nothing to be done about that either. He thought about the borscht. The brush of hands. The small calculated distance between the two of them that he had not been able to stop thinking about. He thought about all of it and it added up to nothing he could use, and the noise crested in his head.
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Thank you to   WholeKittenCaboodle for help with formatting and consistency issues, and confirming when the strategically placed nostalgia is working.

Sorry that I cannot let you have a single moment of peace with these two. The joy is coming. There is joy. I promise.

Context Notes:
I have so many food-based notes.
Canadian Foods: McCain Foods’ frozen “Deep n Delicious” chocolate cake became a Canadian household institution. By the late 1980s, it was the default "store-bought dessert" at family gatherings across the country. As far as store-bought desserts go, it’s pretty good! 

Tim Hortons, a Canadian institution. I don’t know why they don’t go there more in the books, especially given the 2010s-ish time frame (also, Boston’s intense partnership with Dunkin'… but whatever). Tim’s was founded in 1964 and by 1988 was thoroughly embedded in Ontario and Quebec culture, especially in cities like Ottawa. David arriving at the airport gate with a tray of cups would be the kind of thing a certain generation of Canadian fathers does without thinking. Also going to the airport gate. Sigh. A different time.

Tourtière is a French-Canadian meat pie traditionally made with pork and spices, associated specifically with Christmas Eve in Quebec.  

Russian Foods: Pelmeni are Siberian or Russian dumplings, small and tightly sealed, typically made in large batches. The dough is unleavened and thin. The filling is typically a mixture of pork or beef, although my family was a big fan of mushroom-based fillings. They're associated with practical, winter cooking. Ilya's description of the earlobe test for dough texture is very common advice. 

Kutya is a grain porridge eaten on Christmas Eve in Eastern Orthodox tradition, made from wheat berries, honey, poppy seeds, and nuts. That Ilya and his mother ate it after the first stars appeared is accurate to Ukrainian or Russian Orthodox practice. The meal traditionally begins when the first star in the sky is visible.

Pirozhki are small stuffed buns, baked or fried, filled with meat, potato, cabbage, or fruit. They're the kind of thing Ilya's mother would have started the night before. Not a Christmas-specific food but domestic and comforting.

Borscht is more well-known, so it needs less explanation but is worth noting. This is not the bright-pink restaurant version. A traditional borscht is deep red, almost brown, made from roasted beets, beef bone broth, cabbage, and a long cook time. The beet stains on Ilya's hands could take days to fully fade.

Drakkar Noir: The cologne Ilya bought to wear to the club is Drakkar Noir, one of the bestselling men’s fragrances of 1989. I think he would have liked it. Woodsy, green, with top notes of bergamot and lavender, and a base of sandalwood. Every club in Montreal in late January 1989 would have smelled of it. Soviet perfume culture in the 1980s was limited to a narrow range of domestic fragrances. Red Moscow was the most famous women's scent. Men's options were sparse. Western cologne was a luxury item, available only through special channels or the black market. And a reminder that every restaurant or club would have smelled like cigarettes. 

Super Series: The specific game Ilya watches on Boxing Day is based on the Quebec Nordiques hosting CSKA Moscow on December 26, 1988. The game ended in a 5-5 tie, seen here. The Nordiques left for Colorado in 1995. The players are based on the real CSKA roster, but I made up their playing styles and quirks. I am going to be honest, I cannot watch any more grainy tape from 1980s hockey games right now. The system Ilya describes, the collective puck movement and aggressive neutral zone pressure, is an accurate characterization of how CSKA played under Viktor Tikhonov. 


  


      

  












      Chapter 26: Inevitable
  


    Chapter Summary

    Shane and Rose have a conversation. Shane and Ilya do not.



    Chapter Notes

      No content warnings this chapter besides the medium to high angst...that is always there.


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  Inevitable (adjective)

	
What you have been moving toward without knowing it, until you find yourself already there.



	
The thing you spent months trying to prevent, only to realize it was idiotic to try.



	
Everything behind the closed door when you find the courage to open it.




Example: "He put his key in the lock. This was it."—January, 1989 
Ilya was talking to a woman at the other end of the room with shiny dark curls and loud lipstick when Rose leaned in close and said, "Can I come over after? It's hard to talk here."
Shane had immediately agreed. That had been the extent of the conversation. He later regretted that. Gilles had the night off. That shouldn't have mattered because he had no intention of leaving Ilya. But then Rose was coming over to the condo. Ilya had agreed, far more graciously than Shane would have, to stay in his room. Shane pretended not to see the hurt and confusion that crossed his face at the request. 
Ilya vanished to his room, and Shane sat alone for twenty minutes, the television on at a volume that wasn't really for watching. Then he heard the buzzer, and he made his way down the stairs to let her in. 
"Hey," he said.
"Hi." She glanced down the hall. "Is Ilya here?"
From behind the closed door at the end of the hall, he could hear Ilya rustle around and still. "Yeah. He's in his room."
Rose nodded. She unwound her scarf and took off her coat. 
"Do you want a drink?" he said.
"Sure."
He grabbed two beers from the fridge. They were Ilya's, technically. They had taken a trip to the SAQ that ended in what Shane gathered was a significant disappointment about the available vodka selection, followed by a quick stop at the dépanneur on the corner. Shane made a mental note to replace them. He handed Rose a bottle and kept one for himself. He had already had one at the bar, which was usually his limit on alcohol, but he was hoping maybe the drink would help loosen him up for what came next. They sat in the living room, Rose on the couch with her feet tucked under her, Shane in the chair across from her. The distance felt right. He wasn't sure why. 
"Sorry, it was just so loud at that place. I wanted to talk to you."
"It's no problem. How's the filming going?" he said.
"Good. Slow. There was a whole day last week where the snow was wrong—too fresh, apparently, they needed it more compacted—so we just sat in the trailers for six hours waiting for it to look like it had been snowing for longer." She smiled. "It's a glamorous life." 
"Sounds like it."
"It's an intense shoot. Every day. Very serious. I want to make fun movies. A comedy or a chick flick or something. Being a war widow is what my agent says is good for my career though."
"My mom says the same thing. She's booking me into all these commercials this summer. There's a cologne ad. I don't even wear cologne."
"Do you like having your mom be your manager?"
"What else would I do?" The thought sat with him for a moment. There really was no alternative. There was no one else who would put his best interests first like she would. 
Rose set down her beer bottle and patted the sofa next to her. Shane left his chair and joined her, and then Rose leaned toward him. Shane met her halfway, and for that instant, it was fine. Her mouth was familiar and her hands were on his chest and the side of his face, but then suddenly, viscerally, everything was not right and he felt a cold pit forming in his stomach. He kept going anyway, because stopping felt like a step he couldn't take back, and because Ilya was down the hall and he was not thinking about that either.
"Should we go to my room?" he said, against her mouth. It was a reflex. Move it somewhere private and horizontal where nobody had to say anything out loud.
Rose didn't answer immediately. Her hand moved to his thigh, then higher, her lips staying against his, the warm slide of her tongue in his mouth. She pressed the heel of her hand into the front of his jeans. She held it there, realizing that there was no heat, no ridge to be found through the denim. She pulled her hand back.
She pulled back and surveyed him, her lipstick smudged. Shane moved back towards her, trying to continue the kiss, but she put a hand flat on his chest.
"Stop," she said. Not unkindly. "Just—stop."
Shane sat back. "I'm sorry. I don't know what's wrong with me."
"Don't apologize." She smoothed her hair, picked up her beer and took a long sip. "Okay," she said, mostly to herself. Then she met his eyes. "So."
"So," Shane said.
"I don't think there's something wrong with you." Shane scoffed a laugh. "Miles has been asking about you, by the way," she said abruptly. Shane blinked at her. He wasn't sure what he expected her to say, but it wasn't that. 
"Has he?"
"He's very subtle about it. He'll say something like, 'How's your friend, the hockey one,' and then change the subject." 
"That's subtle?"
"For Miles, yes." She was watching him with a scrutinizing gaze, trying to read something just below the surface of what was actually happening. "He thinks you're very handsome."
Shane laughed awkwardly. "Tell him thank you."
She turned her bottle slowly. "Miles is—" she paused, choosing the word carefully. "He has a particular kind of life. You understand what I mean."
Shane examined his beer. "I think so."
"It's not a secret. Not in private, not with people he can trust. Nobody talks about it, but everybody knows. And in our world, in LA, that's—it works. As long as you're careful. If you don't make anyone have to say it out loud." She looked at her bottle. "There are more people like that than you'd think. In film, in theatre. You'd be surprised."
Shane did not respond, but took another long drink of his beer.
"I'm not saying it's easy," she said. "Or fair. I'm just saying it's—possible. For some people. In some situations. I know people. People who are happy. Living the life they want to. I don't want you to feel like there's something wrong with you. I have friends who spent years thinking that. That something in them was wrong." She met his eyes briefly. "I think about them sometimes. All the time they spent feeling that way. I don't want that for you. I'm not trying to—"
"I know you're not trying to—" Shane started. Shane set his bottle down. "Can we just—say it."
"Okay," Rose said. "I like you."
"I like you too." It came out unsteady, bordering on a question. 
"And I think that's maybe the whole problem." Shane did not have a response. "Do you like kissing me?"
The question landed with the full weight of what had just settled between them on the couch. "Sure," he said, which felt like the only word available to him.
She laughed. "Wow."
"I mean—yes, of course!"
"Shane." Her voice was soft. Not unkind. "It's okay. I'm not trying to make you feel bad."
"Right," he stared at the floor. "Yeah. Sorry."
"Don't apologize." She held her beer without drinking it. "We're good at being together," she said. "Talking. Going places. All of that part is easy." She paused. "The other part isn't."
He could feel the color in his face. "I know it hasn't always been—" 
"When we're together—what are you thinking about?"
Shane opened his mouth then closed it again. Rose waited.
"It's nothing bad," he said.
"I know that."
"I just." He glanced down the hall at Ilya's closed door without meaning to. He could tell from the faint rustling that Ilya was not asleep. He hoped to god Ilya couldn't hear him. "It's hard to get out of my head."
"Have you ever been with a man?" she said. Shane stared at her. Did she really just say that? Out loud? She must have seen the discomfort all over his face.
"No, I—" He nodded. Answering out loud made it feel so final, so real. "We haven't done—you know—all the stuff. But we did things."
"And was it different?"
Everything about it was different. He could picture Ilya's hard body and rough hands compared to Rose's soft ones. "Yeah," he said. "Yeah, it was different."  
Rose nodded slowly. She didn't look surprised. She didn't look anything except attentive, which was the thing he had always liked about her. "Is it—" she paused, thinking through her next words. "Is it better?"
Shane said nothing, which was the same as saying yes.
"Okay," Rose said. She unfolded her hands and picked up her beer. "I think you already know what you need to do."
"It's not that simple."
"I know it's not. Can I say something?" Rose said.
"You're going to anyway."
She smiled briefly. "Be careful. Whatever happens. I mean that practically, not—" She made a small gesture. "I have friends. In LA, in New York. And they're careful, and they're okay, but you have to actually be careful. You have to trust whoever you're with." Shane nodded. He understood what she meant. He understood exactly what she meant. "And you have someone in mind?" she said.
Shane nodded, pressing a hand over his mouth.
"And he would be careful—with you, I mean."
"Yes," Shane said. He didn't have to think about it.
"Then I think you should talk to him." She took a drink of her beer. "Actually talk to him."
Shane shook his head. "I don't think—"
"Shane."
"Okay. Yeah. I can do it."
"Say the thing," she said. "What's the worst thing that could happen?" Shane could think of a lot of worst things that could happen. Rose gazed briefly toward the hall, just for a second, barely anything at all. Shane's eyes were back on the floor. "I'm not going to push," she said. "But I want you to know that, whatever it is you're working out, I think you should let yourself work it out."
"I really like you," Shane said. It came out smaller than he intended. "I think we could make it work."
"I don't want to be something you're making work. And I don't think you want that either, if you're honest." She set her bottle down, the heavy glass bottom clinking on the table. "I want to be your friend. Not like people say let's be friends. Actually friends. I want you to be happy, but I don't think you're going to be if we're together like that." She gestured between them. "We can keep the good parts."
"I'd like that," he said. He meant it completely. She polished off the last of her beer, then stood up and walked toward the door for her scarf. She hugged him at the door, and he held on for a moment longer than necessary.
"You have my number," she said. "Use it."
"I will."
He stood in the doorway and watched her go. Behind him, he could hear the faint sounds of Ilya's music in the silence. He had to be wearing headphones, and they had to just be blasting. He closed the door behind Rose and stood in the dark entryway and didn't move. He could walk down the hallway right now. He could walk down that hallway and knock on the door and say he was sorry for making him stay in his room and they could pretend it was Christmas Day again and it could all stay in the apartment. He could say the words and whatever they had been building over these months would be there, possible, if he could just get the words out of his mouth. 
But then what? They'd hide in here forever? How long would they be able to live together before it became obvious they weren't roommates? How long until Ilya needed more? Until he felt that urge to settle down, get married, have a couple kids? Like Hayden? Until he felt that pull to live the life that was expected of a young, wealthy, attractive athlete? Until he left Shane and Shane was alone again, because Ilya could have whatever kind of life he wanted here. All the things Shane could never give him. But maybe it didn't matter. Maybe he could go down there right now and they would make it work.
He went to his room instead. He lay on his back and strained his ears to hear the muffled music that went on for a long time before it stopped, and then the quiet that followed, and then the building settling into the sounds it made in the deep part of the night when everyone in it was supposed to be asleep. He was not asleep. 
His mind was full of all the worst things that could happen. He was good at that. He went through every worst-case scenario one by one with a systematic approach. This was the only way to face a threat. He named the problems, one by one, sitting with each. My parents never talk to me again. I lose hockey. I lose all my money. Ilya leaves. I am alone with nowhere to go. Then he thought about the best thing that could happen, which was much harder. Ilya and I could be together. Maybe. For a while. If he wants. He did not sleep. 
He was up well before his alarm. He lay in the dark for a while listening to the building, then got dressed and went to the kitchen and made coffee and stood at the window watching the street brighten with early light, the same way Ilya had stood on Christmas morning in Ottawa. He did not think about that.
Ilya was already stirring in his room when Shane entered the kitchen. He came out of his room in his practice gear, stopped when he saw Shane at the counter, and went to the refrigerator without saying anything. "Good morning," Shane said. Ilya grunted in response, and that was the end of the conversation. 
They drove together to practice, as usual. Typically, Ilya reached for the radio before they'd pulled away from the curb, cycling through stations until he found something that wasn't traffic reports, which drove Shane slightly insane in a way he had never mentioned. This morning, Ilya sat with his hands in his lap and looked out the passenger window and did not touch the radio. Shane drove in silence and did not mention it, but the absence of that minuscule irritating habit was somehow worse than the habit itself.
When they hit the ice, it was immediately apparent that something was wrong. Ilya was a step late on every drill, which never happened. When he finally seemed to get it together, the lag was replaced with a rage that Shane had never seen before. He was heading into the corners with his elbows up, checking the other guys aside in a way that was technically fine but completely egregious, especially this late in the season. He played the whole session with a manic, compressed energy. Shane was no stranger to letting out his anger on the ice, but this was unheard of for the restrained, stoic Rozanov. The other guys were watching. Theriault noticed but said nothing, which meant he was putting that information away for later. 
The thing with Comeau happened at the end of the second drill rotation. Shane didn't hear what was said. He was too far away, the scrape of blades on ice between them. He saw Ilya go still as whatever the comment was landed, and then turn, "What the fuck you say to me?" coming out of his mouth. For a terrifying few seconds, it looked like it was going to go somewhere. Ilya's gloves were still on. Barely.
Comeau backed up, throwing up his hands in the universal gesture of who me?, which was its own kind of provocation and everyone on the ice knew it. J.J. got between them first, then Hayden. Shane wondered if he should get involved, but the fear of making the moment worse kept him back, and it passed like these scuffles usually do at practice—deferred to a later date, everyone skating away with somewhere else to be.
Theriault blew the whistle and ran the drill again. Ilya skated to his position and did not look at Shane. 
J.J. pulled up beside Shane during a water break, both of them watching Ilya fire a puck hard into the empty net at the far end for no apparent reason.
"What's going on with him?" J.J. said.
"I don't know," Shane said.
J.J. looked at him. "You don't know."
"He's fine."
"He was going to beat the shit out of Comeau."
"Comeau said something."
"Comeau always says something. Rozy doesn't usually—" 
"Rozy?"
"Yeah. Rozy." J.J. looked at Shane for a moment. Consideration flickered across his face, deciding not to ask the question he was actually thinking. "Whatever. I'll ask him later," he said, and pushed off toward the drill. Shane watched him skate away. He didn't like the way J.J. had said Rozy. 
In the locker room after, J.J. tried again. He dropped onto the bench beside Ilya and said, "What is going on with you today?"
"Is fine," Ilya said, pulling off a glove.
"You almost went at Comeau."
"He should shut his idiot mouth."
"What did he say?"
Ilya pulled off the other glove. "Does not matter."
J.J. looked at Shane across the room. Shane looked at his stall. "Okay," J.J. said, standing. "Whatever it is, eh—leave it in the parking lot tomorrow where Coach does not see."
Ilya said nothing. He started on his skates and did not look up.
The drive home was the same as the drive in, except quieter, which Shane had not thought was possible. When they pulled up to the condo, he turned off the engine. Ilya turned to get out, but Shane put a hand on his shoulder stopping him.
"What did Comeau say to you?"
"It does not fucking matter, Hollander." 
"It does."
"He wants to know if I play like shit because my boyfriend broke up with me." Ilya shook his hand off his shoulder and left the car. Shane sat in the driver's seat after the door closed. The word hung in the car with him. By the time he got out and made his way upstairs, Ilya was already in his room, the door closed.
That was the template for the days that followed. Practice, silence in the car, silence in the apartment. They ate at different times or they ate together without much conversation, the television filling the space that conversation used to occupy. Ilya cooked and left portions for Shane without comment. Shane washed up afterward. The ordinary mechanics of shared living running on their own momentum while everything else failed around them. It wasn't hostile, but the implicit mutual understanding that something had happened and they had agreed, without discussing it, not to ever bring it up. Shane found it almost harder than a fight would have been. 
On the second night Ilya made stew for dinner. They had come back from practice and Shane had gone to his room. When he returned to the kitchen later, the stove was on and Ilya was stirring a pot. Something with vinegar and sour cream that Shane had begun to realize were the smells of Russian cuisine.  He stood in the kitchen doorway, but Ilya did not turn around.
"Smells good," Shane said.
"Ready in twenty minutes," Ilya said. He pointedly kept his eyes on the simmering pot.
Shane set the table. Two places, the bowls already out, a loaf of bread in between them, while Ilya ladled out the stew. Ilya sat with his dinner and his vocabulary exercises open beside it, reading while he ate. Shane sat down. Ilya did not look up from the book.
It was very good. Shane ate all of it but did not say so, because saying so felt like it would be a concession he wasn't willing to make right now. Ilya underlined something on the page.
"What's the word?" Shane said.
Ilya looked up. 
"The word you're working on. What is it?"
Ilya looked at him, his expression unreadable, then he looked back at the book. "Obstinate," he said.
"What does it mean?"
"Stubborn. Not willing to change." A pause. "Even when—good reason to change." He turned the page again without looking up.
Shane ate the last of his bread. He thought about saying something. He washed his bowl when he was done and left Ilya at the table with the book, and that was the end of the evening.
On the third day, he stopped Ilya in the hallway before they left for practice.
"I'm going to Toronto tomorrow," he said. "Just overnight. For the Gatorade thing." His mother had asked if he could convince Ilya to come, but he had balked so hard at the idea that she had dropped it. Forcing him to be even closer to Shane seemed like an awful idea right now. 
He watched Ilya process this, and finally answer, "Okay."
"Gilles will be here."
"I know, Hollander."
Shane nodded. There was more he could have said. He had been rehearsing several versions of it since the night Rose left, lying awake, getting the words in an order that might actually come out of his mouth. None of the versions felt right standing in a hallway at seven in the morning with Ilya looking at him with his expression that gave nothing away.
"I'll be back the next day," Shane said.
"Okay," Ilya said again. He picked up his bag and went to the door.
Shane left early the next morning, before Ilya was up. He stood outside Ilya's door on his way out, listening to the quiet. Then he went downstairs and got in the cab and did not look back at the building.
The shoot ran long. They always ran long. Shane had done enough of these to know that the ratio of standing around to actually doing anything was roughly four to one, and the Gatorade people were thorough, which meant six hours of the same thirty seconds from fifteen angles while someone kept adjusting the lighting and someone else kept adjusting his hair, spraying him down with Gatorade until the droplets lay just so. Then the skating shots, designed for him to look artfully sweaty under the hot lights. He didn't mind. It was easier than thinking about everything else.
"Can we get that smile?" the director called. "The just-shot-a-goal Hollander smile?" Shane gave him the smile he thought he wanted. 
"That one! Yes!"
"Perfect. Now—confident, relaxed. Like you've got everything under control."
Shane was in a rink in Toronto wearing a jersey with a lightning bolt logo, the fabric slightly too stiff, holding a branded squeeze bottle with an orange cap, smiling at a camera with everything under control, while somewhere in Montreal, his apartment had a silence in it that had been accumulating for four days. He gave the director seventeen more takes of having everything under control. Surely less than that would have been enough, but they just kept shooting. 
Shane ate dinner alone at the hotel restaurant afterward, then went upstairs and sat on the bed. Then he reached for his wallet and headed back out into the night. He walked, hands in his pockets until he found a bar. Somewhere with bright music and a lot of young people. It wasn't a hockey bar. He had learned to avoid those when he was on the road if he didn't have the team backing him up. He got a beer and stood near the bar and watched the room. 
The room was full of beautiful people. Several women glanced his way as he walked past, showing that the door was open if he wanted to walk through it. He stood with his drink, scanning their faces, and felt absolutely nothing. It was what he expected, but he hadn't anticipated that information to land quite so cleanly. 
He thought about what Rozanov would do in this situation. Not about being here with Ilya, precisely, but about how he would approach this as an exercise, the same as he would consider a hockey play. Do it like Rozanov. Rozanov wouldn't stand awkwardly against a wall thinking about his feelings. He would pick a pretty girl without much thought and go talk to them, and they would hook up or not, but he wouldn't have made it strange by thinking too much about it first. He could be like Rozanov. He could do this. 
She had dark golden curls that were cut short and light eyes and a laugh that carried above the music. He didn't examine too closely why his eyes were drawn to her over any of the others. He introduced himself as just Shane. She didn't seem to have that flash of recognition at the name, which was either luck or a commentary on his choice of bar. They danced, him less gracefully than he would have liked, but she seemed unbothered by it. At some point, she kissed him, or he kissed her. He wasn't entirely sure how it happened. But then her tongue was in his mouth and she tasted like cigarettes and something sweet and entirely, completely wrong in every way. Nothing. He felt nothing. 
It wasn't wrong in any way that was her fault. She was funny and interested in him in a way that was obvious and shouldn't have been unwelcome. She had done nothing to deserve being kissed by someone who was thinking about someone else so superficially that it was nearly embarrassing. He stayed another ten minutes because leaving immediately felt like it would have been the rude choice. Then he made an excuse about an early flight and stepped out into the cold. 
He walked back to the hotel in the cold with his hands shoved as deep in his pockets as he could. The wind was coming off the lake and he was thinking about dark blond curls and a detail sprang into his mind. The one lock of hair at the nape of Ilya's neck, when his hair was wet, forming a tight, perfect corkscrew compared to the others. He put his hands deeper in his pockets and kept walking. By the time he got back to his room, he was very clear on the information he had gone out to collect, and he sat on the edge of the bed and picked up the phone.
"Hi," Rose said.
"Hey. It's Shane." He lay back on the bed, still in his coat, looking at the ceiling. "I went to a bar tonight."
"How was it?"
"I met a nice girl and just felt nothing. Nothing bad. Just—nothing."
"Okay," Rose said.
"She was—I mean it wasn't that she wasn't—"
"Shane."
"Yeah." 
"What are you doing?"
"I don't know. Testing something. I think."
"I didn't end things so you could try to meet a nice girl in Toronto."
"I had to be sure."
"That it wasn't just me?"
"I never thought it was you," he replied quickly. He hoped silently that she could feel his apology. If it didn't work with her, it wouldn't have worked with anyone. 
"Then why did you do it?"
"I had to know I tried. Like, really tried." He looked around the room. The hotel room was beige and without character, designed to be whatever you wanted it to be. He sighed. "I did the shoot today. They kept asking me to look like I had everything under control."
She laughed, short and real. "You? Really? How did you manage it?"
"They needed about a billion takes."
She laughed. "That's my whole life." She cleared her throat. "How are things at home?" Oh, we were just going to say it then.
"Not great," Shane said. "We haven't really talked since you left."
"Why not?"
"I don't know. He had a bad practice. Nearly dropped his gloves with someone." Shane moved the phone to his other ear. "He doesn't usually lose it like that. The night you came over, I stood in the hall for—I don't know how long. I almost knocked on his door."
"Why didn't you?"
"I don't know. I had a whole thing in my head. Maybe it was the beer. What I was going to say. And then I just—went to my room."
"And now you're in Toronto."
"And now I'm in Toronto."
"Shane," Rose said, and her voice had the particular patience it had when she was going to say something he needed to hear. "What are you going to do when you get back?"
He hadn't said it out loud yet. Not to anyone, not even to himself. "I'm going to talk to him," he said. "Actually do it."
"Okay," she said. "What does that look like?"
"I don't know exactly."
"Do you know what you want to happen?"
"Yes," Shane said. He did. He had known for a while and had been very good at not confronting it directly.
Rose waited.
"There's something I keep thinking about," Shane said. "Since September, I've been the only person he had. I drive him everywhere. Help him figure things out." He paused. "And before me there was the guy who was his translator. I don't know much about him except that he helped him get settled when he first defected. Found him an apartment. That kind of thing." He couldn't say Ilya's name. Not to Rose. 
"Okay," Rose said delicately.
"He hasn't said anything about—what they did all summer. But I think it was something. What if that's just—what if that's the pattern? Someone helps him and he attaches to them because they're available?" He stopped. "Because like, he meets people. But it's whoever is nearby. It's not—there's no real attachment. What if that's what this is?"
Rose was quiet for a moment. "Do you actually believe that?"
Shane thought about Ottawa. The hat in its tissue paper. The window. The hand laid gently on top of his. "Maybe. Well. No," he said.
"Then why are you asking?"
"Because if I'm wrong—"
"You're not wrong," Rose said. "I've seen you two, Shane. But even if you were scared of being wrong—that's not a reason not to try."
Shane looked at the ceiling for a long time.
"Go home," she said. "See what happens."
They talked for another hour, and at some point, it stopped being about Ilya and became just talking. He fell asleep with the light still on and the phone on the pillow beside him.
The flight back was short, arriving in the late morning. Shane spent most of it looking out the window at the flat white geography of southern Ontario, giving way to Quebec, going over what he was going to say in the order he was going to say it. It wasn't perfect but it was honest, which was the whole point.
At the condo, Gilles was outside, sitting in his car with a novel and the radio on. Shane tapped on his window.
"How was it?"
Gilles considered this with the expression he used when the honest answer was more complicated than he wanted to share. "Fine," he said. "He's always fine." Then he started his car up and pulled away.
He could hear music from inside before he got the key in the lock. It reminded him of the low, heavy sound from Ilya's room that had been barely audible the night Rose came over. The first time, standing in the dark entryway with Rose gone, the music had meant Ilya trapped in his room because Shane had put him there. Now it meant Ilya was home, on the other side of a door Shane was about to open.
He put his key in the lock. This was it. He was going to walk in there and say the thing and then whatever happened would happen, and Rose had told him that was enough, and he believed her.
Ilya was at the kitchen table when Shane came in, the vocabulary book open in front of him, a cup of something at his elbow. He looked up.
"Hey," Shane said.
"Hi." Ilya watched him set his bag down. "How was Toronto?"
"Good. Long." Shane shrugged off his coat. "Shoot ran all day." Shane hung the coat on the hook. He turned around and looked at Ilya sitting at the table, the book, the cup, his attention, and thought, now. This is what you flew back for.
"Actually," Shane said. "I wanted—" He hesitated. Ilya had looked up, giving Shane his full attention. "I think we should talk."
Something stirred in Ilya's face. Cautious stillness. Waiting.
"Okay," Ilya said. He closed his vocabulary book.
"Not standing up," Shane said. "Actually talk. Like—sit down and—"
"You are one standing," Ilya said again. He waited. Both hands around his cup. Shane looked at him sitting there. The sentence was right there. He had practiced it. He knew where it started. 
 "You want tea?" Ilya said. "Kettle is hot."
"Sure," Shane said. "Yeah. Give me a second."
He went to the kitchen. He was going to make the tea and sit down and say the thing. That was the plan. He reached for a mug that was sitting on the counter. It was like it was already there for him—the only one not put in the cabinet—and froze.
He held it. There was a lipstick mark on the rim, a clean crimson half-moon facing out. He picked it up with shaky fingers, turning it around, examining it from all angles. Ilya, who rinsed his dishes the moment he finished with them and stacked them in an order Shane had never been able to replicate, had left this one here. With the vibrant, blood-red mark visible. Facing the door.
Shane stood at the counter with the mug in his hand. The kettle was still hot behind him and Ilya was waiting at the table, and felt the sentence he had practiced dissolve completely, replaced by something that had no words yet, only white-hot rage. He set the mug down. He did not pick up another one. He turned around. The lipstick stain was screaming at him. He looked at the mug on the counter, then at Ilya.
"What the fuck is that?"  
Ilya said nothing, but lifted his chin a little. 
"What—the fuck. Gilles was here," Shane said. He was trying to maintain control but was not succeeding.
"Yes."
"He let someone in here?"
"Yes."
They locked eyes, heat passing between them. "Who? Who do you even know?" It came out sharper than he had intended. 
"A friend," Ilya said. 
"A friend." Shane repeated the word, cataloging it. His jaw tightened. "You brought someone back here."
"Yes."
"To my apartment."
"It is also my apartment," Ilya said, his eyes flashing.
A crack ran through Shane's expression. He was trying to maintain control well past the point of cracking and then cracking anyway. "This is a security arrangement. There are protocols, rules. Beaulieu said—"
"You brought Rose Landry here." The sentence hung in between them, and Shane went very still. He did not have a good defense for that. "You brought her back here to fuck and I stay in my room," Ilya said. His voice was level, but the anger was etched into every line of his face. "I did not say anything. Is not my place to say anything." He paused. "So what is difference between you and me?" His English was deteriorating as his face grew redder, the Ws coming out closer to Vs again, a linguistic habit he had mostly broken months ago.
"I don't need fucking protecting from the KGB! Gilles is here to keep you safe. He shouldn't be letting people in—"
"Gilles was here. Gilles said okay. You have a problem, tell him." There was a vein popping in his forehead. "Nice Christmas with Yuna and David. Talk about family. Give me hat. Good time. I think we can do this always. Then you come home and fuck Rose Landry. In my house. Is my house, Hollander. Not only your house. So yes. I also bring friend here. Gilles say is fine, so is fine. I am not sorry. Not sorry one minute."
Shane stared at him for a long moment. His hands were at his sides, and he was willing them to stop shaking. The control was back in his face but it was the kind of control that cost all of his concentration to maintain.
"I didn't even fuck her!" He wasn't sure what he had been planning to say, but it wasn't that.
"Oh yes, go to your room Rozanov so I can bring over pretty movie star and we have no sex. Yes, am sure that is what you do," Ilya mocked him, and it hit Shane more deeply and painfully than he had expected.  
Shane felt his face flush, the blood roaring in his ears. "This isn't working," he spat. His voice came out lower than usual. Something adjacent to anger, but somehow worse. It was harsher, more pained. "None of this is working." 
He went upstairs, slamming the bedroom door behind him. He stood just inside the door, seething, listening to the condo settle into quiet. After a while, he heard Ilya moving in the kitchen, the small sounds of him continuing his morning. As if there was any way things could continue normally after that. Shane heard the water running. A cabinet closing. Ilya living in his house.
Shane started pacing, slowly, back and forth across the room. He went through the worst-case scenarios again, but that didn't fix it. Just say the thing. It was all too reasonable. Of course Ilya was upset that Rose had come over. Of course he was sure they'd slept together. It made complete sense that Ilya would react this way. How was Ilya supposed to know about the absolute fucking disaster things had been for him lately? He needed Ilya to know the truth. He needed him to understand. 
Shane had a sudden wave of exhaustion. His limbs felt incredibly heavy, like he'd played a full sixty minutes on bad ice. But the anger was fading almost as quickly as it had come on, replaced by a dull regret. He was tired. He was tired of talking around it. He was tired of trying to avoid Ilya, the five months of living together and fighting the tension, fighting his own mind pulling him down like quicksand. It was time for it all to stop. He was going to say it. 
He walked across the room and reached for the knob. He didn't let himself think about the wording anymore. He turned the handle and pulled the door open. 
Ilya was at the bottom of the stairs. He was standing there aimlessly, his hair pushed back off his face like he'd been running his hands through it. He looked up when he heard the door open. Neither of them said anything. The fourteen stairs between them felt very long, but Ilya didn't look away, and Shane didn't retreat back to his room. They just stayed like that, waiting, the silence between them threatening to fracture.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    What do you think they're going to say to each other? Who is going to start talking first??

Before you kill me -- they had to have a big fight. It is the law. Up next: more conversations, a break from the angst, and the boys are going to All Stars! I won't make you wait too long.

Many thanks to my fantastic beta readers:
Many thanks to  Aphantastical  for their work in helping me through characterization and dialogue changes in a very dialogue-heavy chapter. Also for questioning the deeply questionable architecture of the condo. There is no one else I'd rather sketch bad blueprints on the back of an electric bill for.
Thank you to   WholeKittenCaboodle for help with formatting and consistency issues, and reassuring me when the angst is angsting appropriately.

Context Notes:
SAQ: The Société des alcools du Québec (SAQ) has held a monopoly on the sale of wine and spirits in Quebec since 1921. Beer, however, is a different story. Corner stores or dépanneurs have had the right to sell beer in Quebec since the 1940s, when Premier Maurice Duplessis gave small grocers an exclusive leg up by granting them the privilege. The dépanneur is its own Montreal thing. A corner store open late, selling beer, milk, cigarettes, lottery tickets, and whatever else the neighborhood might need at eleven at night. The word comes from the French verb dépanner, which loosely translates to helping someone out of a difficult situation.

Endorsements: Commercial endorsements for NHL players in the late 1980s were less systematized than they would later become. Agents were much rarer and employed only by a few top players. Due to the time, the work was also print advertising, television spots, and product appearances. A player like Shane would have been genuinely valuable to a brand like Gatorade looking to expand its NHL presence. Yuna's involvement in managing his commercial portfolio is consistent with how player representation sometimes worked in this era, particularly for younger players without established agents for that side of their careers. I chose Gatorade because of the feel of their advertisements from this time. Gatorade's marketing in this era leaned heavily on the imagery of professional athletes performing at peak condition. The clean and controlled, artfully sweaty guys. It made for a nice parallel with Shane performing exactly that image while his personal life was coming apart at the seams.

Comments are the fuel this work is built on. I read them all, even when I can't reply to each one.


  


      

  












      Chapter 27: Recognition
  


    Chapter Summary

    It only takes one mistake to break someone's trust, but also only one conversation to mend it.
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  Recognition (noun)

	
The act of knowing again what you have always known.



	
The moment the question mark becomes a period. 




Example: "There it is." — February, 1989
Shane left for the airport before Ilya had made his way out of bed. He hadn’t been asleep at the time. No, he had been lying in the dark listening to the condo. Listening for Shane’s tentative movements in the morning. He was so conscientious of Ilya, trying not to wake him up or disturb him. Maybe now, more than ever, since he certainly assumed Ilya was furious with him. He wasn’t wrong. Ilya was furious with him. Furious with the way the rules didn’t apply to Shane Hollander. Furious with the way that life in Canada had not solved all of his problems. In three months, it would be summer again. Last summer had been dancing and bars and long hot nights on the fire escape. He would have liked to have had that with Hollander. Instead, he was staring down more time locked in this condo, probably banished to his room by Rose Landry.  
Ilya waited until he heard the click of the door and the turn of the lock, and then waited a while longer. The mugs from yesterday were still on the drying rack. Shane's coat gone from the hook. Ilya made coffee and stood at the window and tried to decide what to do with his next twenty-four hours. 
Since September, he had learned the sound of Shane's alarm, the precise duration of his shower, how his footsteps sounded on the stairs. He had learned all of it without meaning to. The simple osmosis of a shared life. Five months of accumulated detail and he had done nothing with any of it except file it and pretend he hadn't.
He refilled his coffee. He went to the window again to look out on the street. There was a word for this. Wistful. He had been thinking about it since September, when he had heard it during an episode of a bad soap opera. He had written it in his book that night and put a question mark after it, because the dictionary definition had not been sufficient. Having or showing a feeling of vague or regretful longing. He understood each of those words individually. The combination produced something he couldn't quite place. He had asked Shane about it. They had sat on the floor of Shane's room with their backs against the bed and Shane had explained it through example—the feeling of looking at something you wanted and knowing you weren't going to reach for it. The feeling of a closed door you'd decided not to open. Ilya had listened and said he understood, which was true, and had not said that the real reason he understood was because he was feeling wistful at that instant, sitting on Shane's floor at eleven at night for no reason except that he had knocked on the door and Shane had opened it.
He had gone back to his room and looked at the word in the book. The question mark was still there. He had left it. The answer was obvious to him. Or that was what he told himself. The more accurate reality was that writing the answer meant confirming a category he was not yet willing to confirm, and the question mark was a way of leaving the door open without walking through it. It was now February, and Shane was in Toronto, and the word was still in the book with its question mark, and Ilya was standing at the window and understood for the first time what it meant.
The phone rang midmorning. Ilya had taken to not answering the phone if he could help it. Shane had begun to answer without asking, which Ilya appreciated. But there was no Shane now. Hesitantly, he picked up the handset, waiting for the long-distance click of the phone.
“Allo, Rozy.” J.J.. Relief washed through him.
“Hi.”
“Plans for tonight? We are going to my friend’s restaurant. You should come.”
“Who is coming?”
He started listing team members. “You know. Everyone.” Ilya noted he had conspicuously not listed Comeau.
“Comeau too?”
“I was going to invite him. Maybe you two could bury the hatchet, yeah? It would make Hollander happy.” Fuck that. Ilya made a disgruntled noise that was part laugh. “Come on. You need it. Practice yesterday was terrible.” 
“Fine.”
“Bisou Bisou, eight o’clock,” he responded and hung up.
Ilya paged Gilles, who appeared at the door five minutes later. “Easier than calling,” he shrugged. “I was here.”
“I am going out tonight.” 
Gilles looked at him. "Where."
"Bisou Bisou. The team is going."
"I'll drive you."
“No, I want to drive.”
Gilles considered this with the expression he used when he was deciding whether it was worth the argument. He decided not to. "Fine. Send me a page when you get there, another when you leave, one more when you get home,” he said. 
“You will call?”
“No. It’s just so I know where you are. If the plan changes, you call.” Ilya nodded. That seemed fair. 
“I am going to the gym now,” he said. He didn’t want to be in the apartment, thinking of Rose Landry on his couch, Shane’s hands on her. 
He changed and drove to the rink, using the facility for an hour and a half—weights first, then the ice, which was empty and quiet enough that there was no plan, just the motion of it until his legs said stop.
On the way back he stopped at the dépanneur on the corner for a chocolate bar, which he ate in three bites, sitting in the car in the parking spot outside the building with the engine running and the radio on. A French pop station. He listened to it for ten minutes after the chocolate bar was gone, not because he liked the music but because the radio was company of a kind. Then he turned it off and went upstairs.
He made lunch. Something from the back of the refrigerator, the remains of a stew he had made earlier in the week. He probably should have thrown it away, but instead he reheated it in the pot and ate it standing at the counter because sitting at the table for one felt like a statement he did not want to make. He washed the bowl. He stood in the kitchen as a minute slid by, staring at the two mugs on the drying rack.
He went to his room and read for an hour. The book was in English, a thriller he had been working through slowly, one chapter at a time, looking up words he didn't know. Today he looked up five new words and retained none of them. He put the book down and looked around the empty space. Shane was boring. The apartment was boring without him.
At six, he stood up and started to get ready to go. He was good at this and he knew it. He showered, then stood in the mirror. He squeezed a dollop of gel into his palm, rubbing his hands together before working it through his hair, dampening his golden-brown curls into something darker and more disciplined, sculpted back from his face. He opened the wardrobe and stood in front of it, running his hands over the different fabrics. The restaurant was French, which meant he should look good but not too formal, but also the tolerance for brighter colors was better. He probably wouldn’t wear a suit jacket. That would be too much for dinner with the team. Something that said he had made an effort without saying he was trying.
He pulled out a deep teal shirt first. He had worn it three times since he bought it in November. The color sat well against his skin. Shane had said that once without seeming to realise he was saying so, standing in the kitchen doorway one morning and then looking away. He put it back. Not tonight. Then the cobalt sweater. He held it up, considered it, put it back.
He settled on a burgundy button-down. It was one he had bought last summer, the one Vadim had said yes to before Ilya had been able to make up his mind. He would wear it with olive trousers, wide pleats and a high waist, tapering in just slightly at the ankle. If he tucked in the shirt, it made his shoulders look broader. He wanted to wear the leather jacket, but Montreal in February would cut right through it. Instead, he pulled out his dense, double-breasted wool overcoat. It had the broad, dropped shoulders that were everywhere this winter, draping loose and long enough to hit his knees. He stood in the mirror. Something was missing. He added a mustard-colored scarf. Or maybe not. He removed it, then added it back, keeping it. He put on some cologne, perhaps a little too much. 
Shane could not be upset with him. He was following all the rules. Gilles knew. He was going to be with J.J.. It was all by the book.  
He drove himself to Bisou Bisou. He stopped at the bank of payphones outside and paged Gilles to confirm his arrival, as instructed. He was seven minutes early, and he stood at the bar and ordered a drink and waited for J.J..
J.J. seemed to know all the restaurant people in Montreal. It meant they had a table in the back and nobody came to move them along. Eight of them, more or less, the roster rotating over the course of the evening as people arrived late and left early. Ilya sat between J.J. and Sorenson, plates arriving at the table unordered that Ilya couldn’t get enough of. Steak tartare and pâtés and terrines with crusty bread. 
Comeau arrived twenty minutes in, slumping into the chair across from Ilya, and ordered a beer before he had his coat off. He looked at Ilya with the expression he had perfected over the season, but didn’t say anything. This was, Ilya had learned, the better version of Comeau. The worse version had been at practice for three days running.
The dinner was good. J.J.'s chef friend came out twice to check on them. The second time he brought out a rabbit stew that Ilya ate most of because it reminded him of something from a different life and he was not going to consider those memories just then. Sorenson talked about his girlfriend with the earnest detail of a man who had recently become aware that she was too good for him and had serious concerns that she would leave him behind. Hayden was talking about Jackie. The following week was the All-Stars, and then they were planning to have a small wedding the weekend after, so Shane could be there. “And all the rest of you bastards too, I guess,” he added. “Even you, Rozanov.”
“What’s the hurry, Pike? Afraid she’ll leave you?” Comeau said. 
“Kind of,” he laughed. “She’s way too good for me.”
“I agree,” said Ilya, laughing.
“At least you won’t have to worry about Rozanov running off with her,” Comeau said. Ilya felt his blood pressure rise. 
“What does that mean?” he snapped.
“You know, looking a little fifi tonight.”
“Listen the fuck up, Gilbert," Ilya said. Comeau stared at him. “J.J., we go to club after dinner?”
“Uh, yeah. Yeah, we can.” J.J. stammered. He didn’t seem to know where Ilya was going with this. 
"Everyone at this table knows if we go to club, I meet pretty girl, take her home. Correct?" Hayden and J.J. nodded their agreement, as did Sorenson and Drapeau. “So, why jokes? Because I like purple? Girls still want to fuck, even in my purple shirt." He picked up his fork. "Or maybe these jokes, they are not about me. They are about you.” He paused for a beat as Comeau’s eyes widened. “Maybe you can shut the fuck up with your jokes that are not funny, or I will make sure everyone in that locker room has some ideas about why you make them."
The table sat in stunned silence. J.J. picked up his beer. Sorenson looked at his plate. Hayden appeared to be examining the wall behind Ilya's left shoulder with extreme attention. Comeau said nothing. He picked up his own fork. His jaw was set. He had been put in his place and he knew it. He did not make another comment for the remainder of dinner.
J.J. waited until Comeau had gone to the bathroom and then leaned toward Ilya and said, "Well, that shut him up. You should bring out that Rozy at practice. He sounds like a good captain."
"He was going to keep going," Ilya said.
"Yeah." J.J. paused. "You serious about the club after this? There's a place on Bleury."
"Who is going?"
J.J. looked around the table. "Me. You. Maybe Sorenson. Comeau, maybe to prove he’s not too fifi himself."
“Isn’t Comeau married?”
“Getting divorced. Might be why he’s been such a dick lately.”
“Even more reason to go to the club!”
It was barely ten o'clock. The apartment was empty. Ilya thought about Shane in Toronto and said, "Let’s go."
J.J. knew the bartender at the place just off De la Gauchetière. Comeau had tagged along, presumably to watch Ilya work the floor. Sorenson had, predictably, gone home to call his girlfriend. They were an hour in when Ilya saw her.
She was at the other end of the bar, already looking at him when he found her. Sophie. He recognized her immediately—Crescent Street, October, the night Shane had materialized at his shoulder and redirected the evening, and then again in January, the bar on the same strip, the pink drink and the dark curls. Three times now. He had not called the number she'd pressed into his hand. She appeared unbothered by this.
"You know her?" J.J. said.
"I have seen her before. Sophie.”
J.J. looked at her more closely, the recognition sparking. "Oh her, yeah. Puck bunny," he said, without judgment. "You know. Looking to link up with a hockey player. Knows a lot of the guys. On other teams too, you know what I mean." He took a drink. "Up to you."
Ilya looked at her. The apartment was empty. He thought about Shane and what Rose Landry's hands must have looked like on Shane’s body while Ilya counted backward in two languages in the dark. His first thought was no, he wasn’t going to bring her home. 
Then he thought, but I could. She came over before he had resolved the question, providing an answer for him. She had a drink in her hand and asked if he wanted to dance. He said yes and then they were on the floor. She turned her back to him, pressing her hips into his, rolling them to match the low cadence of the synthesizer. He let his hands track down the curve of her waist, his fingers sinking into the fabric. 
When she spun back to face him, her eyes were dark, looking at him through her thick lashes. She had on bright crimson lipstick, a greasy slash of color, the kind that transferred to everything, but she didn’t seem to notice or care. Her hands slid up his chest, her fingers hooking into the collar of his shirt. She pulled him down just enough that he could feel her breath against his neck. 
J.J. caught his eye at some point and raised an eyebrow. Ilya gave him nothing back. J.J. finished his drink and said he was heading out, no particular urgency to it, not making it a thing.
Ilya stayed. At midnight he tilted his head toward the door and Sophie nodded her agreement. He helped her into her coat. Comeau was at a table near the exit, nursing his third beer, watching the room intently. He saw Ilya coming. Ilya watched him register Sophie, watched the calculation behind his eyes.  
Ilya put his hand on the small of Sophie's back, guiding her toward the door. Just before they reached Comeau's table he let his hand drop to her hip, and then lower, squeezing slightly, and he looked at Comeau directly while he did it. Comeau looked away first.
Ilya paged Gilles from the payphone outside, sending him the number to let him know the plan had changed. Ilya told him he was leaving and bringing Sophie. Gilles said fine. He didn’t care. Ilya hadn’t expected him to.
In the condo, they went straight to his bedroom. She knew what she was doing, which was exactly what he needed right now. She pushed him onto his back, pulling her own dress off over her head. She climbed over him and he let her take the lead because the lead was hers to take and it was easier than thinking. She was direct about what she wanted. Her lipstick was mostly gone, the red transferred to his jaw, his collarbone, the side of his neck. He pulled a condom out of the bedside table, and let her roll it on.
She moved above him with purpose, sinking onto him. He anchored his hands to her hips as she rolled against him. It was fine. She was beautiful, her hair flying in every direction, but he was watching it like a spectator. He held her hips tightly, trying to focus on his own pleasure. It was fine. 
It wasn’t enough. He needed her to not be looking at him. With a heavy shift of his weight, he gripped her waist and rolled her over, encouraging her down onto her stomach. It was easier when he didn’t have to see her face, easier to pretend the skin under his palms belonged to someone else entirely. He shut his eyes, blocking out the bedroom, and just chased the friction of it, driving himself hard and fast toward his own release just to get it over with. 
He stayed there afterward, letting his weight settle gently so he didn't crush her, his hand smoothing over the line of her back. "Is okay?" he murmured, his voice a little rough. "Did you like it?"
She hummed, a soft, sated sound of agreement against the pillow, and rolled over to face him. They lay together for a little bit, the stillness of the condo settling back into the corners of the room. He watched the steady rise and fall of her shoulders, feeling nothing except the continued awareness of the empty apartment and the low-grade certainty that this had not resolved a single thing.
He shifted, swinging his legs out of bed. "Do you want to shower?"
She reached up, touching the side of her head. "No," she murmured, closing her eyes. "It'll mess up my hair."
He nodded, though she couldn't see it, and walked alone into the bathroom. “Do you have anything to drink?” she called after him.
“In the kitchen, help yourself.” It was the polite thing to say, but he had been hoping she would leave. 
He stood under the hot water for longer than necessary and looked at the tile and did not think about anything useful. 
When he came out, towel at his waist, she was not in the kitchen. He found her in the living room. She had put her clothes back on, and was sitting on the couch with the vocabulary book open in her lap, flipping through his entries. He resisted the urge to run over and snatch it out of her hand immediately.
"Your handwriting is so neat," she said.
"Yes." He crossed the room and took the book from her hands and set it on the side table. She looked up at him without apology.
"You're interesting," she said.
He sat beside her. She leaned in and kissed him and he kissed her back. After a while he went to the kitchen and put the kettle on. He brought her a cup of tea. She had reapplied the greasy lipstick. 
Sophie accepted the cup of tea with both hands and sat with her feet tucked up under her on the couch, and they talked for a little while about nothing in particular. Hockey mostly. J.J. was right. She had a near encyclopedic knowledge of the hockey players. Ilya had regrets bringing her here. How many had she slept with? He filed this under information he didn’t need to know. It was too late now. She got what she wanted. 
At some point she finished her tea and looked at the time and said she should go. He helped her with her coat and called her a cab. At the door, he tucked twenty dollars into her hand for the cab fare and she kissed him again, brief and easy, the lipstick leaving its trace at the corner of his mouth.
"I'll see you around," she said.
"Yes," Ilya said.
He closed the door behind her, the apartment falling silent again. He stood in the kitchen for a while. He drank a glass of water and looked at the two mugs sitting on the table. He picked up the one she had used. It had a lipstick mark. Something completely unheard of in an apartment lived in by two men. He looked at it for a long beat.
He had the vocabulary for what he was about to do. He knew it was childish. He knew it was a bad, bad idea. He was going to do it anyway. Shane had brought Rose Landry here and asked Ilya to stay in his room and Ilya had stayed and felt the fury rise and the noise fill his ears and had not said a word about it. He had done what was asked and been given nothing in return except Shane's closed door and the ongoing arrangement of his own invisibility in this apartment. He wanted Shane to know what that felt like. 
He left the mug on the counter. Displayed, facing out. The lipstick shape clean and clear. Shane would be back in the morning. He picked up the vocabulary book from where they had left it on the side table and placed it back in the bookshelf and returned to his room. 
He was up before eight. Shane's flight landed at ten. Ilya knew this because Shane had told him, the same way Shane told him everything logistical, the careful accounting of whereabouts that had become habit between them. Ten o'clock. Twenty minutes from the airport, maybe less if the roads were clear. 
He drank his coffee. He looked at the mug on the counter. In the daylight it was more visible than it had been the night before. The lipstick mark had dried to something darker, the arc of it distinct against the white ceramic, facing out exactly as he had left it. He could rinse it in thirty seconds. Put it on the rack with the others. Shane would come home and none of this would be in the room and Shane would never learn about Sophie. 
He picked it up. He stood at the sink with it in his hand and the tap not yet running and thought about Shane on a plane. He thought about Ottawa and the hat in tissue paper and his hand on Shane’s. Shane could come home, and they could talk about it. Then he thought about Rose Landry’s smile. He put the mug back on the counter. Facing out. He went to get dressed.
The bass from the kitchen stereo was too loud, vibrating right through the soles of his shoes and the legs of the chair, but he left it. He needed the wall of sound. He had the vocabulary book open in front of him, but his eyes hadn't moved past the top three lines in twenty minutes. He was tracking the front door. When the key finally clicked in the lock, Ilya’s entire body went into a defensive freeze. He didn't turn down the music. He sat perfectly still, wrapping both hands around his cup, watching the door swing open.
"Hey," Shane said.
"Hi." Ilya watched him set his bag down, his eyes instantly charting the exhaustion and the rigid tension in Shane’s shoulders. "How was Toronto?"
"Good. Long." Shane shrugged off his coat. "Shoot ran all day."
Shane hung the coat on the hook, then turned around. The way Shane looked at him—at the book, the cup, the deliberate, loud defiance of the room—made Ilya’s chest tighten. Shane looked like he had been stewing on a plane for hours, preparing a speech.
"Actually," Shane said. "I wanted—" He hesitated, locking eyes with Ilya. "I think we should talk."
Something stirred in Ilya's face. Cautious stillness. Waiting. He knew how to survive interrogation. You don't offer anything extra, you wait for them to show their hand.
"Okay," Ilya said. He reached out and closed his vocabulary book with a deliberate snap.
"Not standing up," Shane said. "Actually talk. Like—sit down and—"
"You are one standing," Ilya said again. He waited. Both hands around his cup. He wasn't going to make this easy for Shane. If Hollander wanted to break the fragile peace they'd lived in since Christmas, he was going to have to do it from across the room.
The tension between them felt thick enough to choke on. Desperate to break the pressure of Shane's stare, Ilya gestured toward the counter. "You want tea? Kettle is hot."
"Sure," Shane said. "Yeah. Give me a second."
Ilya watched him walk further into the kitchen. He watched Shane reach for the mug on the counter—the single, unwashed mug he had intentionally left sitting by the sink.
Ilya didn't look away. He watched the exact second Shane’s fingers froze on the ceramic. He watched Shane pick it up, turning it, staring at the clean, crimson half-moon of lipstick left on the rim.
Ilya’s chin lifted a fraction. He felt the heat rising in his own neck now, an ugly, defensive pride pulsing through him. He had spent months following every single one of Shane’s unspoken rules, suffocating in his own skin, chasing a hollow, meaningless release in the dark just to keep from screaming. He had left that mug there like a flag planted in the dirt. My house, too.
Shane set the mug down, the ceramic clicking sharply against the counter. He didn't pick up another one. When he turned around, his eyes were wild. The lipstick stain was screaming at him. He looked at the mug on the counter, then at Ilya.
"What the fuck is that?"
Ilya said nothing, but lifted his chin a little more. He let the silence goad Shane, watching him struggle and fail to keep his temper as the questions started coming fast and sharp. Shane wanted to know who had been here, how Gilles could have allowed it, who Ilya even knew in this city—the casual dismissal in Shane's voice cutting right through Ilya's defenses.
When Shane threw the words my apartment in his face, something snapped. Ilya fired back that it was his house too, his composure splintering as five months of suffocating resentment boiled over. He threw Rose Landry’s name into the air like a weapon. He let Shane have all of it—the hypocrisy of being sent to his room like a child while Shane brought a movie star home, the bitter unfairness of it, the raw fury of being handled like a security liability instead of a man living in his own home. He spat out his broken English, his Ws turning to thick Vs, and he didn't care. He wasn't sorry. He wasn't sorry at all.
Shane stared at him, his face white, his hands trembling with a terrifying, exhausting level of control.
"I didn't even fuck her!" Shane burst out. It sounded shocked, unscripted, like the words had ripped out of him before he could stop them. Ilya figured Hollander was the kind of boyfriend who used the phrase made love earnestly and couldn’t imagine him speaking so crassly about Rose Landry.
"Oh yes, go to your room Rozanov so I can bring over pretty movie star and we have no sex. Yes, am sure that is what you do," Ilya mocked him. He watched the words land, saw the visible flinch in Shane’s shoulders, hitting him more deeply than Ilya had even intended.
A dark, dark flush crept up Shane's neck, coloring his face as his teeth clamped together. When he spoke again, his voice dropped into a low, harsh register that Ilya had never heard from him before. It sounded ragged, hollowed out, and much worse.
"This isn't working," Shane spat. Ilya had never heard him have so much anguish in his voice. "None of this is working." He turned on his heel and stormed upstairs, the bedroom door slamming shut. 
Ilya stood frozen by the table, his chest heaving, his hands clenched into tight fists. The red lipstick on the mug seemed to glare at him from the counter. He felt sick.  He wanted a cigarette. The anger was still there, but beneath it was a sudden, hollow exhaustion. He had wanted to hurt Shane the way Shane had hurt him, but looking at the empty kitchen, he just felt the massive, crushing weight of the apartment. None of this is working. Shane’s words repeated in his head, turning sharper and more dangerous with every repetition. If it wasn't working, Shane would call Beaulieu. He would call management. They would decide the current arrangement was a failure and pack Ilya’s things into boxes before the week was out.
It would be a nightmare. They would move him to some sterile, team-monitored building. He would be under constant surveillance. No loopholes. No sneaking out to French restaurants. No choice over who walked through the front door, and a handler checking his locks every night. He would be an asset in a cage, entirely managed, entirely alone. And Shane—Shane would be what? A teammate. A face across the ice he saw in passing and didn’t come home with. No more cups of coffee, or beet-stained fingers brushing clean ones. Looking around the empty kitchen, he realized with a sudden, terrifying clarity that the absolute worst thing that could happen to him was being asked to leave.
He forced himself to move. He walked over to the stereo and snapped the volume knob down to zero, leaving the condo feeling cavernously empty. He crossed to the sink, turned on the tap, and let the hot water run over his knuckles before grabbing the mug. He scrubbed the crimson mark off the rim with an aggressive, punishing focus until the porcelain was perfectly clean, erasing any evidence of his provocation. Then he dried it and put it away in the cabinet, exactly where it belonged. Exactly where it should have been this whole fucking time. He could have put it in there last night. Documenting his ability to follow the rules, to be a good roommate. But he had needed to make Shane hurt and now he would have to pay. He closed the cupboard door. 
He walked out of the kitchen, but he couldn't go back to reading his book. He wandered toward the stairs, his feet dragging on the hardwood, and stood at the bottom, looking up at the closed bedroom door. He ran both hands through his hair, tugging at the curls until they were messy and wild. He felt entirely exposed and entirely stupid.
A click punctured the hush. Ilya froze. The door at the top of the stairs swung open. Shane stepped out. He didn't look angry anymore. He looked completely drained, his shoulders dropped, his expression stripped of all the defenses he usually wore like armor.
A beat passed between them. Ilya looked up at him through the staircase that separated them. The distance felt immense, but he didn't look away, and Shane didn't retreat. They just stayed like that, waiting, the silence between them threatening to fracture
The door was open. Ilya looked up at Shane in the doorway for a long second, then he began to come up the stairs. Shane didn't move. He watched Ilya come up and stop in front of him, then push past him and walk into Shane’s bedroom. Ilya had been in here before, not often, but enough to know the layout. He sat on the edge of the bed. Shane stayed by the door. Sunlight was streaming through the windows. 
"Why did you do it?" Shane asked, shattering the quiet between them.
Ilya shifted, his jaw tightening as he prepared his defense. "You had Rose Landry," he started, keeping his voice even. "I wanted someone also. That is—"
"No," Shane stopped him. His voice was soft, but cut through any excuses. "Why did you leave the mug out like that. For me to find."
Ilya didn’t respond immediately. He had the answer. He had known it since he set the mug back on the rack and walked to his room—had known it was petty and deliberate and that petty and deliberate was not the whole of it, that underneath those words was something he did not have clean English for, something that had been accumulating since September and had no sanctioned outlet. He looked at the floor.
"You had Rose Landry here," he said. His voice came out more despondent than he intended. "You asked me to stay in my room." He stopped. "You kept—you had that. And I had nothing. You sent me to my room like I am—" He stopped again. The English was failing him at the edges, the way it did when he was angry or stressed. "Like I am not someone who also needs—" He didn't finish it. He turned his hand over on his knee. "I needed something. You took that away."
Shane stayed by the door. He was looking at Ilya with an expression that had moved past the anger into something less defended.
"I didn't sleep with her," Shane said.
Ilya looked up.
"Rose. I didn’t sleep with her. Not at all." He held Ilya's gaze. "We didn't—I wanted to. Or—wanted to want to. But I—couldn’t." 
Ilya sat with this. He thought about the three days of silence. The stew. The vocabulary exercises. The fury and all the use he had made of it. He thought about Sophie on the couch with the book in her hands and the mug facing out on the rack. It had been for nothing.
“Can you wait to call Beaulieu until after All-Star game?”
“What?” 
“Can you wait until after? For me to move.”
The word hung in the bright bedroom, loaded and fragile.
Shane stared at him, his mouth slightly open. "Move?" Shane repeated. He sounded blank, like the English was failing him now too. "What the fuck are you talking about?"
"You said is not working," Ilya said, repeating the executioner’s phrase as it had been dealt to him downstairs. He kept his eyes fixed on the floorboards between his boots, his thumbs hooking hard into the pockets of jeans. "You said it. None of this is working. So. You will call Beaulieu. Or I call him. But after All-Star game, please."
"Rozanov."
Shane took a step away from the door, his sneakers muffled by the carpet. He stopped a few feet from the edge of the bed, but Ilya didn't look up. He couldn't. If he looked up, he would see the logistics already clicking into place behind Shane's eyes—the security team arriving with boxes, the new, sterile condo downtown where no visitors were allowed and the handlers tracking his keys.
"Look at me," Shane said. His voice was incredibly quiet.
Ilya forced his chin up. His face felt hot, the skin tight and dry. 
Shane wasn't looking at him with anger. He looked horrified. His shoulders were still dropped, his hands hanging loose at his sides, completely empty. "I'm not calling Beaulieu," Shane said. "Nobody is moving."
Ilya watched him, his mind working through the statement, trying to find the trap. "You said—"
"I am—was mad," Shane interrupted, the words rushing out to crowd the space between them. "I was furious because I walked in here and saw that mug and thought—I don't know what I thought. I thought you were throwing it in my face. But I'm not kicking you out. Jesus Christ. Is that what you were doing down there? Cleaning the kitchen so I wouldn't call management?"
Ilya didn't answer. He turned his palm over on his knee, his fingers curling slightly into the wool of his trousers. The stillness settled back into the room, but the air felt different now—thinner, less suffocating. The constant surveillance, the corporate residence, the twenty-four-hour watch—the nightmare receded an inch, leaving him sitting on the edge of Shane's mattress, exposed and exhausted.
"I didn't sleep with her," Shane said again, softer this time, as if repeating the foundation of a new rule they hadn't written down yet.
"I see," Ilya said.
It was not an apology and it was not absolution. Shane came and sat on the edge of the bed beside Ilya, not touching.
"I wanted to talk.  I was supposed to come home and talk to you. I had a whole thing. I don't want—" Shane stopped, composing his face, and beginning again with more care. "What you said. Needing something. That's—" He exhaled a long, shuddering breath. "That's what I want to talk about. Not just the mug. Not just the girl." He stopped, considering. "I don't want the version of this where it's just that. Where we're just—" He made a small gesture that encompassed the condo, the arrangement, the last five months. "At Christmas you wanted to be something—what if I wanted that too?"
Ilya looked at him. "Something," Ilya said.
"Yeah."
"Hollander, we cannot be something."
"But would you want to," Shane said. "If we could?"
Ilya thought about September, wistful written in the book with a question mark. He thought about everything he had filed under the wrong category for five months because the correct category had not been available.
"Yes," Ilya said. "I want that."
Shane turned and looked at him. The anguish in his face was gone. Whatever had been costing him all day, all week, all five months—it was still there, but rearranged around something different now.
Ilya reached across and put his hand over Shane's on the blanket, their thumbs hooked. They sat there together, unmoving. Then Shane lay back, and Ilya lay back beside him, and the ceiling was bright with winter sun above them. Shane put his head against Ilya’s shoulder. He felt Shane relax into him. 
"We will need to talk more about this."
"Okay," Ilya replied. "Okay."
The winter sun moved slowly across the floorboards, throwing the shadow of the window frame over the edge of the mattress. Ilya could feel the steady warmth of Shane’s forehead pressed against his shoulder, the slight, periodic twitch of a muscle in Shane's forearm as the tension of the last five months slowly uncoiled. Then Shane’s wrist shifted against his. Shane didn't pull his hand away, but his thumb unhooked from Ilya's.
"Shit, what time is it?" Shane murmured into the wool of Ilya's shirt.
Ilya didn't look at his watch. He didn't want to. "Early still."
Shane rolled his head back, looking up at the ceiling, though his shoulder stayed pinned against Ilya’s side. "Practice is at one. We have to be at the rink."
The game. Their last home game before the All-Star break. Ilya closed his eyes, the sterile reality of schedules, meetings, and equipment bags crashing right through the moment together they’d just managed to build. 
"We are still talking," Ilya reminded him, his voice low.
"We have to go," Shane said, but he didn't move yet. He lay there for one more long, unmoving breath, his hand tightening over Ilya's on the blanket one last time before he finally pushed himself up. The cold air of the bedroom immediately rushed into the space he left behind. Shane sat on the edge of the bed, running both hands over his face, his shoulders dropping as he switched back into the version of himself that belonged to the team.
Ilya stayed on his back for a moment, watching him. The curls he had ruined at the bottom of the stairs were still messy, falling across his forehead.
"We go together?" Ilya asked, sitting up slowly.
"Yeah." Shane turned his head to look at him, his expression careful again, but the defensive distance was gone. "Then we can talk after. When we get home. Before the game."
Ilya watched him walk to the bedroom door. He looked at the spot on the mattress where they had just been holding onto each other, the fabric still wrinkled and warm. The category had changed. The weight had changed. He stood up, treading heavily across the carpet to find his coat and his keys, the low-grade panic from the morning completely gone, replaced by a strange, sharp focus that had nothing to do with the game.
"Hollander," Ilya called out.
Shane stopped in the hallway, turning back. "Yeah?"
"I cleaned the mug," Ilya said, his voice level.
A tiny, genuine ghost of a smile touched the corner of Shane's mouth—the first real thing Ilya had seen on his face all morning. "Okay," Shane said. "Okay."
The drive to the rink felt much longer than normal. Ilya wasn’t thinking about practice. He was thinking about the mattress upstairs, the heat of Shane’s shoulder, and the way their thumbs had locked together on the sunlit blanket.
When he walked into the Forum, the smell hit him—the familiar, sharp cocktail of stale sweat, wet leather, blade oil, and the deep, chemical cold of the ice. But today, the locker room felt different. Too small. Too loud.
"Rozy! Sa k pase? Good night last night?" J.J. called out from across the room, already half-dressed in his padded under-layers, his laces dragging on the rubber floorboards. Several of the boys whooped. 
"Always," Ilya said. His voice sounded distant to his own ears. He hung his coat on the hook in his stall, his movements methodical, dragging his fingers over the thick fabric of his shirt before unbuttoning it. He didn't look toward the captain's stall at the far end of the bench. He didn’t have to. He could feel the point where Shane was sitting, could hear the thwack of Shane’s stick blade hitting the floorboards as he taped it. White tape, thinly overlapping. Always three inches down the shaft. Ilya knew the ritual without looking. 
He pulled the team practice jersey over his head, the coarse mesh swallowing this frame. When he emerged from the collar, he finally looked up.
Shane was looking back. “I didn’t realize you all went out together,” he said.
“J.J.’s idea.”
Shane gave a single, tight nod. 
"Let's go, boys! On the ice! Two minutes!" Pellerin, the assistant coach, barked from the doorway, clapping his hands with an aggressive, hollow echo.
The team moved as a single unit, a clattering line of armor marching down the rubber-lined tunnel. The instant Ilya’s blades touched the ice, the world simplified. He couldn’t think about Shane. He could only think about ice. The cold air rushed into his lungs, sharp and clean, cutting through the lingering fog of the morning.
During the first breakout drill, they were lined up in the neutral zone. Shane was playing center on the whistle, his skates throwing up a small spray of white frost as he turned to face Ilya on the wing. They had developed a flawless telepathy on the ice—they knew each other’s speed, each other’s reach, the exact instant a puck would leave a stick. It had always been calculated, clinical. Now, it was visceral.
Theriault blew the whistle. Shane took the puck off the boards, his broad shoulders dropping as he shielded it from the defenseman. Ilya burst down the wing, his skates cutting deep, violent grooves into the ice, chasing the friction of the speed. He didn't look at Shane's face but he knew the cadence of his stride.
Shane spun, a tight, elegant turn that showed off the strength in his legs, and fired a hard, crisp pass directly onto the tape of Ilya's stick. It was too fast, too aggressive, the kind of pass that carried the entire weight of the conversation they hadn't finished.
Ilya caught it cleanly, the vibration rattling up his forearms, and drove hard toward the net. He let the shot go—a punishing wrist shot that slammed into the back of the net with a loud, satisfying snap of twine.
"Good pace, Hollander! Nice finish, Rozanov!" the coach yelled, the whistle blowing again to reset the lines.
Ilya skated back into the line, his chest heaving, his breath turning to white mist in the cold air of the rink. He stopped just behind Shane’s back, close enough to touch him. He could smell the sweat on Shane's jersey, could see the rise and fall of his shoulders under the fabric.
Shane didn't turn around, but he leaned back just enough that his padded shoulder brushed against Ilya's arm. Ilya gripped his stick tightly, his knuckles white inside his gloves. He leaned in a fraction, his visor almost touching the back of Shane's helmet.
"We talk at home," Ilya said.
Shane went motionless for one short, sharp beat, his skates anchoring into the ice.
"Yeah," Shane said, the word almost lost underneath the roar of the next whistle. "Okay."
The drive back home was a blur of gray slush and static on the radio. Neither of them spoke, the air inside the car taut with a completely different kind of friction from the one that had broken them apart that morning. They walked up the stairs in lockstep, their shoulders brushing. Hollander shoved his key in the lock, but before the deadbolt could even clear the frame, Ilya’s hand was on the small of his back, pushing him through the threshold. The door slammed shut behind them, cutting off the stairwell with a loud, final thud.
Ilya didn't let him get his coat off. He dropped his gear bag right onto the entryway floor, the heavy canvas hitting the wood with a dull clatter, and pinned Hollander against the wall beside the coat hooks. He threw his weight into it, his hands in the thick fabric of Hollander's overcoat, his mouth finding his mouth, aggressively erasing the five months of distance of the ice they’d just skated on. Shane let out a sharp, ragged sound against his lips, his own hands coming up to grip Ilya’s forearms, not to push him away, but to pull him closer, his fingers sinking into the wool of Ilya's jacket.
They unbuttoned coats with a frantic, clumsy impatience, shedding the layers onto the floorboards until they finally stumbled into Shane’s bedroom, completely unmanaged.
Ilya had thought about this. He had thought about this a million times. Hollander coming apart under him, and knowing that it wouldn’t be a one-time thing. Knowing he didn’t need to hurry. He pushed Hollander onto his back and looked at him in the rapidly fading light, the dark hair and the freckles across his nose and thought there it is. That is the thing he had been filing since September. Not want, exactly. Closer to recognition. To seeing what was in front of him.
"Hollander," he murmured, his breath hot against the other man's mouth. He leaned over him, checking the intensity in those familiar eyes. "Is fine? You want this?"
Hollander reached up, his fingers wrapping around Ilya’s shoulder to pull him down. "Yes," he breathed. "Don't stop."
Ilya took his time. He traced the freckles across Hollander's collarbone and felt his breath hitch and did it again. He leaned down, his mouth brushing against the tender skin right below Hollander's ear, his voice dropping into a dark, rough cadence.
"On ice today," Ilya whispered, his English unspooling. "Every drill, I am watching you. Shoulders. Legs. I go to locker room and take cold shower because of you. Need to get home to do this."
He felt the sudden, fierce shiver that went through Shane’s entire body at the words, how the grip tightened on his shoulders. Ilya pulled back just enough to look down at him again. "Is okay? Slower?"
"No," Hollander choked out, his chest heaving, his composure completely fracturing at the edges. "Don't go slow. Come here." 
Their shirts came off, and Ilya went to work. He learned what made Hollander's defenses come apart—the space just below his collarbone, the inside of his wrist, the low sound he made when Ilya's mouth moved down his stomach—and he filed all of it correctly this time, in the right category, with the right weight. He checked in with every shift, letting Hollander dictate the pace, offering the lead until they were both too undone to care about who was driving.
Eventually, Ilya moved his other hand to slide up Hollander’s thigh and cup him through his pants. He massaged him with one large hand, and Hollander’s cock quickly responded. Ilya flicked open the button on his fly and gently pulled down the zipper. Shane lifted his hips and helped him pull the pants completely off. 
“You too,” he said, gesturing at Ilya. Ilya obliged, pulling back to take off the last of his clothes. He went back to pressing his hands along Hollander’s body. Slow, agonizingly slow. Hollander squirmed against the mattress, his hips lifting slightly, trying to pull Ilya closer, trying to force an urgency that Ilya was deliberately withholding. The smooth, calculated captain from the rink was completely gone, replaced by a man breathing in short, shallow gasps, his knuckles white where he was gripping the sheets.
"Rozanov," he muttered, a tight sound that was almost a plea. "Please."
"Shh," Ilya murmured, leaning down to press a soft kiss to the inside of Hollander's thigh, right where the skin was warmest. "I told you. No more rushing."
He shifted his weight, kneeling between Hollander's legs. He looked up, his eyes tracking the dark flush that had spread up Hollander’s neck and across his cheeks, checking in one more time. Hollander looked back at him, his gaze heavy and completely focused, his head tilting back against the pillow as if surrendering the last of his management.
Ilya reached out, his thumbs tracing the line of Hollander’s hip bones, steadying him, before he leaned forward and took him into his mouth.
Shane let out a sharp, strangled gasp, his whole body going rigid for a fraction of a second before he melted back into the mattress. His fingers came up to find Ilya’s hair, not pulling, just holding on like he was trying to ground himself in the middle of a storm.
Ilya went slowly, using his tongue and the dip of his chin to establish a deliberate, punishing rhythm. He knew how to track movement. He knew how Hollander’s breath hitched, the precise way his thighs tensed against Ilya’s shoulders. It was a different kind of telepathy from the one they used on the ice, but it was miles more accurate.
He slid his hands up to grip Hollander's hips, holding him down when he started to lift into the pace, forcing him to take it. He used his thumb to stroke the lower curve of Hollander's stomach, listening to the low, broken noises that were tearing out of the other man's throat—sounds that had nothing to do with the press or the team or the captaincy.
"Is okay?" Ilya whispered against him, pausing for a split second, his breath hot against Hollander's skin.
"Yes—fuck, yes," Hollander choked out, his fingers tightening in Ilya's hair, his chest heaving as he tried to catch his breath. "Don't stop. Please."
Ilya went back to it, picking up the pace just enough to match the edge in Hollander’s voice. He let his hands slide down to cup the back of Hollander's thighs, lifting him slightly, pulling him closer, deeper. Hollander was completely undone now, his hips moving in small, frantic arcs, his throat tight as he began to babble incoherent words against the hush of the bedroom.
He was so close. Ilya could feel the heavy pulsing against his tongue, the sharp, desperate way Hollander’s hands dug into his shoulders now, pulling him up.
"Hold on, wait, I'm going to—" 
"Shane, yes," Ilya gasped out, his accent thick and rough against the slick skin of Hollander's thigh.
He tightened his grip on Hollander's hips, pressing him firmly into the mattress, and took him all the way in. He swallowed the first hot burst as Shane shuddered violently beneath him, Ilya let the name rip out of his own chest like an encouragement, a breathless push to give him the rest of it. Hollander cried out into the empty air of the room, his whole body locking as he finished, his voice cracking on a ragged sob. Ilya stayed there for a long, unmoving count, his forehead resting against the mattress between Shane’s legs, listening to the tremors slowly run out of Hollander's thighs. The sound of Shane, that first name spoken aloud, hung between them, echoing under the high ceiling and settling into the corners of the dark condo.
He slowly crawled back up the mattress. They held each other, both breathing heavily as they waited for their hearts to stop racing. Ilya could feel Hollander’s chest pounding against his, erratic and fast. Ilya stared down at him. He felt a sudden, sharp spike of terror tightening his own throat. Hollander was staring back at him, his face completely pale, looking just as terrified by what had just left Ilya's mouth.
"Ilya," Hollander said, barely more than a whisper. 
Ilya didn’t answer. The fear in the room was too loud, too sudden. Instead, he crushed their mouths together and kissed Hollander in a raw, uncontrolled way that felt like an apology. 
The heat of the kiss didn't let them slide back into the silence. If anything, the panic in it was too sharp, too electric, and Ilya couldn’t anchor himself under the weight of it. His own body was screaming at him, a pounding ache that had been building since he watched Hollander’s skates cut the ice at one o'clock.
He pulled back from Shane’s mouth just enough to breathe, his forehead bumping against Shane’s chin. His hand slid down between their bellies, his knuckles bruising against Shane’s hip bone. Shane felt the movement. His eyes flew open, still dark and unfocused, his chest heaving as he looked up at Ilya through the dim light. He didn’t drop his hands. Instead, his grip shifted from Ilya's shoulders down to his wrists, his fingers wrapping tight around the leather of Ilya's watch strap, pulling Ilya’s hand away.
"No," Hollander gasped out. He was shaking, his skin slick with sweat where Ilya was pressing against him. "Let me."
Ilya went entirely still, his breath catching in his throat. He looked down into Hollander’s face, searching for the management, for the hesitation, but there was nothing. Hollander reached down, his fingers clumsy but determined as he closed his hand around him.
A groan broke out of Ilya's throat, his eyes snapping shut as his head fell into the crook of Shane’s neck.
Hollander’s grip was firm, his palm warm and unpracticed but perfect, moving with a desperate, frantic rhythm that carried the entire weight of everything they’d smashed to pieces in the kitchen that morning. Ilya bucked up into his hand, his fingers sinking deep into the mattress.
"Shane," Ilya muttered into the skin of Hollander's shoulder, the name coming easier the second time, sounding less like a threat and more like a line he was casting out into the dark. "Shane, fuck."
"Yeah," Shane breathed against his ear, his stroke sharpening, getting faster, harder, as he tracked the violent shift in Ilya’s posture. "Right here. Come on."
The friction was too much. Ilya’s English broke completely, his head shaking as he began to hiss out low, rapid Russian curses against Hollander’s collarbone. He was tracing the edge, his skates catching the ice at full speed, everything narrowing down to the physical pressure of Hollander's thumb against his skin. He shoved his hips forward one last time, his entire body going rigid from his calves to his jaw, and came in hard, blinding bursts across Hollander's fingers and stomach.
Ilya let out a long, shuddering exhale that sounded almost like a sob, his strength completely giving out as he collapsed flat against Hollander’s chest.
They lay there in the deep tranquility that followed, the room completely dark now as the last of the winter sun drained out of the windows. Ilya's face was buried in Hollander’s sweat-damp hair, his nose pressing into the familiar scent of the team soap and the heat of his skin. Shane’s hand stayed where it was for a long time, his fingers loosely curled around Ilya's hip, his thumb tracing a slow, absent circle against the bone.
Ilya moved back up the bed. He lay on his side facing Shane. 
“Ilya,” Shane said softly. 
"Hm?"
"I need to tell you something."
Ilya waited. Shane moved his arm. He turned his head and looked at Ilya with complete seriousness and said, "I'm gay."
Ilya looked at him. He tried. He really, really tried. He held it for two full seconds. Then he started laughing—not a polite little giggle. A heavy, involuntary belly laugh that could not be stopped once it started. He put his face into the pillow. He felt the bed shake with it.
"Okay," Hollander said, with dignity. "I know—"
Ilya surfaced briefly. "You just—" He couldn't finish the sentence. His face went back into the pillow.
"I know what just happened, you don't have to—"
"You say—" Ilya regained a little bit of control. He looked at Shane. Shane was trying not to smile and failing. "You say this now." He was cackling. “Hollander. You are covered in—very gay, yes.”
"I've never said it out loud before," Hollander said. "To anyone."
That landed differently. Ilya looked at him. The laughter settled into something quieter. Hollander had never said it out loud before, and he had chosen to say it here, in this bed, to Ilya.
"Okay," Ilya said, more gently. "How do you feel?"
Hollander considered this with genuine attention. "Terrified," he said. "Also—" He stopped. He looked at the ceiling. "I don't have a word for the other thing."
"I know a lot of words," Ilya said.
"Yeah." Hollander turned his head and looked at him. Something in his face was different from any version of it Ilya had seen before. "I know you do."
They lay in the dark for a while. The city moved outside the window. The condo was peaceful around them, a different kind of hush than the held-breath version from this morning.
"No one can know," Hollander said. He said it unapologetically. "Not the team. Not my parents. Not anyone. Ever." He paused. "I need you to understand that. If it gets out—"
He stopped. He didn't finish it because he didn't need to. They both knew what that sentence contained.
"I know," Ilya said. “Is just for us." He had known it since the first time he had understood what he wanted and understood simultaneously the shape of the world they were in. He had grown up in a country where this was not only undiscussable but dangerous in a different and specific way, and he had chosen to defect to a country where it was undiscussable in a different way, and he had made his peace with the dimensions of the possible long before tonight. 
"I know it's not fair," Hollander said.
"Many things are not fair," Ilya said. "This is not most unfair thing in my life."
Hollander’s eyes were on his. Then he reached across and put his hand over Ilya's on the blanket.
"I don't know how to do this," Hollander said.
"I don't either," Ilya said. "We will figure it out."
"We leave for the All-Star Game in a few days," Hollander said.
"Yes."
"In Edmonton."
A small grin worked its way across Ilya's face. "I want to go to the mall."
Shane turned his head. "What?"
"West Edmonton Mall. Largest in the world. I saw it in the newspaper."
Shane looked at him for a long breath with an expression that was doing several things at once. Then he laughed—short, real, surprised out of him. The same kind Ilya had pulled out of Marleau once in Boston.
"Okay," Hollander said. "We'll go to the mall."
“They have a giant slide made of water!” Shane laughed at him.
“There’s no water parks in Moscow?”
“I have never seen this.”
“We can go to the water park.” 
The city was going about its business outside. The condo was doing its sounds. Hollander's hand was on his on the blanket and neither of them moved it.
"Shane," Ilya said.
"Yeah?"
"Thank you. For—" He made a vague gesture in the air. He didn’t have the words. "All of it."
Ilya thought about the mug on the drying rack. He thought about September and the car and the Forum and the puzzle in Ottawa and the hat in tissue paper. He thought about Rose Landry never setting foot in their home again.
"You are welcome," Shane said.
“We should go. Game tonight. Scott Hunter needs to go home crying and you need to shower.”
It turned out that Scott Hunter was not planning on going home crying. Ilya came off the bench for his third shift of the final period, his thigh muscles burning. The Admirals were valiantly holding them off, 2-2 with seven minutes left. Hunter was playing like a man possessed. Something seemed to have burrowed under his skin and the usually respectful elder statesman was playing rough and dirty.
Ilya took his position on the wing, his skates throwing up a small, bitter spray of white dust as he dug in. When the linesman dropped the puck, Shane won the draw—a clean click of the stick that sent the puck spinning back toward the Metros’ defensemen. Before they could establish custody, Hunter was already moving, sliding his body into the lane and checking their defenseman aside, taking the Metros entirely out of the play. Ilya peeled off the boards to chase the loose puck, but Hunter lunged forward, absorbing Ilya’s counter-check and dropping a blind, backhand pass to his winger, Carter Vaughn. Vaughn hit a low wrist shot that caught the inside of the post, bypassing Drapeau’s outstretched pad and dropping into the net with a sickening thud with only ninety seconds remaining.
The red light flashed. Admirals 3, Metros 2. Hunter didn't look pleased with himself, even after such a great assist. Instead of celebrating, he spat on the ice, hands on his knees. He looked livid, not like someone who had just won a game against the current top-ranked team in the league. Hunter turned his eyes to Shane, who was standing by the dot, his stick resting across his knees, his face red with exertion. They had one more face-off, but it was too late. The clock ran down, and the Metros had lost. 
Hunter skated past Ilya on his way to the bench. Ilya knew he shouldn’t, but he couldn’t help himself. “Hunter! Good game for old man.” It wasn’t his best work, but it landed. He could see it in the way Hunter’s jaw twitched, and the sudden rigidity that entered his shoulders. The linesmen were already moving toward the benches. It would have been so easy to skate away.
“You think that’s funny, Rozanov? This game is a fucking joke to you?”
“You play so hard. Almost like you know is your last good year.”
Hunter took two strides toward him. It wasn’t a lunge. It was all much too controlled for that, but close enough that Ilya could see the vein at his temple. "You don't know shit about me."
Hunter's glove came up and Ilya braced for the hit he was sure would come. The linesmen closed in, and the refs were already moving, and Ilya stood his ground with his stick across his body. Then Shane was there. Beside Ilya, close enough that their shoulder pads touched, his voice low and even and directed at Hunter across the short distance.
"Hunter." Just the name. Nothing else.
Hunter looked at Shane. Whatever was in his face—the third period's urgency, the fury of playing the best hockey of his life and still feeling time slip away—shifted into something flatter. He held Shane's gaze for a long beat, then dropped his gloved hand and turned away, skating toward his own bench without looking back. The linesmen relaxed. The crowd noise filled the gap. Ilya didn't say anything. Shane didn't either. They skated back toward their own bench in the same direction, and Ilya was aware of the inch of space between them in a way he hadn't been when he woke up this morning.
The locker room dressed in the kind of mood that usually preceded a funeral. Comeau was already in his street clothes, his tie knotted poorly, his wet hair stuck to the collar of his coat. One of the trainers had brought in a cooler, and he was sitting on the bench with a half-empty bottle of Labatt Blue between his boots, his jaw working a piece of gum.
"Unbelievable," Comeau muttered, his voice echoing off the concrete floor. "Just because some of us are already checked out for the All-Star break.” Ilya looked up, expecting Comeau’s eyes to be on him, but they weren’t. They were only on Shane. "Some people think because they get a trip to Edmonton, they don't have to back-check in the third."
Nobody answered him. Sorenson was staring at his laces. Hayden was wrapping a gray ice pack around his wrist with an aggressive, tight focus. Shane was tracking the room as he unlaced his skates, his eyes shifting cautiously toward Comeau, then toward Ilya’s stall, waiting for the predictable, off-color chirp that usually targeted Ilya after a tight game. Comeau’s eyes flicked over to Ilya, but his jaw clenched, and he looked back down at his beer without throwing a single word across the floor. Shane paused, his fingers freezing on his laces, his brow furrowing slightly as he registered the strange silence between them.
Ilya didn't look up from his skates. He had his wool socks in his hands, the coarse fabric rough against his palms. He felt the familiar, hot spike of adrenaline rising in his throat.
"Enough," Shane said.
The word wasn't loud. It didn't need to be. Comeau stopped. He looked at Shane, assessed the absolute stillness in the captain's shoulders, and then looked back down at his beer. He didn't say another word.
J.J. caught Ilya’s eye from across the room, giving a tiny, almost imperceptible jerk of his chin toward the door. Ilya looked at his skates.
Shane shifted on the bench, leaning across the small divider between their stalls while the rest of the room began to shuffle toward the showers. "Comeau didn't say anything to you," Shane murmured, his voice low enough to stay between them. "Usually he’s all over you."
Ilya pulled his shirt over his shoulders, before looking back up at Shane. "I took care of it," he said simply, his voice level and completely unbothered.
“They’re starting to respect you.”
“They should! I have the A.”
Ilya had just finished buttoning his dress shirt when Beaulieu appeared in the locker room. His tie was yanked loose and his forehead was slick with sweat. He looked like he had just run a marathon.
"Rozanov," Beaulieu said, his voice dropping into a harsh, tight whisper that didn't carry past the partition. "Leave your stuff and come with me now." Well fuck, this could not be good, Ilya thought.
Ilya looked down at his unbuttoned cuffs, then back up at Beaulieu’s face. The urgency there wasn't his usual cold administrative irritation. Ilya didn't ask questions. He shoved his feet into his shoes and rose to follow Beaulieu out of the main locker room. He could see Shane watching in alarm. 
Beaulieu didn't take him toward the media room or the trainers' tables. He unlocked the door to a small, windowless equipment storage room down the hall, shoving a stack of unused goalie pads out of the way to close the door behind them. 
"Sit down," Beaulieu said, gesturing vaguely to a metal folding chair. He didn't sit himself. He stood with his back to the door, his hands deep in his pockets, his eyes fixed on the small logo on Ilya's shirt. 
“What is the emergency?”
"Ivan Polyakov. You know him?” Ilya’s blood ran cold. There was no good reason for Beaulieu to bring up another Soviet player, especially not in an equipment closet.
He did. “Yes, I played with him. Good defenseman. Older than me. Twenty-seven, maybe?”
“CSKA had their last Super Series game a couple of weeks ago, but Polyakov was kept behind for some promotional shoots with Titan. He didn't board his flight back to Moscow this afternoon.”
“Is he alive?”
"Very," Beaulieu said. "He signed with Chicago, starting next week."
The room seemed to tilt slightly. Vanya. Ilya thought about the ice in Novogorsk, the terrible, bitter winter when they had bunked near each other when the heat was gone. He remembered Vanya’s intensity, the way he would study English food labels during the international tournaments like they were sacred texts. Maybe they had something in common.
"He is safe?" Ilya asked, his English flattening out, his voice sounding thin against the high concrete ceiling.
"For now," Beaulieu said, rubbing a hand across his jaw with a dry, raspy sound. "But the Soviet federation is reacting poorly." He stepped closer, his face grim. "The reporters are coming. Your phone is going to ring until the wire snaps. I called Gilles. He is bringing the car around now. You go straight home, you lock the door, and you don't answer the phone, at all. Do you understand?"
Ilya gave a single, slow nod. "I understand.” He considered this for a moment. “I have All-Star game. I still can go, yes?”
"Yes. We will figure out the security situation there. The League is certainly going to want you there," Beaulieu said, reaching for the doorknob. "Let's get you home before the press shows up."
“Hollander—he is coming too?”
Beaulieu pulled the door open. “No time. I’ll have someone let him know we got you home.”
“He will worry.”
“I’ll take care of it. Car’s waiting. Go.”
Gilles was waiting in the loading dock. It was a scene that had a stark resemblance to where Ilya had been eleven months before. A different driver, a different car, but the similarity was there. He wondered how Vanya had slipped away. Was there a car waiting for him in a concrete ramp that smelled like gasoline and antifreeze? Had he felt that lurching excitement-bordering-on-dread that the life you knew was over? Would Vanya feel the same panic every time the phone rang?
They had made it two blocks from the Forum before Gilles spoke to him.
“No guests for a while, okay?”
“No,” Ilya agreed. “No guests.”
He didn’t tell Gilles that he didn’t need to have any guests over. Everything he wanted would be in the condo.
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  Indulgence (noun)
1. A temporary suspension of the rules, granted without authority, on the grounds that the cost will be worth it.
2. Something given freely to someone who did not ask, because you wanted them to have it.
3. The version of a day that does not appear in any official account.
Example: "Then it was worth it."—February, 1989
Shane had seen Beaulieu when he was stressed before, or when he was frustrated, or laying down his expectations. But what he had never seen was Beaulieu looking harried. He appeared to have sprinted down from the press box, pasting on the expression that said something had happened that required immediate management and a calm exterior. Beaulieu's eyes scanned through the moving bodies and found Ilya. They exchanged a few words that Shane couldn't hear. Ilya didn't respond, but shoved on his shoes and followed Beaulieu out into the concrete corridor. The heavy door clicked shut behind them.
Shane froze while the movement in the locker room continued around him. Equipment coming off, the snap of Velcro, the low, frustrated noise of a room processing a loss. Shane sat at his stall with his skates half-unlaced and his hands stationary on the leather. 
Had something happened to Ilya's family? His father dead, or one of his friends? His brother? No, Beaulieu wouldn't look like that for something unless it was going to affect the team.
The panic hit Shane before he could think to block it. Someone had to have seen them. One time was all it took. Maybe Gilles, or someone took a picture of them, mouths meeting too close to a window. Or someone on the team who had been watching, someone who had seen the way they looked at each other in the corridor before the game. They could tell that Shane knew what Ilya tasted like. Someone had put a name to it and told Beaulieu, and Beaulieu was out there telling Ilya they were sending him back to the Soviet Union to fend for himself.
He thought about the drawer in his mind. The things he had been putting in the drawer since Calgary. He had the sudden harrowing sense of the drawer opening from the outside, someone else's hands on it, and everything in there visible, laid out, undeniable.
"Hey Hollander," Hayden said, leaning over from the next stall, his face flushed from the ice. "You're coming next weekend, right? Jackie's already got your seat assignment. She's done a whole chart." 
Shane's throat was dry. He forced his vocal cords to work, producing a voice that sounded thin and far away in his own ears. "Yeah. I'll be there."
"Good. Because if you're not there I have to stand at the front of the room by myself and that will look just pathetic." Hayden yanked at his skate lace. "Rozanov's coming too, right? Jackie put him next to J.J. so he has someone to talk to."
"Yeah," Shane said.
"Okay. Good." Hayden nodded, satisfied, and went back to his skates, unaware that Shane had not absorbed a single word of it.
Shane unlaced his own skates, his hands operating automatically while his mind ran through the consequences in order of severity. The arrangement ended. Ilya moved to a secure facility. The organization finding out. Beaulieu calling his mother. His father. The story getting out. In the news. The C ripped from his jersey. The Forum ice, the only place in his life that had never asked him to be anything except what he was, and now that too, contaminated.
He didn't remember getting into his street clothes, his hands white-knuckled around the handle of his bag, and pushed through the heavy locker room door into the concrete corridor. Beaulieu was standing five feet away. He had fixed his tie. His face was calmer, but still flushed.
"Where is he?" Shane asked, his voice clipped, rougher than he intended. He looked down the empty hallway toward the medical room. "Where's Rozanov?"
"Gilles already took him out through the loading dock," Beaulieu said, keeping his voice down, pitched strictly for the two of them. "He's on his way back to the condo now."
Ilya was on his way back to the condo to pack his things, Shane was sure of it. He felt the floor tilt beneath his feet. His heart was slamming against his ribs so hard it made his chest ache. "Why? Did something happen? Is this about Comeau? Gilles let him bring home that girl so you know that's not true." He was trying to moderate his voice away from the rising anxiety pressing in behind his eyes. 
Beaulieu frowned, his brow furrowing as he looked at Shane's white face. "Gilles did what? What are you talking about?"
"What's the plan," Shane pressed, the words tumbling out in a frantic, unraveling rush, his hands tight fists at his sides. "Put him on lockdown? Just tell me what the story is. If the league has something, if they're going to suspend him—"
"Hollander, stop," Beaulieu said, his voice dropping into a hard, flat register. He reached out and put a hand on Shane's shoulder, physically cutting through the static in Shane's head. "Take a breath. He didn't do anything."
Shane stiffened, his breath caught in his throat, his mind visibly stalling on the track. "What?"
"It's Ivan Polyakov," Beaulieu said shortly, checking over his shoulder before looking back at Shane. "He's a player from Moscow Rozanov knows. He defected tonight. The Soviets are losing their minds, and the press is already printing Rozanov's name in every story. We're worried about his safety and the press getting to him, that's it."
The silence that followed in the concrete corridor was massive. Slowly, the heat in Shane's face began to recede, leaving his skin cold and damp with sweat. He stared at Beaulieu, his brain trying to force the words to make sense. 
"Polyakov," Shane repeated, his voice barely a whisper. "Another defection."
"Yes. The press wants the first Soviet defector for context. It's going to be a circus by midnight." Beaulieu let his hand drop from Shane's shoulder, leaving a sudden, freezing absence. "I've put Ilya under total lockdown for the next few days so the media can't trap him before Edmonton. No press. No guests. No leaving home. Gilles is going to handle the apartment. Although we are not done talking about him allowing guests into the apartment."
Shane let his back hit the concrete wall behind him, a long, shuddering exhale tearing out of his lungs. He closed his eyes, the sheer, agonizing relief making his knees feel momentarily weak. 
"Jesus," Shane breathed into the empty hall, rubbing a wet hand over his face. "Jesus Christ. Okay."
"Go straight home," Beaulieu said, turning the folder over in his hands. "Don't talk to anyone on the way out. I'll be there tomorrow morning."
He picked up the press tail on Saint-Denis, two cars back, not even trying to be subtle. He doubled back on Rachel Street, and they followed. He cut down toward the Plateau and they followed. Three cars. Cameras visible. 
He should not go home. He sat at the red light and ran through the logic—the condo, the cameras, what a photograph of them both coming through the same door looked like. He ran through all of it. The light changed, and he drove home anyway, because Ilya was in there and Shane was not going to be somewhere else.
He fumbled the key twice. The door. The deadbolt. He didn't turn on the hall light. He stood against the wall with his breath coming hard in the dark foyer and said Ilya's name. Not a single light in the entire condo was on, the blinds drawn tightly. The phone was off the hook, the dial tone loud in the silence.
Ilya was sitting on the stairs that led up to Shane's room, still dressed in his game suit, his elbows on his knees. He looked up when Shane came in, and whatever he saw in Shane's face made him visibly relax, the tension in his arms going slack.
"I did not think you were coming," he said.
"There were some people following me." Ilya's eyes widened in alarm. "Reporters, not like—your people. It took me longer than normal to get here." Ilya looked toward the living room window where the camera flash tested the ceiling through the blinds—just a probe, just exposure calibration—and said, "They keep trying."
Shane let his head drop back. "I thought about staying at my house tonight."
"Why didn't you?"
"You would have been alone."
Ilya looked at him with shining eyes. Shane walked over and sat beside him, their shoulders touching in the narrow space.
"Beaulieu told you," Ilya said.
"After you left with Gilles." Shane looked at his hands. "Before he told me what happened, I thought—" He stopped. He had not planned to say this part. "I thought they'd found out about us. That's where my head went first."
Ilya was silent.
"I ran through the whole thing," Shane said. "The team knowing. Management. My parents." He paused. "And I didn't—it took me until Beaulieu said Polyakov's name to realize I hadn't once thought about what happened to you. In any of those scenarios. I was only thinking about myself."
Outside, cameras flashed. Shane looked at the floor.
"Is okay. You were afraid," Ilya said. 
"That's generous."
Ilya turned his hand over on his knee. Shane took it. "At Olympics—the first thing I thought when I got in the car, the first thing—was Maks. My teammate. You remember him from photo? Whether they would hurt him." He paused. "Then I thought about myself for a very long time. For about two weeks."
"Ottawa," Shane said.
"Still in Calgary first, then Ottawa," Ilya said. "Three safe houses. The third one was on the fourteenth floor. The windows did not open." He looked at the stairs. "I walked from the kitchen to the bedroom. Again and again and again. There was nothing else to do. No fun. Only afraid."
Shane said nothing.
"Paul was the handler there. He spoke no Russian. We communicated—" Ilya made a pointing gesture. "Like this. It was not his job to explain things to me. His job was to keep me in the room." He paused. "I told him I was going crazy. I used the dictionary. I found the word for outside. I think I also found the word for woman, probably not helpful."
Shane made a sound that was not quite a laugh.
"He called Beaulieu," Ilya said. "Beaulieu took me to a rink. Wrong skates, too stiff." He stopped. "I did not care. Skating was the only thing that felt good." He turned his hand over again on his knee. "I skated for an hour. After that it was—okay. Whatever was happening was okay. Two days later, Montreal."
Shane watched Ilya's face in the dark. 
"Vanya," Ilya said. "Polyakov. He is twenty-seven. I think he has wife, children. Harder to leave than me." He paused. "I do not know if he had help. A contact, a car waiting. Someone to cover for him. I had Maks. I do not know if he had a Maks." He looked at the floor. "The first nights are very loud. Everything is loud. I thought every car was coming to take me."
"Is that what it was like? Here, at the start?"
"The apartment before this one was better than Ottawa. But yes." He paused. "The noise. It takes time for it to get quiet."
Shane looked at him. "Is it quiet now?"
Ilya considered this. "Mostly," he said. "Tonight was loud again." He turned to look at Shane. "Less loud than it would have been."
Shane held his gaze. Then he said, "Come upstairs."
Ilya looked at him.
"Just—come upstairs."
They went up together. The streetlight came through a small gap in the curtains in a long pale bar across the floor. They took off their shoes. Shane turned back the covers and they lay down on top of them, side by side.
After a moment Shane reached over and found Ilya's hand.
"In the car," Ilya said. "When they drove me out of Calgary that first night—I had no bag. No clothes. They had taken everything, even the dictionary. Empty pockets." He paused. "I remember thinking—I plan my whole life around this. And now I am in a car with a stranger going somewhere I do not know and I have nothing. I think I have made a big mistake."
Shane held his hand and looked at the ceiling.
"And then?" Shane said.
"I thought—I hope Shane Hollander knows I am here." He said it plainly, without any self-consciousness laced into the confession. "That is what I thought. I thought about you. You and your fancy life with pretty women and Coca-Cola in a can and three pairs of Levi's."
Shane turned his head to look at him. Ilya was smiling, soft and sad at him. Shane reached up and pushed the hair back from Ilya's forehead. His hand stayed there. Ilya closed his eyes.
"I don't drink Coke, but I have more than three pairs of Levi's."
"I knew you lived a good life," he joked. "No pretty women here now either."
"No," Shane agreed. "But that's okay."
They left the lights off. Shane listened to Ilya's breathing slow. The exhale that came out of him when he finally stopped holding himself upright, the release of some sustained effort and then the steadying. In. Out. Shane did not move his hand from Ilya's hair. His thumb was at Ilya's temple and Shane felt him slacken, the tension leaving him as he fell asleep.
Outside, one of the cars started its engine and pulled away. Then the second. Then it was just the quiet street, the reporters having given up. Ilya's breathing had gone slow and even. His hand was still in Shane's. Shane listened to him sleep and thought about a gray sedan pulling away from the Saddledome in the cold, a man with empty pockets watching a city open up ahead of him, thinking about Shane Hollander's luxurious life the same way Shane had thought about Ilya's as the crown jewel of Soviet hockey, when it couldn't be further from the truth.
His nose was in Ilya's hair. He thought, I hope he knows I was waiting too, and drifted off to sleep.
Shane woke up with his face against Ilya's and lay very still, taking inventory. Ilya was asleep on his stomach, one arm across Shane's chest, his breathing slow and even. His hair was in complete disarray. He had thought, at some point in the last few months, that if this ever happened it would feel like a crisis. Something requiring immediate management, a plan, a set of decisions to be made before anything else. It did not feel like that. It felt like the most ordinary thing in the room.
Ilya stirred against him. "Morning," Shane murmured. 
"Good morning," Ilya replied, blinking the sleep from his eyes. 
"Beaulieu will be here soon."
"I should not have slept here."
"I'm glad you did."
Shane extricated himself from the bed, and went downstairs to start a pot of coffee. He stood at the kitchen window and looked at the street. One of the cars was idling across from the bakery, a man in the passenger seat with a camera resting on the open window frame, not shooting, just waiting. Shane looked at him and then stepped back from the glass.
He heard Ilya on the stairs a few minutes later, still in yesterday's clothes. Ilya poured himself a coffee and went to the window and looked at the car across the street. "Relentless," he said. 
Shane made eggs. Outside, the camera car didn't move. Ilya left to shower and change into clean clothes that didn't smell like stress sweat. 
Beaulieu came at eight-thirty with a folder, looking like he hadn't slept. 
"Polyakov signed with Chicago last night," Beaulieu said. "The federation's official position is coercion—they're claiming he was approached by American agents during a commercial layover and blackmailed into signing the contracts." He turned a page. "The press ran it overnight. They want a comment from you though. The man whose escape apparently made this one possible, or at least conceivable." 
Shane was at the counter with his coffee while Beaulieu laid three newspapers down. He didn't move closer. He stood where he was and listened. La Presse, the Gazette, and a clip from Le Devoir that had run a photo from Ilya's last press conference as a member of the Soviet National Team. It was Ilya mid-sentence at a microphone, his face turned slightly away from the camera.
Ilya looked at it. "Same photo they used last time," he said.
"Yes." Beaulieu moved it aside. "The difference is that last time you were the only story. This time you're part of a different story, which in some ways is better and in some ways is worse. Better, because the press wants Polyakov, not you. Worse, because you have no control over how they use your name."
"How long until they leave?"
"A week. Maybe ten days, if there's no new information. The Chicago signing gives it a clean endpoint. Once he's on the ice, the defection angle loses urgency." He looked at Ilya over the folder. "Until then, I need you out of sight."
Shane looked at the photograph from across the kitchen. He had been sitting three feet to the left of where that was taken. He refilled his coffee. "Are we still good to go to Edmonton?"
"The League thinks so. It's a controlled environment, league-managed, media access is structured. The problem is movement between here and there, and movement here in the city before you leave." He looked at Shane. "You both go straight to Edmonton. You don't make any stops that aren't the arena or the hotel." He turned back to Ilya. "There will be a handler there. Not Gilles—a security guard from the League."
So much for a trip to the mall, Shane thought. He had really been looking forward to Ilya seeing a waterslide for the first time. And maybe Ilya in a swimsuit. And maybe shopping with Ilya again. 
"Pike's wedding is the weekend after," Shane stated. "It's in Drummondville."
"Also fine. Also a controlled environment." Beaulieu closed the folder. "I need you here until you leave for Edmonton, Rozanov. Groceries, anything you need, Gilles or I will handle. No practice today. Stay inside. Use the emergency line. No one else has that number."
Ilya nodded. He had done this before. Shane could see it. He had received the terms without flinching, his hands stayed steady when receiving the restrictions to his freedom. He knew how to do this.
In September, the apartment had been Shane's apartment—the lamp Shane's mom had picked out without thinking, the phrase book on the counter, a space Ilya had been placed in. Now it was Ilya's home too. He had arranged the bookshelf. He knew which floorboard creaked. He had moved the good knife to the front of the drawer where it was actually useful, had chosen the coffeemaker, had left the throw blanket on the left side of the couch because that was his side. The lock was something he had a key to. 
And he had Shane. Shane would help him weather the captivity this time. 
Beaulieu left and the day stretched in front of them. Shane usually had no issues filling the time, but suddenly without the prospect of practice or the ability to go outside, he was at a loss. He washed the breakfast dishes and Ilya dried them.
"I'm going to clean," Shane said.
Ilya looked at him. "Clean?"
"The bathrooms. They could use a good deep clean."
Ilya considered this. "I can do the floors."
Shane gathered the cleaning supplies from under the sink. He went upstairs. He heard Ilya find the mop in the closet, heard him start on the kitchen floor with the focus and vigor he brought to everything physical. Shane knelt on the bathroom tile and scrubbed the grout.
He had been waiting, he realized, for the part where it became a problem. The part where the thing they were doing revealed itself as unsustainable, or dangerous, or wrong in some way he hadn't anticipated. He had been managing against that possibility for so long that the absence of it felt like a held breath not yet released. It had only been a few days, but it felt like they could keep doing this forever.
Later, when the floors were sparkling, they had lunch from what was in the refrigerator, Ilya assembling something from leftovers with the resourcefulness of having learned to cook under conditions of scarcity and had never stopped operating that way. It was good. Shane said so. Ilya accepted this without false modesty. Shane had come to understand this about him. He knew what he was good at and didn't require reassurance about it. It was different from arrogance but difficult to distinguish from it until you knew how to look.
In the afternoon Ilya stood in front of the bookshelf.
"Top Gun," he said.
Shane looked up from the couch. "What?"
"J.J. said it is your favorite movie." Ilya pulled the VHS from the shelf and turned it over to look at the back. "I have not seen."
Shane looked at him. He thought about J.J. saying this, probably in the locker room, probably in the context of something else entirely, and Ilya filing it. In the correct category. In the right place. 
"Yeah," Shane said. "Put it on."
"You can put on the coat I bought you and imagine," Ilya said.
"I'm not wearing the coat—" he started to protest, then realized what was happening. "You're fucking with me." Ilya grinned at him.
Ilya put it in the VCR and came to sit on the couch beside Shane. They watched the opening sequence. The flight deck, the uniforms, the jets, the Danger Zone. 
"This is very American," Ilya said.
"Yes," Shane said.
"These pilots. They are real?"
"No."
"But there are real pilots like this?"
"Probably not like this."
"Oh. This is—what is word? Propaganda." On screen, Maverick and Goose flew inverted over a MiG. Ilya tilted his head slightly. "See? Is meant to be Soviet pilot," he gestured at the screen. "He is very incompetent."
"It's an American movie."
"No Soviet is this incompetent. Is embarrassing."
"Do you want me to turn it off?"
"No," Ilya said, and settled further into the couch, his shoulder against Shane's. "I want to see what happens."
The movie continued, Ilya enthralled. Then the scene transitioned with the rhythmic thud of a synthesized bassline, filling the screen with sand and sweat. Bright, aggressive pop turned a casual game of beach volleyball into something intensely theatrical.
The camera stayed low to the sand, tilting up to catch the arc of Maverick and Iceman in mid-air, their skin gleaming in the California sun. A rapid, slow-motion montage of muscles under tension, aviator sunglasses, and flashing white teeth. Slider and Iceman high-five, their torsos pressed together in a display of hyper-masculine camaraderie. The lens lingered on the sheen of sweat on shoulders, the curve of lower backs, and the high, tight cut of denim. It was a four-minute commercial for the male form.
Shane sat perfectly still, his posture a mask of absolute, professional indifference. He focused on the ball. He focused on the net. He focused on anything except the fact that the camera was currently panning up Tom Cruise's stomach. He felt the heat of Ilya's body close to his, the total lack of movement from the man beside him.
Ilya barely blinked. His gaze tracked the slow-motion trajectory of Maverick diving into the sand, taking in the deliberate, lingering framing of every single tricep and abdominal muscle. His expression remained the cool, analytical mask of observing a highly specific cultural phenomenon, but his eyes were wide, filing away the sheer, unironic density of the imagery.
The music swelled to a final, triumphant crescendo, and Maverick walked off the court. The scene cut away to a cool, blue-tinted interior, the sudden lack of golden light and thumping bass leaving a heavy, conspicuous silence in the living room.
Ilya hadn't said a word for the full duration of it. Then, "I think I understand why this is your favorite movie."
Shane looked away.
"The camera," Ilya said. "It spends a lot of time on the body."
"It's a classic."
"Yes." Ilya turned to look at him, his eyes flashing with something mischievous. "Very classic." He reached over with one hand, directing Shane's face towards his. He kissed him with complete self-satisfaction.
Shane leaned into him hungrily. When they separated Ilya settled his shoulder against Shane's again and looked back at the screen with complete composure, as if nothing had happened, which was somehow worse.
What happened, for the next thirty minutes, was that Shane became progressively less aware of the movie. Not because Maverick was pursuing Charlie, or because Goose died—Ilya's sharp intake of breath at that scene, the involuntary response of someone who had not seen it coming, was the most present Shane had been in twenty minutes. It was because Ilya was warm against his side and he couldn't think of anything else besides how badly he wanted to be kissed again.
Ilya's hand found his knee. Just a hand, resting there. Shane looked at his profile. The screen light on his face, the curls falling across his forehead, the slight furrow of concentration as he watched whatever was happening on screen. Ilya turned to look at him.
They looked at each other with the movie playing in the background, and then Ilya reached up and put his hand along the side of Shane's face, his thumb at his jaw, and kissed him.
Shane brought his hand up to Ilya's hair, the curls against his fingers, and felt the ease of it. He didn't have a name for it yet but it felt like the right place to be.
Ilya pulled back just enough to look at him. His eyes were dark, his expression containing several things at once. "Movie is still on," he said.
"I know," Shane said.
"You do not want to watch?"
"I've seen it."
The side of Ilya's mouth twitched. He reached past Shane and picked up the remote from the cushion and turned the volume down, not off, and set it back down. Then he looked at Shane and said, "Lie down."
Shane lay down.
Ilya moved over him, one hand braced on the back of the couch and the other tracing the line of Shane's jaw, his throat, the open collar of his shirt. He was systematic about it, which should not have been affecting Shane as much as it was. He undid the buttons of Shane's shirt one at a time, not fast, and spread it open and looked at him in the grey afternoon light coming through the curtains.
"I have been thinking about this," Ilya said. 
"Yeah?" Shane said. His voice came out lower than intended.
Ilya pressed his mouth to Shane's collarbone, the center of his chest, tracking down with the patience that came from truly having nowhere to be. His hands moved to Shane's jeans, the button, the zip, and Shane lifted his hips to help and felt the fabric pulled away and the cool air of the apartment and then Ilya's breath, warm, close.
"Ilya—"
"I know," Ilya said, and took him into his mouth.
Shane's hand went to Ilya's shoulders, because he needed something to hold onto. Ilya moved slowly, with the same care he had brought to the rest of it, his hands locked onto Shane's hips, holding him down. Shane looked at the ceiling of his own living room and felt completely undone.
The movie played on softly in the background, Maverick doing something triumphant probably, and none of any of it was present in any meaningful way because Ilya was taking him apart with complete methodical focus and the only things that existed were the warmth of his mouth and the pressure of his hands and being wanted by someone who knew exactly what they were doing.
"Shane," Ilya said, against him, just his name, rough and low.
"Yeah," Shane said. "Right here."
Ilya looked up at him from where he was, his eyes dark, his expression stripped of everything except what it was, and Shane looked back at him and thought, there it is, that is the thing, and then stopped thinking entirely. He came with Ilya's name in his mouth and his hand tight in Ilya's hair. 
Ilya moved back up the couch and lay alongside him, his head against Shane's shoulder, his hand flat on Shane's chest. His breathing was even. He seemed untroubled by what had just happened.
Shane looked at the television. The credits were rolling. "We missed the end," he said.
"You have seen it before."
"That's not the point."
"What is the point."
Shane turned his head to look at him. Ilya was looking at the credits with complete composure, his hair wrecked, a slight color in his face that hadn't been there before.
"Nothing," Shane said. "No point."
Ilya made a sound of agreement and did not move. "We can watch again later."
They lay there for a while longer, and then Shane stood and rewound the tape, and came back to the couch, and Ilya had closed his eyes, one arm behind his head. Shane sat beside him and looked at the staticky screen and felt, for the first time in as long as he could remember, completely relaxed.
The next day, Shane went to practice alone. Beaulieu had cleared it. Shane could go, Ilya couldn't. He drove the long way, checking his mirrors, and came in through the side entrance and changed in the quiet of a room that felt different without Ilya's stall occupied. Hayden was already on the ice when Shane came out.
They skated their laps. Ran the power play. Theriault ran them through a defensive zone coverage drill three times before he was satisfied. Normal morning, normal ice, the Forum doing what it always did, and Shane performing the version of himself that lived here, which was not a performance exactly but a narrowing—the captain, the ice, the next drill.
After toweling off, Hayden said, "You want to grab lunch? There's a place down the block that just opened."
"Can't," Shane said. "I've got to get back."
Hayden looked at him. "Rozanov's people keeping you on the short leash?"
"Yeah."
Hayden nodded and pulled on his shirt. "Must be weird. Being stuck in."
"He's done it before," Shane said. He closed his stall.
Hayden looked at him for another moment, deciding whether to pursue something. He decided not to. "Can I come by tomorrow? I've never seen your place." he said. 
"I don't know if that's a good—"
"Dude. I want to hang out with you. This wedding shit is making me lose my mind."
Shane immediately felt like the world's worst friend. "Yeah, that's fine," Shane said. It very much was not fine, but he wasn't sure what the other options were.
He drove home. The long way again. The city was doing its winter thing, the streets cleared but still gray, the February sky flat and low. He turned onto their street and saw only one car now, not three. Progress of a kind. Upstairs, Ilya was on the couch with a book. He looked up when Shane came in.
"How was practice?"
"Fine." Shane hung up his coat. "Hayden wants to come over tomorrow."
Ilya put the book down. "Beaulieu said no guests."
Shane shrugged. "He didn't mean Hayden."
"Oh, did you ask him?"
"That's not the point. It's fine, but—he'll notice," Shane said. "Hayden. He'll notice that things are different. He'll go upstairs for something, or—"
"He will not go upstairs," Ilya said. "Why would he go upstairs?"
"I don't know. He might."
"He will not go upstairs." Ilya picked his book back up. "You are being crazy."
"I'm being careful."
Ilya looked at him over the book. "Shane. He will not know."
Shane looked at the stairs. He thought about the throw blanket on the left side of the couch that had migrated upstairs last night. He thought about the way the bed looked when two people had slept in it. But he didn't want Ilya to stop sleeping in his bed.
"We'll talk about it before he comes," Shane said.
Ilya made a sound that was not agreement and went back to his book.
It snowed that afternoon, inches of thick, fluffy flakes. The city went muffled under it. The camera cars were gone, at least for that minute. Ilya was at the window when Shane came downstairs from a shower, standing in the early dim of it with his coffee, watching the street go white.
"It is beautiful," he said.
"In Moscow also. The snow was—" Ilya paused, looking for the word. "Not nice. It became dirty very fast." He watched a car move carefully through the intersection. "Here it stays white longer."
"You talk about Moscow a lot."
"I miss it. Strange to think I will never go there again."
"Maybe someday you could."
Ilya made a noncommittal noise. 
"Can we talk?" 
Ilya looked at him. "We are talking."
"About us."
Ilya turned back to the window. "Okay," he said.
Shane looked at the snow. "We never actually talked about any of this. It just happened, and now we're here, and I don't know what we are."
"What do you want us to be?"
"I'm asking you."
"I am asking you back."
Shane exhaled. "I want it to be something. Not just something that's happening." He stopped. "But I also know it can't—we can't—" He didn't finish it. He didn't need to. They both knew what the sentence contained. The team. His parents. The C on his jersey. The Forum ice. A world that had no room for this to exist in the open, not now, not here, not with everything they both had to lose. Ilya looked at the snow.
"I know," he said softly.
"So what does that make this," Shane said. "If it can never be anything anyone knows about. If it's just—" He stopped again. "I need to know it's real. That it's not just—"
"It is real," Ilya said. He said it without looking at him, which somehow made it more true. "It does not need to be seen to be real."
Shane looked at him. "You really believe that."
"I have believed it my whole life." A pause. "There are many things that are real that nobody sees."
Shane thought about this. About everything Ilya had been keeping invisible since long before Calgary, since long before any of this. About the education of growing up in a country where what you were could get you killed, and learning early that real and visible were not the same thing and had never been.
"That doesn't bother you," Shane said. "That nobody can ever know."
Ilya was quiet, thinking. "It bothers me," he said. "But it is the world. I did not make it this way." He turned to look at Shane. "You did not either."
Shane looked at the snow. The camera car was still out there somewhere and would be back. The press. The team. His parents in Ottawa. Everything that had always been watching.
"I just want to know what to call it," Shane said. "Inside. For myself."
Ilya considered this. Then he said, "I am here. I am not going anywhere." He said with a shrug. "Call it what you want. That is what it is."
Shane thought about all the pieces of information he had been squirreling away about Ilya Rozanov. Five months later and Ilya standing here saying call it what you want like he was handing Shane something to keep.
"Okay," Shane said.
"Okay," Ilya said.
Beaulieu arrived at three with a different folder and the look of having slept slightly more but not enough. He went through the specifics of the trip to Edmonton quickly. A handler would meet them at the airport. Hotel booked under league credentials. Press availability after the game only, corridor managed. The problem, as always, was movement.
"The city itself," Beaulieu said. "Stay out of it. Hotel, arena, hotel. That's the circuit."
Ilya had been listening with his hands around a glass of water, patient. He said, "There is a mall." Of course, one more attempt. Beaulieu looked at him. "West Edmonton Mall," Ilya continued. "Largest in the world. I read about it. They have a waterpark." He paused. "Can we make this work?"
Beaulieu looked at him, clearly not anticipating this wrinkle. "No," he said.
"The group goes together. The handler comes. It is a public place, many people—"
"No," Beaulieu said again, in the tone that meant the conversation was over. He turned back to his folder. "You go to the arena, you play the game, you go back to the hotel. That's all."
Ilya looked at the table. He nodded once. "Okay," he said, without argument.
Beaulieu confirmed the departure time and left. Ilya picked up his glass and looked out the window at the street, still just one car waiting outside. Shane looked at him. He looked diminished, the final denial of the trip to the mall weighing him down. Shane thought about Ilya reading about a mall in a newspaper in an apartment he wasn't allowed to leave, and he decided, no matter what he had to do, they were going to that fucking mall.
Hayden was coming at seven. At six o'clock Shane came downstairs and stood in the kitchen doorway looking at Ilya, who was at the table with his book, and thought about Hayden walking in here in an hour and watching the two of them exist in the same room.
"We should talk about tonight," Shane said.
Ilya looked up. "Okay."
"When he's here. We need to be—" Shane stopped. "Normal."
Ilya looked at him. "We are normal."
"You know what I mean."
"I know what you mean," Ilya said. "And I am telling you we are normal. The same as always."
"It's not the same as always."
"Hayden does not know this."
Shane sat down across from him. He looked at the table. He knew Ilya was right. He also knew that knowing Ilya was right and being able to stop his brain from running the scenarios were separate problems.
"It's the way you look at me," Shane said.
Ilya frowned. "What does that mean?"
"In front of people. The way you—" He stopped. "It's different now."
"No it is not," Ilya said. "I have looked at you this way for a year. Nobody has said anything."
Shane opened his mouth.
"Nobody," Ilya said.
Shane closed his mouth.
Ilya set down his book. "I have been invisible my entire life," he said. "I know how to do this. I know exactly how to do this." He looked at Shane with patience. "You are going to answer the door. You are going to give him a beer. You are going to talk about the wedding. That is it."
Shane looked at him.
"And if something happens," Ilya said, "there is the phone." He nodded toward the cabinet under the kitchen counter. "We call Beaulieu. But nothing will happen."
"Okay," Shane said.
"Okay," Ilya said, and picked up his book.
Hayden arrived at seven-fifteen with two six-packs and what seemed like an infinite number of problems.
"The flowers," he said, before he'd fully crossed the threshold. He sat down at the kitchen table still in his coat. "Jackie says cream. I say white. The florist says ivory. I don't know what the difference is and Jackie is losing her mind."
Ilya looked up from the couch. "Cream is yellow-white," he said. "White is white. Ivory is between."
Hayden stared at him. "How do you know that?"
"I learn my colors. English lessons. Men here do not know colors?"
"He's right," Shane said.
Hayden sat with this. "Great. They're ivory. Which means they're wrong." He put his head in his hands. "This is the problem with doing it fast. Everything is already booked."
"It is not about the flowers," Ilya said. 
"It's about the flowers," Hayden shot back.
"No, is not. Get Jackie a gift. Something nice. Tell her you are excited for wedding. You see how hard she is working. Is not about the flowers."
"How do you know that?"
"I know women. She is stressed. Needs to know you love her."
Hayden looked at him with the expression of a man who had been approaching something from the wrong angle for days. "Why are you like this?"
Ilya shrugged. "Go get her the gift."
Hayden sat there, considering this. "Okay," he said. "Okay. Yeah." He took off his coat.
"Good," Ilya said, and went back to his book.
Hayden took off his coat, apparently satisfied, and accepted a beer. He reached into his coat pocket and produced a folded piece of paper that turned out to be three folded pieces of paper. It was a hand-drawn table arrangement that Jackie had made and then revised and then remade after the ivory flower situation had been resolved and two of her aunts had upgraded their attendance from possible to confirmed.
"She's very organized," Ilya said, looking at it.
"She terrifies me," Hayden said, with complete sincerity. "In the best way. But still." He spread the papers on the coffee table. "Okay. The problem now is the Arsenaults. Her mother's side. They cannot be near the bar because her uncle is a drunk, they cannot be near my parents because my dad said something at Christmas I'm not going to repeat, and they cannot be near each other because—" He trailed off. "It's a whole thing."
They moved the Arsenaults through four configurations before landing on something workable. Shane drank his beer and watched Ilya be useful. He watched him with Hayden, the way he leaned over the table layout, the way he listened, the way he was just himself, the animosity between them cooling significantly. Shane had been so convinced Hayden would see something different. There was nothing different to see. Ilya was just Ilya, and Shane was the only person in the room who knew what that meant. 
At nine-thirty Hayden leaned back and looked at the two of them across the coffee table with the expression Shane had cataloged over four years. Shane kept his face impassive.
"You doing okay?" Hayden said. He was looking at Ilya.
"Yes," Ilya said.
"The Polyakov thing. The press outside." Hayden paused. "That's a lot."
"It is okay," Ilya said. He glanced at Shane. "Not alone this time."
Hayden looked at Shane. Shane looked at his beer.
"Good," Hayden said. He picked up the table chart and folded it along its creases. "That's good." He stood and started gathering the empty bottles. "Saturday. Function room at the hotel at two."
"We'll be there," Shane said.
Hayden put his coat on. At the door he stopped and looked back—the couch, the coffee table, the two of them standing in the living room in the lamplight. He looked at it for a moment.
"Nice place," he said. "You should have people over more."
Shane looked back at him and said nothing.
"Yeah," Shane said. "Thanks."
The door closed. Ilya looked at Shane.
"Told you," he said.
Shane let out a breath. "Shut up."
Gilles picked them up at six the next morning. The city was still dark, the streets wet from overnight ice. Shane put his bag in the trunk and slid in the back seat and Ilya sat down beside him. The car pulled into traffic and Montreal moved past the window in the way it did at this hour, the streetlights still on, the press cars gone. 
"Edmonton," Ilya said, beside him.
"Edmonton," Shane said.
The flight to Edmonton was two hours and forty minutes, a commercial Air Canada out of Dorval. Shane had booked them in the same row, a middle seat and window. Ilya took the window, and the plane filled around them, strangers with briefcases and winter coats settling into their rows, indifferent.
The plane leveled out above the clouds. Around them the other players settled into the low-grade unconsciousness of an early morning flight—newspapers, the half-sleep of men whose bodies had learned to recover while in transit. Nobody Shane knew. Nobody watching.
Somewhere over Ontario, Ilya shifted in his seat. It was a small movement, a resettling, and when he finished it his knee was against Shane's, the outside of his thigh warm through the fabric of his pants, resting there calmly. Shane's whole body went still. The reflex arrived before any thought. An old pull toward distance, toward managing the space, toward the careful inch of air that had always existed between them in any room with other people in it. He felt it move through him like a current, every trained instinct reaching for the same response. He looked at the seat ahead. 
But no one was watching. He let his knee stay where it was. Ilya turned a page of whatever he was reading. His knee did not move. The plane moved through the air and the clouds were below them and the warmth of it stayed, the exact pressure of a thing that had been decided and was not being taken back.
Shane looked at the book open on his tray table. He turned a page he had not read. Neither of them moved for the rest of the flight.
Edmonton in February was flat and dry, the kind of cold that cut through everything. The handler met them at the airport. It was a man named Sawchuk, compact and efficient, who had done this before in other cities for other people and communicated primarily through nods. He drove them to the hotel. Shane looked out the window at the city organizing itself around the All-Star event, banners on the light poles, the hotel lobby rearranged around a display case of program books.
They had their own rooms. Shane had checked when the assignments came through. Ilya was two floors down, room 412, Shane on the sixth floor in 614. He had tucked his spare key in Ilya's pocket in the elevator and said in case you need anything and watched Ilya look at him.
The open skate was in the afternoon, loosely organized. The roster assignments were posted outside the dressing room when Shane arrived. Wales and Campbell, the standard format. The Metros were Wales. But Shane ran his finger down the Campbell list and found Ilya's name on it and stood there.
A League official was passing in the corridor. Shane stopped him.
"Rozanov is a Metro," Shane said. "He's Wales."
The man had the expression of someone who had already had this conversation and had been authorized to end it. "The League made a request. For television. The Soviet defector playing against his Canadian captain. It's been decided."
Shane looked at the list. He looked at the man. "He should be on my team."
"I understand," the man said, in the tone that meant he did not particularly care, and walked on.
Shane went to get changed. He did his laps and felt the Forum shake off him gradually, the way it always did when he left it. The specific gravity of that building followed him for a day or two before releasing when it was time to play on other ice. He looked across the arena and found Ilya in the Campbell sweater, that aggressive orange, loud and wrong against everything Shane associated with him, the Forum blue, the Soviet red, and went back to his laps.
The banquet that night was in a ballroom on the second floor of the hotel, round tables and linen napkins and the atmosphere of professional athletes in formal wear, which was always slightly off in the way of people whose bodies were built for something other than sitting at a table with a five course dinner.
Shane sat between a defenseman from Calgary he had played against for six years and a center from St. Louis he had met twice. Ilya was at a table across the room, visible through the arrangement of centerpieces, drink in hand. He was listening to something the Admirals winger beside him was saying. He caught Shane looking once. The expression didn't change. He just held the look for a moment and then turned back to the winger, and Shane looked at his fish course.
At eight-thirty he excused himself and found the bank of payphones in the hotel lobby and called his mother. She picked up on the second ring. "Hi, Mom."
"Shane." She sounded confused as to why he was calling. "How's Edmonton?"
"Fine. Cold." He looked at the lobby. The banquet noise was audible from here, a low hum through the function room doors. "I need a favor."
A pause. "What kind?"
"I need you to change our flight. Me and Rozanov. Push it later in the day."
Silence. Then, "You need your flight changed?"
"Yes."
"Shane." He knew this tone. The tone that meant she had already run the calculation and the answer was no, but she was going to lay out the reasoning first because that was how she operated. 
"I know."
"It will be in the papers. Rozanov being in Edmonton late, after everything with Polyakov—"
"I know, Mom."
"What are you trying to do?"
He looked at the lobby carpet. The pattern of it, burgundy and gold, the standard of every hotel from here to Vancouver. "He wanted to see the mall," he said. "West Edmonton Mall. He read about it and Beaulieu said no and I just—" He stopped. "I want him to have this."
Another silence. Longer this time.
"Rozanov," his mother said, "who is currently being pursued by every reporter in the country, wants to go to a shopping mall."
"Yes."
"And you want me to change your flights so he can."
"Yes."
"Shane." A pause that had more in it than the word.
"Mom, I know."
"If this gets out—"
"It might get out," he said. "I know that. I'm asking anyway."
The longest silence yet. He heard her breathe. He heard her thinking, which he had been able to hear since he was eight years old and had learned early that it was better to let it run its course.
"I'll do it," she said finally. 
"Thank you."
"I hope you know what you're doing," she said. He stood with the receiver for a long breath after she hung up. 
The banquet ended at ten. Shane said goodnight to the Calgary defenseman and the St. Louis center and took the elevator to his floor and stood in his room for a while with his jacket still on, looking at the window.
The knock came twenty minutes later, one sharp rap followed by the swipe and beep of the keycard. The door opened, Ilya coming through it and closing it behind him. They looked at each other from across the room for a moment with the banquet still on them—the formal clothes, the function room, the two hours of performing in the same room without being able to look at each other for more than a second at a time. Ilya reached up and loosened Shane's tie.
"Long night," Ilya said.
"Yeah," Shane said. He paused. "Hunter's room is next door."
Ilya's hands stilled on the tie. He looked at the wall. Then at Shane. "How thin," he said.
"Thin enough."
Ilya glanced at the wall. Then at Shane. The corner of his mouth moved. "I know how to be quiet," he said.
"I know you do."
"Do you?"
Shane looked at him. "I'll manage."
"Yes," he said. "You will."
Ilya pulled the tie free and dropped it on the chair and started on the buttons of Shane's dress shirt, his fingers working from the collar down. Shane stood there and let him, his hands finding Ilya's waist, the fabric of his suit jacket. They worked in the low light from the window, the city outside providing just enough to see by. Ilya worked his way down. The hotel room floor collected their formal wear in pieces, and Ilya took his time about it, his hands moving over Shane's body. Shane lay on his back and looked at the ceiling and felt himself come undone in installments, each one requiring a fresh act of will to keep quiet about.
When Ilya's mouth closed around him Shane turned his face into the pillow and bit down on it. Ilya had one hand pressed flat against his stomach, holding him still, and moved at the pace he had decided on and was not going to be rushed from it. Shane pulled his hand free and reached down. Ilya stopped and looked up at him.
"Come here," Shane said, into the pillow.
Ilya came up the bed. Shane reached between them and wrapped his hand around both of them, the heat of it immediate, and felt Ilya's breath go rough against his neck. They moved together in the low light, Ilya with his face pressed into Shane's shoulder, both of them keeping their sounds inside, no other option available, and it was the effort of it, paradoxically, that made everything more—the management of it converting into pressure that built and had nowhere to go except through them.
"Shane," Ilya said against his shoulder, barely a sound.
"Yeah," Shane said. "Right here."
He felt Ilya shudder against him first, the long exhale controlled even now, and then his own followed, his whole body going still before releasing, his face pressed hard into the pillow, the sound that came out of him something between a breath and a word. Afterward they lay in the dark, not moving, taking in each other's stilted breathing.
Ilya was quiet. "I should go back."
"Yeah." Neither of them moved.
"In a minute," Ilya said.
"In a minute," Shane agreed.
They lay there. The minute became twenty, then forty, and Shane was aware of this being unwise and did not care, and at some point he was aware of Ilya's breathing changing beside him, going slow and even, and then he was not aware of anything at all.
He woke at six-fifteen to the sound of the shower. He lay in the dim room and listened to it and looked at the ceiling and felt the morning that was different from other mornings in a way he had not yet cataloged. The shower ran for several minutes. Then it stopped. Ilya came out of the bathroom in yesterday's suit trousers and his dress shirt, his hair wet and his face clear and the composed expression already in place, the one that was the first thing on in the morning and the last thing off at night.
He looked at Shane in the bed.
"I need to get back before breakfast," he said.
"I know," Shane said.
"Go back to sleep."
"I'm awake."
Ilya looked at him, and Shane looked back at him and felt something that had no name. Then Ilya picked up his jacket from the floor and went to the door.
"Good luck today," Shane said.
Ilya paused at the door. The corner of his mouth moved. "You will need it more than I will," he said, and left. Shane lay in the bed and listened to the hotel settle around him in the early morning.
Shane was in the lobby an hour later, coffee in hand, heading for the arena shuttle. Hunter was already there. He was in his practice gear, a coffee of his own, standing near the window. He looked at Shane when he walked over, and something in his expression was different from the assessment he usually gave. Still not hostile, still not warm, but carrying something additional.
"Morning," Hunter said.
"Morning," Shane said.
Hunter looked out the window at the Edmonton street, the early light flat and gray. He drank his coffee. Shane waited. It was just the two of them.
"Seventeen years," Hunter said, to the window. "I've been playing seventeen seasons. Do you know what that feels like?"
"No, but I hope someday I do." 
Hunter swirled the cup in his hands. "You learn things. About keeping parts of your life separate. What stays in one place and what follows you." He paused. "You learn who's paying attention and who isn't." Shane looked at his coffee. "My room was up on the sixth floor. Same as you." Shane kept his face still. "But not the same as Rozanov," Hunter finished. 
Shane turned to face him. "I don't know what you think you saw—"
"Walls are thin," Hunter said. "I heard him come in. Heard the shower this morning." He paused. "Saw him in the hall this morning. Yesterday's clothes." He let that sit. "I'm not an idiot, Hollander."
Scott Hunter's eyes locked onto Shane's. "Hollander. Whatever I saw or didn't see isn't anyone's business," he said. "But I'm one person. And not everyone might be that discreet. I've been playing this game for a long time and I know exactly how it goes when someone gets sloppy. A hotel hallway at six in the morning, a coach who notices an empty room at breakfast, someone who hears something through the wall." He paused. "It doesn't take much. It never takes much. That's the thing people don't understand until it's too late."
Shane held his gaze. "I understand," he said.
"You have to be more careful than you were last night." He picked up his coffee. "A lot more careful."
Shane stood in the lobby with that for a moment. Seventeen years. Not one rumor.
"Does it get easier?" Shane said.
Hunter considered this seriously. "No," he said. "The pressure doesn't change. The league doesn't change. The locker room doesn't change. What changes is you get smarter about it or you don't." A pause. "Seventeen years. Nobody knows. That's not luck. That's work. Better make sure he's worth it."
The arena shuttle pulled up outside. Hunter picked up his bag.
"Let's have a good game today," Hunter said, which was the end of the conversation and also the beginning of something else, and they went out into the cold together.
The game was an exhibition, technically, though the word undersold it. Seventeen thousand people in a building built for exactly this, the crowd loose and generous, here to enjoy themselves rather than pray their team survives. Shane watched from the Wales bench and felt the pleasure of watching Ilya on the other side of the ice with nobody between him and what he could do.
He showed them. Not at full intensity. Nobody was playing too hard. It was all for fun, the goalies letting in goals they could have stopped, the defensemen soft on coverage. But Ilya's sixty percent was still faster than everyone else's full-effort play. He had one assist in the first period, a feed through the slot that found a Minnesota winger alone in front, and the crowd cheered for it. Shane watched from across the ice and felt the pride arrive before he could do anything about it and let it, because nobody in this building could read it for what it was.
In the second period Shane got on the ice against him. He knew Ilya now, every facet of his technique inside and out. He knew the shoulder drop, the tight spin off the right edge, the weight shift before the shot. He had spent almost a year using that knowledge to win games together and now it was on the other side of the ice and there was nothing to do with it except play. 
Ilya stripped the puck off him coming out from behind the net. 
"Oh fuck you," Shane said, the words slipping out.
Ilya went the other way, drew the goalie, put it through the five-hole. The building cheered. Shane watched him skate back to center with the satisfaction he wore when he had done exactly what he intended.
"Nice goal," Shane said.
"Thank you," Ilya said, and lined up for the face-off.
The game wasn't close after the third. Campbell pulled away, Ilya with another goal and an assist in the final period, the Wales goalie busy. Shane competed for every shift and it didn't matter.
With four minutes left, Hunter set a screen at the top of the circle. Shane read it the moment Hunter positioned his skates—seventeen years of watching him work, the same screen he'd been setting since before Shane was in the league—and was already moving when Hunter drew the defender. The pass came off Hunter's stick flat and perfect, onto Shane's tape in full stride, and Shane put it high glove side before the goalie finished moving. It wasn't enough.
Campbell won 9-5.
Shane skated off and Ilya was already at the gate, waiting, and fell into step beside him in the corridor. Close enough that their shoulders almost touched.
"Good game," Ilya said.
"You beat us by four," Shane said.
A pause. Then, only for Shane: "I will be gracious about it later."
Shane looked at the corridor floor. "Yeah," he said. "You will."
The press ran forty minutes. Shane gave his answers and moved on. Ilya's press availability was running in the corridor outside the Campbell dressing room. Shane passed it on his way out and slowed his walk to watch.
Ilya was at the center of a small crowd, microphones at various angles, his careful English assembled and deployed patiently. 
"The game was very good," Ilya said. "The crowd here—they enjoy hockey in a different way. Not like playoffs. More relaxed. I enjoy this."
"Two goals and three assists tonight—"
"Two assists," Ilya said. "Not three."
"Still a strong night by any measure. Is this the level you expected from the All-Star Game?"
"I expected best players. There are only best players here." A pause. "Shane Hollander is very good, even on losing team."
A few laughs. 
"Rozanov, can you speak to the Polyakov situation—"
The room shifted. Shane stopped walking. Ilya's expression did not change. 
"I do not know Polyakov well," he said, which was not quite true but was not the kind of lie anyone could disprove. "I have seen him play. He is good defenseman."
"His defection has been linked to yours in the press—"
"I cannot speak to his situation," Ilya said. "I know only my own."
"Do you feel any responsibility—"
"No," Ilya said. Simply, flatly, without elaboration. The reporters waited for more. Ilya did not provide it.
"One more—is there a message you'd want to send to Soviet players considering—"
"I am here to play hockey," Ilya said. "I have nothing else to say about this."
He looked past the microphones. His eyes found Shane in the corridor for a fraction of a second and moved on.
"Thank you," he said, to the room, and turned toward the dressing room.
The team was dispersing toward the bus, when Shane fell into step beside Ilya and said, "We're not on the six o'clock flight tomorrow morning."
Ilya looked at him. "What?"
"I changed it. We've got until six o'clock tomorrow night." Shane kept his voice even. "That's a full day in Edmonton."
Ilya stopped walking. Shane stopped with him. Around them the corridor moved, players and staff and equipment, and they stood in the middle of it and looked at each other.
"The mall," Ilya said.
"The mall," Shane said.
Something moved across Ilya's face that was not any of the versions Shane had been cataloging since September. It was joy. It lasted about two seconds and then it was gone.
"Beaulieu," Ilya said.
"Will definitely find out," Shane finished for him. "Yes."
"He will be—"
"Absolutely furious," Shane said. "I know."
Ilya nodded slowly, the full accounting of it. Then he said, "Thank you." 
Beaulieu called at seven the next morning. Shane was already awake.
"Hollander." The voice was flat and accusatory. "You had the flights changed."
"Yeah," Shane said.
"You're not on a flight right now."
"Definitely not."
A silence that had considerable coldness attached. "I explicitly said—"
"I know what you said."
"If someone sees Rozanov at a—" He stopped. "Where are you taking him?"
"The mall," Shane said.
The silence this time was different. Longer. Shane waited it out.
"I cannot stop this," Beaulieu said finally. "I want you to understand that if this becomes a story—"
"It might become a story," Shane said. "I know that."
"Shane." The first name, which Beaulieu used rarely. "I am telling you this from a professional standpoint. And also from—" He paused. "You are being stupid. It is not worth the risk. The press is going to corner him."
"I disagree. When he came here, you told me to keep him happy," Shane said. "I'm following your orders here."
Beaulieu hung up. Shane looked at the ceiling until his phone rang again a minute later.
"We have a problem," Ilya said, when he picked up.
"Beaulieu just called," Shane said.
"He's in Montreal. He will not stop me. Sawchuk is concerned we missed our flight. He says we need to leave to catch the next one."
Shane thought about this. "What did you tell him?"
"I told him I was sick and would need the morning."
"Did he believe you?"
"I was convincing," Ilya said. "I described the vomit in detail."
"Okay," Shane said. "Give him forty minutes to go to breakfast. Then take the service stairs to the parking level. I'll meet you by the east exit."
A pause. "You have thought about this."
"I grew up with a manager for a mother," Shane said. "You learn things. Call the front desk to hold your bags for the day, then meet me."
He heard what might have been a laugh. "East exit. Forty minutes."
"Bring your swimsuit."
"I do not own one."
"Good thing we're going to the mall then."
The cab was already waiting when Ilya came through the east exit door, forty-three minutes later, in his coat and his scarf, looking entirely unbothered by the fact that they had just evaded a security handler to go to a shopping mall.
"He will notice," Ilya said, getting in.
"Eventually," Shane said. "By then we'll be inside."
Ilya looked at him. "You are enjoying this."
"I'm not."
"You are," Ilya said. "You like to be bad."
Shane looked out the window. The cab pulled into traffic. Edmonton went past.
"Maybe a little," Shane said.
West Edmonton Mall in February was its own climate zone. Shane felt it the moment the doors closed behind them. The cold falling off him like a coat being removed, replaced by something warm and humid and faintly sweet, the air carrying chlorine from the waterpark somewhere deep in the building, popcorn from somewhere closer, and underneath both of those a faint animal smell he couldn't immediately place. The ceiling above the entrance was vaulted and glass-paneled, the pale February sky visible through it, but everything below was brass railings and burgundy trim and neon and mirrors that multiplied the corridor into something that appeared to go on forever. Palm trees, real live ones, stood in planters along the central atrium. Shane had been here once before, when they played Edmonton three years ago and had a spare day. Phase III had just opened and was impressive then, and the scale of it had not compressed in memory. It was still large in the way that had no purpose except the largeness.
Ilya stopped just inside the doors. He was still in his coat, his scarf, the full armor of an Alberta winter. It had been entirely necessary forty seconds ago and was now superfluous. He stood and looked at the mall opening up ahead of them, corridor after corridor, the scale refusing to resolve at any distance, the ceiling high enough to fit several Forum ice surfaces stacked on top of each other. Shane stood beside him and waited.
"This is not a mall," Ilya said.
"It is."
"A mall is a building with stores. This is a—" He turned slowly, taking in the full circumference of it, the brass and the neon and the mirrors and the palm trees. "This is a city."
"That's what I said."
Ilya looked at him. "You have been here before."
"Once."
"And you did not tell me it was like this."
"I wanted you to see it."
Ilya unwound his scarf and started on his coat, because the mall was already warm enough that wearing either was absurd, and Shane did the same. They stuffed their coats into a locker near the entrance, Shane feeding quarters into the slot, and went into the mall.
The soundscape assembled itself as they walked deeper in. From somewhere to the left, the mechanical roar of something large. Shane knew it was the Mindbender, the triple-loop roller coaster, which was also apparently just a thing that could exist inside a shopping mall of this size, and underneath it the ambient noise of several thousand people doing their Wednesday morning business, and underneath that, if you listened, a faint echoing chatter of birds.
Ilya heard the birds before Shane could steer them toward anything. He stopped at a corridor junction and tilted his head, tracking the sound the way he tracked puck movement through a crowd. Shane watched him locate it.
"This way," Ilya said.
He was right. Flamingo Bay was under its own glass dome in the central atrium, a humid microclimate inside the mall, warmer still and smelling of animal feed and the faint brackish smell of the shallow lagoon. The flamingos, a full flock, not just a few, a dozen or more, stood in the water. Their pink was the pink of something that should not exist indoors in February in Alberta, too bright, a color that belonged somewhere with a different weather system.
Ilya stopped at the barrier and looked at them. He was silent for a long time. The flock moved slowly, the occasional bird lifting one foot to tuck against its body, the hydraulics of creatures doing exactly what they intended. One of them turned and regarded Ilya with an orange eye, assessing him without apparent concern.
"They are real," Ilya said.
"Yes."
"Inside a mall."
"Yes. Have you seen flamingos before?"
"Yes, but in zoo. Not next to shoe store." Ilya looked at the flamingos for another long moment. The one with the beady orange eye maintained its assessment. "In the Soviet Union," Ilya said, "we were told that the West was wasteful and having no morals." He paused. "I did not fully understand what they meant."
Shane looked at him.
"I think I understand now," Ilya said. He didn't sound upset about it at all.
They stood at the barrier for a considerable amount of time. Ilya asked questions about flamingo biology that Shane could not answer. How long they lived, whether they were the same species as Florida flamingos. The one with the orange eye eventually lost interest and turned away. 
Near the lagoon there was a gift shop. Ilya went in. Shane followed and stood at the postcard rack and watched Ilya move through the shop, picking things up, turning them over, putting most of them back. He came back with a small ceramic flamingo, palm-sized, the same improbable pink as the real ones, one leg raised in the resting position.
"For you," Ilya said. "It is a thing you can keep."
Shane took it. It was ceramic and slightly cold and cost three dollars and he was, he found, completely unable to be reasonable about it. He held it in his palm and thought about Ilya standing at the barrier asking questions about flamingos, and felt something disproportionate to the object in his hand.
"A souvenir."
"Yes. For making today happen."
"We haven't even started yet."
"I know. But thank you."
"Thank you," Shane said. "For the flamingo."
"You are welcome," Ilya said, and moved on to the next section of the gift shop with complete equanimity.
They kept walking. The Mindbender was audible before it was visible, the roar of it building as they turned a corner and then there it was, the roller coaster running its loops through the interior of the amusement park, a car currently inverted at the top of the second loop, the passengers' screams reaching them even at this distance.
Ilya stopped. He watched the car complete the third loop and come screaming into the station. The next group boarded. The car went again.
"I want to do this," Ilya said.
Shane looked at him. "Yeah?"
"Yes." Ilya was already looking for the line. "Come on."
The line took fifteen minutes. Ilya spent it watching the coaster with the same attention he gave opposing team footage, tracking the car through each loop. Shane stood beside him and said nothing. He had learned, over the past six months, that Ilya's silence before a thing was a form of preparation and did not require commentary.
They climbed in the front car, and the restraint came down, and the car moved out of the station and up the first incline with the slow mechanical certainty of something that had been doing this for years. The first loop was vertical and fast and Shane gripped the restraint and heard Ilya make a sound beside him that was probably involuntary. The second loop was faster. The third one was both of those things and also inverted, the mall spread out below them for one brief moment, upside down, the wave pool and the Bourbon Street corridor and the flamingo lagoon all visible from above before the car came screaming back through the final straight and into the station. They disembarked. Ilya stood on the platform, seemingly conducting an internal assessment.
"Good?" Shane said.
"Yes," Ilya said. He sounded slightly distant. "Give me a second."
He stood there for another thirty seconds. Then he walked, with complete composure, to the nearest waste bin, and was sick into it. He straightened up. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. He turned around.
"I want to go again," he said.
Shane stared at him. "You just—"
"I know," Ilya said. "I want to go again."
"Absolutely not," Shane said.
Ilya looked at him. He appeared to consider arguing, then decided against it, which was its own kind of remarkable. "Fine," he said. "The waterpark."
They kept walking. Near the entrance to Europa Boulevard they encountered the dragon. Shane had forgotten about it entirely. It was mechanical, large, mounted above the corridor archway, and as they approached it exhaled a genuine blast of fire from its mouth, real heat rolling down the corridor, the noise enormous in the enclosed space. Ilya hesitated. A family with two children walked under it without breaking stride, the children unbothered. Apparently the corridor dragon was unremarkable if you had seen it before.
"It breathes fire," Ilya said.
"Yes."
"Inside a mall."
"Inside a mall."
Ilya stood in front of the dragon. Then he said, "I want to see it do that again."
They stood in front of the dragon for four more cycles. It breathed fire each time with mechanical reliability. Ilya watched each one with full attention. The fourth time, when the fire came, he nodded once, apparently satisfied, and they moved on.
The submarine lake was in the central area of the Phase III wing, an indoor body of water large enough that Shane did not want to think about the logistics of its existence. Four yellow submarines were docked at the edge, actual functioning submarines that took paying tourists actual underwater tours of an artificial coral reef that had been installed in a mall in Alberta. It was nonsensical and wonderful at the same time. A tour group was boarding one now, the guide in a nautical uniform, everyone in line holding their tickets. Ilya looked at the submarines for a long time.
"Submarines are for war." Ilya said.
"Not here."
"This is crazy."
Shane had no response to this. They watched a tour group board and the hatch close and the submarine ease away from the dock.
"Do you want to go on one?" Shane asked. 
"Yes."
They did not end up taking the tour. The line was forty minutes long and they had a waterpark to get to, but Ilya stood at the dock long enough that Shane stood beside him and thought about his mother's voice on the phone the night before. I hope you know what you're doing.
There was a swimwear store on the walk between the submarine lake and the waterpark entrance. Ilya stopped in front of it.
"I did not exactly plan ahead," he said, gesturing at the racks. He went inside. Shane followed and watched Ilya move through the racks. Three minutes later, he came to the counter with a pair of lime green trunks with a wild geometric pattern. Shane looked at them, his mouth quirking into a smile.
"What?" Ilya said.
"Nothing," Shane replied.
Ilya stared at him. "You do not like the color."
"You never get anything plain, do you?"
"And what color are your swim trunks?"
"Gray," Shane replied, a note of embarrassment creeping into his voice.
Ilya rolled his eyes. "So boring."
"It's practical."
"Sad," Ilya said. "In Soviet Union, we only had gray. Gray everything. I am done with gray."
"Come on," Shane said. "Waterpark." Ilya walked toward the entrance with the bag swinging from his hand. 
The waterpark entrance hit them with a wall of chlorine and tropical warmth, the temperature jumping another five degrees, the humidity immediate and thick. The World Waterpark was enormous. The wave pool alone was the size of several hockey rinks, and the crowd was already thick with teenagers in neon swimsuits escaping the cold. The glass ceiling high above showed the white sky on the other side, and the contrast of it, warm water and cold sky, was the strangeness Shane had remembered from three years ago.
He watched Ilya walk through the entrance and stop in the doorway, taking it in. They changed, found deck chairs, and slid into the water. It was genuinely warm, not the tepid of a lap pool but the warmth of somewhere comfortable, and Shane floated on his back between wave sets and looked at the glass ceiling and let the strangeness of it be what it was. Ilya was beside him, both of them rising on the next wave and settling together, the crowd moving around them.
"Strange," Ilya said.
"Very," Shane said.
They went on the slides. The first dropped nearly vertical and Ilya came up from the landing pool with the breathless disorientation of sudden deceleration and looked at Shane with an expression that was not any face Shane had previously cataloged.
"Again," Ilya said.
They did it again. Then the tube slide, dark and turning, and Ilya came out of that one also grinning, which was still, even now, a slightly astonishing thing to see. Shane filed it correctly. The third slide was wide enough for two lanes. They lined up side by side.
"I will win," Ilya said.
"Not a chance," Shane said. 
Ilya looked at him. "Go."
Shane won, clearly, by a body length. He surfaced and turned around.
"You pushed off early," Ilya said.
"I did not."
"I felt it."
"I was in the other lane."
"Liar," Ilya said.
Shane looked at him. "I am not—"
Ilya grabbed his head and submerged him.
They got out eventually, dripping. 
"I want to go again," Ilya said.
"We have more mall," Shane said.
"One more."
"One more," Shane agreed.
They did two more.
Bourbon Street was in Phase I, a cobblestoned corridor designed to suggest New Orleans with considerable attention to detail. Faux storefronts, dim atmospheric lighting, the smell of a dozen restaurants at once. The ceiling was painted and lit to suggest early evening, stars visible, a painted moon.
Ilya was enthralled by it all.
"Is this what New Orleans looks like?" he asked.
"It's supposed to. I've never been to New Orleans."
"We could go and compare."
"Someday, yeah."
A pause. "I have decided," Ilya said, "that this place is insane and I love it."
Shane looked at him. "Yeah," he said. "That's about right."
They ate lunch at a table on the cobblestones under the painted stars. Ilya ordered something with gravy and ate it with complete focus. Shane had a burger. Around them the mall did its business. Families, teenagers, a man on what appeared to be his third lap of the corridor.
"When I was in Ottawa," Ilya said, eating, "I thought I would miss Russian food. Food at Canada hockey games was boring. They were hiding this from us."
"To be fair, it's not the most exciting cuisine."
"Poutine. Best invention."
"Maybe not the best invention."
"I would like the poutine from Saint-Denis when we are back."
"Next week," Shane said. "If the press has cleared."
"Next week," Ilya agreed. He ate for a moment, shoveling potatoes into his mouth. "I have run past that place many times." A pause. "I was not allowed to stop."
Shane looked at him. The statement sat there with the weight of things that were true and small and added up over months.
"When we get back," Shane said, "we'll stop."
Ilya looked at him. "Yes," he said. "We will."
They went shopping after. Ilya moved through the mall, reading price tags, occasionally holding things up for Shane's assessment, occasionally not. In a sporting goods store he found training gloves he wanted and held them for a long time before putting them back.
"Get them," Shane said.
"I do not need them."
"You want them."
"They are expensive."
"Ilya. You make so much more money than you spend. You don't even pay rent."
Ilya wheeled around with a sudden seriousness. "I do not pay for the condo?"
"Oh. No. But it's not like that. You don't have to pay."
"You have been doing this for no pay?"
"It's fine. Let's talk about this later." Ilya considered this seriously, but dropped the argument and took the gloves to the counter.
It was Ilya who found the photo booth, in a corridor near the Phase II entrance—a standard booth, four frames, two copies for two dollars, a curtain, and a small screen showing the countdown timer. He stopped in front of it the way he had stopped in front of the flamingos and the dragon and the submarines. Looking. Deciding.
"We should," Ilya said.
Shane looked at the booth. Two men in a photo booth in Edmonton. Spectacularly ordinary and also, given everything, not ordinary at all.
"Yeah," Shane said. "We should."
They went in together, which required some finagling, both of them large, the booth designed for smaller people. Ilya put two loonies in the slot. Four frames. The first one they were both looking at the camera, confused, not sure what face to make. The second one Shane was laughing at something Ilya said in the gap between flashes. The third one Ilya was looking at Shane instead of the camera, the expression he kept for rooms with no one in them. The fourth one Shane had his face turned toward Ilya, and whatever was on it, it was not the face of a captain.
The strips came out. They stood in the corridor and looked at it. Four images, black and white. Two men in a photo booth, which was an entirely ordinary thing. Ilya gave one to Shane and kept the other, sliding it in the pocket of his jeans without comment. Shane looked at his strip. He tucked it into a shopping bag, next to the ceramic flamingo.
The press found them twenty minutes later. It was one photographer, not a pack, which was the only thing that made it acceptable. The two of them were coming out of a shoe store when the man saw Ilya, and Shane watched the recognition land on his face from fifteen feet away. The double take, the hand going to the camera bag, the adrenaline of it, the old familiar weight, arrived in his chest before he'd finished processing what was happening.
"Rozanov," the photographer said. Not a question. His camera was up.
Ilya looked at him. His face arranged itself in the time it took to breathe, the professional mask, the composed nothing. He had been doing this his whole life.
Shane stepped forward. "We're leaving," he said.
"Just a picture—"
"We're leaving," Shane said again, in the voice he kept for situations that were over.
He put his hand briefly at Ilya's back, two seconds, just enough to turn them both toward the exit, and they walked. Not fast. Fast would be a story. They walked at the pace of two people with somewhere to be, and behind them the camera was still going. 
They found the locker with their coats and stepped outside to hail a cab. In the cab, neither of them spoke. Ilya sat with his hands on his knees and his face still, and Shane sat beside him and looked at the Edmonton street going past the window and thought about Beaulieu's phone call that morning. Be careful.
"It was one photographer," Shane said.
"Yes," Ilya said.
"He got what—a couple of shots of us walking."
"Yes."
"It's fine."
"We were in a mall," Ilya said. "Two hockey players in a mall. This is not a good story for a reporter to tell."
Shane looked at him.
"We didn't talk to them," Ilya said. 
Shane thought about this. "Beaulieu's still going to call."
"Yes."
"As soon as we get home."
"Let him call," Ilya said. He sounded untroubled by this. He turned from the window and looked at Shane. 
"Was it worth it?"
"Did you have fun?"
Shane looked at him. "Yes."
"Did I do the waterslide?"
"Yes."
"Then it was worth it," Ilya said, and looked back out the window.
They were at the airport by four thirty. The flight home was three hours, the same Air Canada routing in reverse. Shane's mom had booked the same configuration—window and middle seat. This time a woman with a carry-on took the aisle before the door closed, settling in with her magazine, uninvested in the two men sitting beside her. Below them Edmonton went dark and then the prairies, the scattered lights of small cities and nothing between them, and then only clouds.
Ilya had a book open on his knee and was not reading it. Outside, the prairies kept going. Shane looked at a scouting report and thought about a hotel corridor at midnight, about a photo booth in a mall, about a ceramic flamingo. He thought about Hunter in the lobby that morning, and the life that he was living that no one got to know about. He thought about the photo strip in his pocket. Two men looking at the camera, and then Shane laughing. He thought about where he was going to put it when he got home. Beside him, Ilya's knee found Shane's. The same pressure as the flight out. The same warmth. Neither of them moved for the rest of the flight.
Gilles was there with the car. The highway came back familiar, the orange-lit grid of the city, and Shane watched it from the window and thought about the box under his bed, the photos of Ilya inside it, junior hockey cards, a game puck from the Olympics, and the ceramic flamingo that was going to join them. Things that were just for him, and no one else. A memory of a perfect day.
"Home," Ilya said, beside him.
"Home," Shane said.
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Context notes:
Modern hockey fans know the league is split into Eastern and Western Conferences, but in 1989, it was split into the Prince of Wales Conference in the East and the Clarence Campbell Conference in the West. The Wales Conference housed the Adams and Patrick divisions, including Montreal, while the Campbell Conference housed the Norris and Smythe divisions. The league kept these names until 1993. The real 1989 All-Star Game was held in Edmonton on February 7, 1989, and the Campbell Conference truly defeated Wales by a score of 9-5. It was a Tuesday and there also wasn’t a skills competition yet—that wasn’t an oversight on my part! In a fun piece of hockey lore, Wayne Gretzky, who had been traded from Edmonton to Los Angeles the previous summer in a shocking deal, returned to his old home ice to play for the Campbell Conference that night and was named the game's MVP. Gretzky needs to conveniently not exist in my universe though because reasons.
Top Gun came out in the summer of 1986 and was the highest-grossing film of that year. Film critic Pauline Kael wrote in her review that "the movie is a shiny homoerotic commercial" and that "masculinity had been redefined as how a young man looks with his clothes half off." The volleyball scene was shot by director Tony Scott, burning an entire day of production time on a scene that was less than a paragraph in the script. Paramount executives were furious. The scene became one of the most discussed sequences in 1980s cinema.
West Edmonton Mall opened in three massive phases between 1981 and 1985, and by February 1989, it was the largest mall in the world by a significant margin, a title it held until 1992. Every single bizarre attraction Shane and Ilya encountered was completely real and operational at the time. Flamingo Bay featured a genuine, live flock of Caribbean flamingos living indoors under a massive glass dome. The Mindbender, the world's largest indoor triple-loop roller coaster, opened in 1985 and was permanently closed in 2022. Tragically, a real-life derailment on the ride in 1986 killed three people. The Deep Sea Adventure featured four fully operational yellow submarines taking tourists on underwater tours of an artificial coral reef, a pool so massive that the nearby Air Force base (in land-locked Alberta) would use it to do scuba training. The mall would also joke that they had a larger fleet of submarines than the Canadian Navy (not wrong). The nearby Bourbon Street was a cobblestoned corridor painted and lit to suggest permanent twilight. Also a teensy little mistake in this chapter (an actual mistake!) is that the source I used in the fire breathing dragon had the date wrong, so it technically wouldn’t have been there yet. It’s fairly inconsequential, so I left it in, but locals will know.
While Pepsi had successfully entered the Soviet market back in the seventies through a barter trade agreement involving Stolichnaya vodka (a logistical fever dream I could talk about all day), it tasted pretty different from the American version because it was made with local beet sugar and was notoriously flat. Coca-Cola, on the other hand, didn't really arrive in the USSR until the late eighties. Because it was so rare, a simple red aluminum can of Coke was a massive status symbol for Soviet youth. People would wash out empty cans and display them on their bedroom shelves. It was the same deal with Western clothing. As I mentioned in a previous chapter, genuine Levi’s 501s were nearly impossible to get legally and could easily cost a full month’s salary on the black market.
A teeny timeline nod is that loonies were still sort-of new! The one-dollar coin came out in June 1987. For non-Canadians, it has a loon on it, which is why it’s called a loonie. I had originally had them using a toonie (a $2 coin)…but those didn’t enter circulation until 1996. Glad I checked.
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    Chapter Summary

    Hayden and Jackie tie the knot.



    Chapter Notes

      Thanks for reading. I think, if possible, you should head into this chapter cold for maximum emotional payoff at the end, but if you need the content warnings, they are here for you!
Content WarningsHomophobic language and slurs.
Brief, minimally-described non-consensual touching/groping.
Consensual sexual contact.
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  Occlude (verb)

	
To close off or obstruct a passage.



	
In meteorology, the process by which a cold front overtakes a warm one.



	
To know something and arrange yourself so that someone else cannot see it from where they are standing.



	
Not a lie, but the distinction matters less over time.




Example: "That was how it needed to stay." — February, 1989
Shane had been expecting the call. It came the morning after they had arrived at home. They had been too tired to do anything after the flight and had fallen asleep tangled up in Shane's bed. They were sticky and covered in the grime of the day at the mall and the travel. Shane had his fingers tangled in Ilya's gritty hair, the larger man having fallen asleep on Shane as soon as they got home. This moment, seeing Ilya have one free, totally ridiculous day followed by the complete crash, would have made whatever consequences Shane knew he would face for this worth it. Shane had set an alarm for later in the morning, letting them have a little time to sleep in, but the phone rang, breaking the peace. Shane peeled himself away and headed down the stairs.
"Mr. Hollander," came Beaulieu's voice. "My office at nine."
"Should I bring Rozanov?"
"No, he needs to stay exactly where he is." In Shane's sheets, great. Good thing there were still a few things Beaulieu didn't know. 
"Okay. I will be there." 
He climbed back into bed with Ilya, who barely stirred. He tried to suppress the rising panic. It felt like the knowledge he had made a reckless purchase and the bill was coming due and the only question was the amount. The memory of Ilya's knee against his on the plane, or the grainy photo strip of Shane laughing. It was worth it. It is worth it. He thought about Beaulieu's face when he had been rushing through the locker room corridor, and what variation of that face he was about to see.
Forty-five minutes later, his alarm went off. Ilya was blinking slowly in front of him. "Good morning," Ilya slurred.
"Morning."
"Did the phone ring?"
"Yeah, I have to go in for a little bit."
"Oh you are in much trouble."
He swallowed. "I don't know yet."
"I can go with you."
"No, Beaulieu said you needed to stay here."
"You can tell him it was my idea."
"I don't need to lie, Ilya."
"But you could, if you wanted." Ilya kissed him. It would be fine. It had to be fine.
He drove to the arena and parked and sat in the silence before going in, looking at the steering wheel. 
Beaulieu had photographs on his desk. Three of them, printed from press wire copies. Shane and Ilya coming out of the shoe store. Shane's hand pressing firmly at Ilya's back, a little too low. The two of them walking toward the exit, a little faster than is casual. Shane examined them and did not let himself look at the one with his hand on Ilya's back for longer than the others.
"Do you have any idea what this looks like?" Beaulieu said. "We are concerned, every hour of the day, that Rozanov is going to get abducted or blackmailed or otherwise become a victim of the Soviet state. I tell you that we need to be exceedingly cautious, and this is how you think you should act?" 
"There's no story here. We didn't talk to the reporter at all."
"It's not about the story, Hollander. It's that the KGB sees this and knows he is vulnerable. We are vulnerable. They can pick him up because he doesn't have anyone with him."
"I was with him," Shane argued.
"Oh yes, Shane Hollander is going to stop an abduction by highly trained men whose only job is to get him back to Moscow." Shane did not have a response to that. He could feel his cheeks color. "You changed the flights," Beaulieu said. "You deliberately avoided his handler. You took him to an unsecured, generally chaotic public place with active press coverage of him being left unattended." He gestured at the pictures. "And you did all of this four days after I told you there were people above me watching how this arrangement is managed."
"I know," Shane said.
"I don't think you do." His voice was cold.
"He wanted to go to the water park. You said no."
"He accepted that no. You didn't."
"It was just a mall."
"The mall is a symptom. The problem is a pattern." He looked at Shane stonily. "You had an uncleared guest in the home before leaving for Edmonton."
"What?" His mind went through the days before Edmonton, fast and certain. They hadn't had anyone over, he had been with Ilya nearly every hour, he had been careful, he had been—
"Hayden Pike," Beaulieu said. "He was at the condo, was he not?"
Shane closed his mouth. He flushed with guilt. Hayden hadn't counted in his mind at all. The confession came spilling out before he fully decided to make it. "Hayden? That's not—he's not some stranger. He's my best friend."
"He has not been cleared." Beaulieu frowned.
"He sees Ilya every day at practice."
"We can't keep eyes on the whole team, or every staff member, or every person who gets a press pass. It's here, where we have eyes on Rozanov every instant. The condo is different. The condo has to be different. We can vet every person who walks through that door because on a normal day, there are exactly two names on that list." He took a deep breath. "Every person you let in is an opportunity, and I need to trust that when I say no guests, you know that means none. Today it's Pike. Tomorrow it's someone else. Do you know how long it takes to install a phone tap? I know you don't. It's less than two minutes. Do I think Hayden Pike did that? No. But I have no way of knowing that, because you are not treating this residence like the controlled space it needs to be." 
Shane heard what was not being said. He felt it settle into his throat like something he swallowed wrong. Beaulieu knew about Pike. He didn't know about Rose, curled in the corner of the couch with her shoes off, who knew much more about Shane and Ilya and the condo than she should. Ilya's lipstick girl too, whoever she was, sipping tea in their kitchen. Neither logged, neither briefed. At least two more names that should have been on Beaulieu's list, but Beaulieu was sitting across from him like Hayden was the only hole in the wall. 
"I need you to understand what I'm about to say," Beaulieu said. "Not only as a team liaison. As someone who has spent years of my life trying to bring Ilya Rozanov to this team and ensure his success and who understands better than anyone exactly how fragile this situation is." He took a breath. "There are people above me who approved Rozanov's residency, his contract, this entire security infrastructure. Those people are also watching the Polyakov situation. They are asking whether the environment around Rozanov is stable. Whether the people responsible for him can be trusted." He looked at Shane steadily. "If I have to go back to my boss with a file that includes an unauthorized guest, a changed flight, a ditched handler, and these photographs—I don't think they are going to be happy with how this happened."
"You mean him living with me," Shane said.
"I mean everything," Beaulieu said. "Where he plays. When he plays. Where he lives. Who he is allowed to speak to. How often he is able to leave his home." Shane felt shame and horror. The mall trip, Ilya's knee against his on the plane, the grainy photo strip. Two seconds with his hand on Ilya's back and it was going to cost Ilya everything.
"Part of this is on me," Beaulieu continued. His voice had softened. "I have been managing Rozanov's awareness of his situation carefully. There are things about the threat environment that he knows, and some that he doesn't, because he would behave differently if he knew he's under an active threat, and we were worried about it harming his performance. I made a calculation that keeping him functional—not comfortable, but not overwhelmed—was the right thing to do. It kept his patterns stable. It kept him on the ice." A pause. "What I did not consider was that you were operating under the same incomplete picture. That you were making decisions about him without understanding what you were doing."
"How incomplete?" he said.
Beaulieu scrutinized him deeply. Then he opened the folder and took out a single sheet and set it on the desk between them. It was a threat assessment. Shane had never seen one before but the format was self-evident. Dates in a left column, incident descriptions running alongside them. The dates started in October. There were ten entries.
October: a vehicle, make and plate logged, parked across from the building on three non-consecutive evenings. Consistent with surveillance, the notation read. Consistent with pattern establishment.
November: two incidents, one week apart. One read an unidentified individual observed near the building entrance at 11:45. Subject departed rink at 11:34, arrived residence 11:46, individual no longer present at 11:51. 
December brought a gap, then three entries close together, over the holiday break. Another vehicle, different plate, on his parents'block. The notation said possible coordination, two-asset deployment. Three days later: an incoming call to the Hollander residence in Ottawa traced to a Toronto number with no registered owner, duration three minutes, content threatening to the subject, timing consistent with intelligence gathering on subject's location and schedule. Subject reported contact immediately. Later, a man described as mid-forties, with an unremarkable appearance, observed twice in the same afternoon within a hundred meters of the arena. Appeared to attempt proximity to subject during brief exterior exposure. Contact not achieved.
The final two entries were both in February. The first was three days before the Polyakov defection: credible intelligence suggests active retrieval planning has replaced passive surveillance posture. The second was only two days ago, while they had been in Edmonton. A single line. Assessment escalated.
The risk classification at the bottom was two words. IMMINENT THREAT. 
The office was the same size it had been thirty seconds ago. The window behind Beaulieu was the same window. Shane was aware of both of these things, but suddenly the entire space felt smaller, tighter. They had been doing this since October. While Shane was on the bench reading line combinations and calling Hayden from the kitchen and watching Ilya learn the word for threshold, there had been a vehicle across the street logging their patterns. There had been a man outside who knew what time they left for the rink. His parents had someone watching their home and Shane had eaten Christmas dinner at their table and his dad had passed him the green beans and no one had said a word. 
"That's current," Shane said. His voice came out level, which surprised him. 
"As of this morning," Beaulieu said. "The RCMP and CSIS are involved, as well as a significant number of staffers."
"All of that, for Rozanov?"
"He has already nearly recouped our investment. If not by the end of this season, then certainly next. He has been an incredible investment, even with all the trouble, which should, ideally, reduce as the years go by."
Shane didn't like how Beaulieu talked about Ilya as a product to be bought and sold. "Why are you telling me now?"
"Polyakov changes the calculus. Rozanov existing here is a threat. He has emboldened others to follow." He took the sheet back. "There are things in motion I have been absorbing on your behalf because I believed the arrangement we had was for the best. Edmonton has given me reason to revisit that assessment. The problem is that I have a very valuable person under a formal threat assessment, a government security infrastructure, and a multi-million dollar contract, and the person closest to him has been treating the protocols like suggestions." He looked at Shane without the hardness of the earlier part of the conversation. "I have been in this work for sixteen years. I have managed much worse situations. I have never had to manage one where the person I most needed to be steady was this—" He waved his hand, trying to select the word—"careless."
"I understand the protocols," Shane said.
"You do not seem to see them as non-negotiable," Beaulieu said. "You thought inviting Pike over was fine. You thought going to the mall was a good idea." He was still. "I think you need to understand what you are actually protecting. The investment is significant and there are people above me who track it in ways I cannot discuss." He stopped. "But I think that doesn't matter to you."
Shane reexamined the photographs still on the desk. His hand on Ilya's back.
"I am considering whether to move him. A proper safehouse." He remembered the conversation that had produced the condo arrangement: Ilya's voice, flat and controlled, saying I did not come to Canada to live in a cage, and Beaulieu's hesitance to put him in one.
"He won't go," Shane said.
"He won't go willingly," Beaulieu agreed. "Your residence is either the safest or the most dangerous place, depending on your actions." He looked at Shane. "So I am asking you, do you understand what is at stake for him? Not for the organization. For him, specifically, as a person you have chosen to be responsible for. If we make mistakes here, he could be back in the Soviet Union in hours, and I don't know what happens to him there, but I could guess. I need you to care about what happens to him over the course of his life more than you care about whatever it was you were doing in that moment. Those two things cannot compete with each other. Not at this level of risk."
Shane said, "I care about him."
"Then fucking act like it," Beaulieu said. Shane had never heard him swear before. It came out sharply. "The next time you are inclined to deviate—any deviation at all—I need you to think about what you just read first. What it would mean for where he lives and where he plays is the minimum concern."
Shane heard it. He heard all of it. Ilya wrapped up in him after a day of waterslides. What if the day had ended differently?
"Nothing like this can happen again," Beaulieu said. He looked at Shane for a beat longer than necessary. "Do you understand me?"
"Yes," Shane said.
Beaulieu picked up the photographs and put them in the folder. "The wedding is still cleared. Gilles will be there. Rozanov stays with you." He stood, which was the end of it. "You are free to go." Shane hesitated. "Unless you have something else to say?"
"Gilles has let Rozanov bring guests back to the condo. Once when I was out of town."
"I will be having a conversation with everyone on Rozanov's team to make sure all of our understanding of the expectations here is aligned."
Shane drove home. He took the long way without deciding to. He sat at the red light at the corner and looked at the ordinary morning and thought about what a world without Ilya Rozanov would look like. The team was playing better than ever. They might make a real run at the Cup this year. But more than the hockey, Shane's life was brighter. Ilya had moved into his apartment with his closet full of outfits in every color imaginable and it was like the sun had entered the condo. Shane knew he was in too deep. He knew he was in trouble. He wasn't sure how this was going to end. But they could tighten things up. Look like friends, roommates in public. Until—until Ilya got tired of him. But then the traffic light changed, cutting off his train of thought, and he drove home.
There were two cars parked across from the building that hadn't been there when he left. A man with a long lens leaning against the hood of a sedan, a second car idling with someone inside it doing nothing else, the patience of professionals paid to wait. He drove past slowly and didn't pull into the spot he usually used, circled the block once, came back, and parked closer to the entrance than he needed to.
Shane went up. He thought about a car parked across the street logging the time they left for the rink, and here was the same thing now, except visible, except legitimate, except wearing a press badge. He didn't know if that made it better or worse. It might be worse.
He went inside. Ilya was cooking eggs on the stove when Shane arrived. 
"What is the punishment?" he asked.
"There isn't one."
"Oh?" 
"No, none. Just some threats. Reminders to stay in line." Shane hung his coat up slower than he needed to. "There's people outside. Two cars." 
Ilya didn't turn around again, but his shoulders tensed. "Since when?"
"Just this morning. I don't know how long they'll be there."
"Beaulieu's or theirs?"
"Press, I think. Polyakov." Shane leaned against the counter beside him. "Beaulieu isn't going to let you out for a while."
"Good thing no mall with submarines in Montreal," Ilya said, turning back to the eggs. 
Shane stood in the doorway and took in the scene. The way Ilya held the spatula, leaning over the stove in yesterday's shirt, and made a decision he hadn't known he was making until it was done. He wasn't going to tell Ilya what was on that page. No part of it. Beaulieu's reasoning was sound, and Shane had arrived at the same place independently. If Ilya knew the full scope of what was in motion, he would move differently, and his light would dim. Ilya already flinched when the phone rang and avoided the dishwasher. Already viewed the mail with suspicion. Already clocked every car that slowed on their street. Adding the weight of what Shane now knew would not make him safer. It would just make him afraid in ways that showed.
"Eggs are ready," Ilya said.
Shane got plates down from the cabinet and they ate standing at the counter. A normal morning. It was the same as every day except there was a document in a folder in Beaulieu's office with ten entries in it, and Shane knew about them, and Ilya didn't, and that was how it needed to stay.
"You are quiet," Ilya said.
"I'm fine. Relieved it wasn't worse."
Ilya didn't push further. He ate his eggs. Shane ate his. 
That night was Vanya's first game for Chicago. Shane came home from the gym to find the television on and Ilya on the couch, the Chicago game already in the first period. Shane sat beside him without being asked. He reached over and turned the lamp off so the room was just the blue glow of the television.
The broadcast had already found its angle. The commentators were running it in the background of every stoppage, every line change, the camera cutting to Polyakov on the bench while the play-by-play man said things like adjusting to a new system and remarkable circumstances and we understand he had very little time to prepare. The color-commentary was more direct. You have to wonder, he said, what's going through his head out there. We saw Ilya Rozanov go through something similar in Montreal—and Rozanov looked comfortable almost immediately. Whether Polyakov finds that same footing is the question. A pause, and then, though it's worth noting Rozanov was twenty-one last season. Polyakov is twenty-eight, further into his career, more stuck in his ways. That could work for him or against him. Hard to say yet. The camera found Polyakov on cue, sitting at the end of the bench with his eyes on the ice, and stayed there for three full seconds before cutting away. 
Shane had watched them do this to Ilya in the first weeks. The same patient intrusion. The same assumption that the camera was owed something from inside. What it found with Polyakov was different from what it had found with Ilya. Polyakov was not hiding his nerves very well. He was a step slow on the forecheck, overcautious with the puck in his own end, something else occupying the part of his brain that was supposed to be tracking the play. He turned it over twice in the second period on passes he should have made without thinking. The third time he pulled up at the blue line when he had the lane, the Chicago bench was audibly unhappy about it. He's playing scared, the color man said, not unkindly. That's what you're seeing.
"He looks like shit," Shane said.
"Yes," Ilya replied. Ilya watched him play with a nearly pained expression.
Detroit won 4-1. The camera found Polyakov one last time at the final buzzer, standing at the line while his new teammates filed past him. His face was doing something it clearly wasn't supposed to be doing, visible even at broadcast distance, crumpled and red. Ilya turned the television off. The room went dark.
"Getting back to hockey," Ilya said, "first practice, after—I felt the opposite." He was tugging on his ear nervously. "In Ottawa I did not skate for two weeks. I was very bad. In the head. I could not eat. I sat in a room in a house that looked like every other house on the street and I thought about my father and about Maks and about whether I had made the right decision, and every time I tried to answer that I could not, because I did not know yet what would happen." He paused. "That was the worst two weeks of my life. Including everything before it."
Shane watched his profile in the dark. The sharp line of his jaw, the curls against his forehead. He thought about Ottawa, the suburb where all the houses looked the same, the silence that closed in on him from every direction, leaving him with nothing but his own thoughts. He had known these things in the abstract. He had never understood until this instant that what Ilya had described was not the hard part. It was the floor below the hard part. The thing Ilya had clawed back up from before Shane ever saw him step onto Forum ice.
"And then I was on the ice." Ilya's eyes were on the blank television. "The fear. The noise. All of it gone. For as long as I was skating there was nothing else, only what I knew how to do. I was still good and it had nothing to do with them. That was the only thing I know, in every bad hour of the first months. That I could still play." A pause, shorter. "I hope the ice does that for him. It may not. It does not do that for everyone." 
Shane reached over and put his hand on the back of Ilya's neck, just resting there, thumb at the base of his skull. Ilya went very still and then let out a slow breath. He dropped his head slightly forward, and Shane felt the tension leave him like it had on the stairs that night, that same exhale, the same release of something that had been held too long. Shane pulled Ilya towards him, settling his head onto his chest.
"If I had played like that," Ilya said, after a while, "my first game—I would think they would send me back. Not worth it." He paused. "I would be very afraid."
Shane didn't move. He thought about what that meant, stated so plainly, that Ilya's early performance was not proving that he was a good player, like he'd described it before. It had been survival. A bad first game and he was sure they would cut their losses. The investment didn't look worth it anymore. Whatever protected him would stop looking guaranteed.
"You didn't play like that," Shane said.
"No," Ilya said. "I was lucky." A pause. "Or I worked very hard to make sure I did not need luck. I am not always sure which."
They sat there for a while. Neither of them moved until Ilya turned his head and looked at Shane. Shane stood and pulled him up by the hand from the couch, and they went upstairs.
Beaulieu called at seven the next morning. Shane took it standing in the kitchen while Ilya leaned against the counter and listened to half a conversation he could only follow from Shane's face.
"He wants you to skip practice," Shane said, after a minute, holding the phone away from his ear. "Today. Maybe through the weekend." Ilya held out his hand for the phone. Shane gave it to him.
"Beaulieu," Ilya said. He waited, listening to the other man speak. "Yes, I understand. No practice." Another silence. "Then Gilles take me to the gym. No rink. Just the gym, where we already go." He waited. Whatever Beaulieu said in response made his jaw tighten slightly. "It is not the same as the rink. Gilles can guard door." He waited for Beaulieu to respond. "Fine."
He held the phone out and Shane took it back and finished the call with a few logistical lines Shane handled on autopilot, his attention still on Ilya's face.
"The gym. Gilles drives," Ilya said, once Shane had hung up. He didn't sound satisfied so much as resigned to having been granted the smallest possible concession. "Tell Theriault to send tape home with you. I will watch after."
"I'll ask."
Practice without Ilya had a different feel from normal. Theriault ran the same drills, but the team was missing its usual cohesion, the calibration that happened around Ilya without anyone having to think about it. Comeau noticed the absence immediately.
"Where's our Red Machine today?" he said to Gagnon, loud enough to carry, during a break in the drill. "Press got too hot for him? Soviets coming to drag him home?" A short laugh. "Bet he's hiding under the bed."
Gagnon didn't answer. Comeau didn't seem to need him to.
"Probably scared shitless," Comeau went on. "All that talk, big tough defector, and the second the cameras show up he's gone. Funny how that works." He looked over at Shane, gauging for a reaction. "Your boy's a little soft, eh, Hollander?" He grinned. "Always figured. The clothes, the hair. Goes with the rest of him." He said it like a punchline, glancing around for who'd laugh.
"He's not here. Watch the drill," Shane said.
"I'm watching," Comeau grinned. "Just saying what everybody's thinking."
On the next rep he came through the neutral zone and put a heavier hit than the drill called for into one of the rookies, who went down hard and stayed down a little too long before getting up.
Theriault blew the whistle. "Comeau. This is a non-contact drill."
"My bad," Comeau said, not sounding like he meant it.
Shane skated over, close enough that the conversation wasn't going to carry beyond the two of them. "You want to tell me what that was."
"Kid needs to toughen up," Comeau shrugged. "Somebody's gotta hit somebody around here. Can't exactly hit your boy." He smirked. "Tell the fag to grow a pair and come to practice like everybody else. Unless he's too busy getting railed to show up like the rest of us."
Something in Shane went very still and very clear at the same time. "Watch your mouth."
Comeau looked at him, the smirk not moving. "What, touchy about it?" He held Shane's gaze too long, the comfort of having said worse before and never paid for it. "Just a joke, Hollander. Relax. Real stick up your ass these days."
"Get back to the drill," Shane said. 
Comeau skated off, still grinning. Shane waited at center ice, his jaw tight, thinking about how much he was going to have to watch this man, and how badly he wanted to put him into the boards himself.
He didn't tell Ilya what Comeau had said. He told himself this was the same logic as everything else he wasn't telling him, that it would just be another thing to carry, another reason to flinch, and didn't examine too closely whether that was true or whether he just didn't want to say the words out loud in his own kitchen. 
He came home to find Ilya at the kitchen counter, going through the cupboard with dissatisfaction.
"We have no coffee," Ilya said, without turning around.
"We can go now," Shane said. He'd showered at the rink, but the rest of the afternoon stretched out ahead of him with nothing in it, and the alternative to going was standing in the kitchen with what Comeau had said sitting in his chest with nowhere to go. "Gilles is outside, right?"
"Since this morning."
Shane went down and knocked on the car window. Gilles closed whatever he'd been reading, unsurprised, and rolled it down.
"We need to go to the store," Shane said. "We'll be quick. Twenty minutes. Then you can be done for the day."
Gilles checked his watch out of habit more than necessity. "Fine. Get him."
A minute later they were in the car, Gilles pulling out into traffic with the same competence as always. At the store he put the car in park and didn't get out.
"I'll stay here," he said. "Keep an eye out. If anyone with a camera shows up, you'll hear the horn."
Shane paused a second, then nodded. It made sense. Gilles inside the store was one more visible thing for someone to notice, one more pattern to log, and the lot outside gave him a clear view of the entrance and the street both. Still, it sat oddly. They were going in alone, technically. It was a familiar place, though, the store on Saint-Denis with the good produce, the staff who had learned not to make a thing of Ilya standing in front of the bread selection for far too long when he became overwhelmed by choice.
"Twenty minutes," Gilles said, already settling back into the seat with the patience of a man who'd done a great deal of waiting in cars over the years.
"Twenty minutes," Shane agreed.
Shane took the produce section. Ilya took the next aisle for bread and coffee. Shane stood in front of the apples. They needed apples, he was fairly sure, but maybe they had plenty already. Ilya often stashed some in his room, so it was possible there were some hidden away. There was a display of imported peaches. Did Ilya like peaches? Had he ever had a peach? Shane would need to ask him. It wasn't worth buying them now either way. They would be too hard, too mealy, not the juicy burst of summer that Ilya should have for what could be his first peach ever. Shane imagined Ilya in summer, peach juice dripping off his chin by a lake. He was still mulling over the fruit selection when he saw Ilya come back around the corner too early. 
He looked up. Ilya had the coffee and the bread, but the color had drained entirely from his face, leaving him pallid and gray. His jaw was locked so tight the muscle in his cheek twitched, and his eyes were wide, tracking the empty space rather than looking at Shane.
"We leave now?" he said.
"Yeah," Shane said. He picked up the apples he wasn't sure about and added them to the basket and said nothing else.
In the car Ilya sat with his hands in his lap and watched the street. Shane watched him from the corner of his eye and said nothing. Gilles drove, Montreal flying past them through the windows.
At home, after Gilles left, Shane put the shopping away. Ilya sat at the kitchen table with his coat still on. Shane put the kettle on and leaned against the counter and waited. The kettle was loud in the kitchen.
"What happened?"
"Someone talked to me," Ilya said. "In the store."
Shane went still. "Who?"
Ilya shook his head. "He said my name," Ilya picked as his fingernails, hands spread on the table. "He said be careful where you go alone." 
"Ilya," Shane said. "You weren't alone. I was in the next aisle."
"I know," Ilya said.
Shane turned this over. He understood what it meant. It was a demonstration of force. We know your name, we know your handler drives a navy car, we know which store you use on Fridays, we know your captain goes left when you go right. We were close enough to say hello.
Shane crossed the kitchen and sat down across from him. He put his own hands over Ilya's, and Ilya turned his palms up and held on.
"Tell me what he looked like," Shane said.
"Plain," Ilya said. "Brown coat. Forty, maybe forty-five. No Russian accent but—Russian."
"We should tell Beaulieu," Shane said.
Ilya shook his head once.
"Ilya. After everything—" He stopped himself before he said too much. He hadn't told Ilya what was on that page. He couldn't argue from the thing he wasn't allowed to mention. "This is a big deal! This guy knew where you'd be."
"This is the point," Ilya said. "They want me afraid and inside, and they want the Metros to be the one who does it, so it looks like protection and not what it is." He shook his head at Shane. "I will not give them this."
"This isn't about giving them anything. This is about you staying safe."
"I am safe."
"You don't know that." It came out sharper than he meant it to. "You don't know what this is. You don't know if that's the whole thing or the start of something."
Ilya peered at him curiously. "And you do? You know what this is?"
Shane held his gaze. He couldn't say any of it. That was the agreement he'd made with himself right in this kitchen, and he was bound by his own decision now in a way that felt, suddenly, like its own kind of trap.
"No," Shane said. "I don't know what this is. That's exactly why we should tell Beaulieu."
"No."
"Ilya." Shane kept his voice level with effort. "Either you call him, or I will."
Ilya's jaw set. "You would do this. Go around me."
"If I have to."
They glared at each other across the table. 
"Okay," Ilya said, finally. Capitulation, the kind that came with its own resentment attached. "I call him. Tomorrow."
"Tonight."
Ilya held his gaze, weighing whether the ground was worth fighting for. It wasn't. "Okay," he snapped.
He called from the kitchen phone while Shane stood at the counter pretending not to listen, which Ilya allowed with only a small eye-roll. The conversation was short. Ilya's English flattened into its most exact tone, each word chosen carefully, the one he used for anything official. Beaulieu asked something Shane couldn't hear. Ilya said I do not know twice, and then said yes once, agreeing to something he didn't want, and hung up.
"Gilles comes tomorrow," Ilya said, without turning around. "Different route to the rink. Beaulieu wants a new schedule. Happy now?"
"I'm not happy," Shane said. "I'm less scared."
Ilya examined his face. His expression loosened, fractionally. "Yes," he said. "Okay. This, I understand."
They didn't talk about it again that night. Ilya came into Shane's room without saying anything about it, like he had every night since Edmonton, and Shane held the door open without comment. They went to bed, but they did not go to sleep right away. Ilya turned to him in the dark, trading clothes for skin that had nothing to do with the stress of the day. Afterward, when the room had settled back into the slow rhythm of the night, Shane lay there with Ilya's back against his chest. He listened to him breathe, his skin sweaty against Ilya's hip, and thought about a faceless man who knew which aisle to wait in.
Shane noticed it the next morning while he was still half-blind from sleep, reaching for the tap to rinse his mouth. Ilya's toothbrush was standing in the ceramic cup on the counter, its bristles damp, sitting directly beside his own. He stared at it, trying to remember when it arrived there. There wasn't a conversation he had forgotten. He didn't say anything about it when he went back into the kitchen. There was nothing to say that wouldn't either undersell it or oversell it, so he went back to his life, which now apparently included a second toothbrush on the porcelain and no memory of when the boundary had dissolved.
The Pikes' wedding was in Drummondville the following Saturday. The function room of the Hôtel Universel had done its best. Dusty rose drapery along the back wall, round tables with ivory linens, a small raised platform where a justice of the peace stood. Jackie's family filled the left side of the room. Her mother sat in the front row with her back very straight and her hands folded in her lap, wearing an expression that looked very distinct from approval. Her aunts flanked her on both sides like a tribunal. The no-church decision had been attributed, Shane gathered from the thirty seconds of hallway conversation he'd caught before the ceremony, to the groom's family's preferences. Hayden's parents, Montreal anglophones both, sat on the right side looking mildly bewildered that anyone suggested forgoing the church was their idea but sensible enough to say nothing about it.
Shane took his place beside Hayden at the front of the room, which was where he was supposed to be. He could see Ilya from here, three rows back between J.J. and one of the defensemen. Shane was certain Ilya had never been to a Canadian wedding, and maybe had never been to a wedding at all, and he was peering around like a tourist going bird watching in a new location for the first time. 
The door opened and Jackie came through in an enormous ivory dress with puffed sleeves that was doing a great deal of structural work. It would have hidden more than a fourteen-week pregnancy without effort. Her hair was up in tightly pinned curls, hidden under a lengthy lace veil. She walked down the aisle between the rows of chairs and she was looking at Hayden and Hayden was looking back at her and Shane felt the whole room tilt slightly toward them.
Shane had seen Hayden in moments of absolute triumph. Standing on the ice while hats rained down, or in a dressing room after an overtime win, ecstatic and proud and drunk on victory, or in the relief of a goal that broke a ten-game slump. He had never seen Hayden look at anyone the way he looked at Jackie right now.
The justice of the peace was brief and competent. The vows were the standard ones. Hayden's voice was steady all the way through, which Shane had not been certain of. Jackie's was too. When Hayden said I do he said it like answering a question he'd already decided on months ago, which Shane supposed was accurate. When Jackie said it she was already crying, which made two of her aunts cry, which made Hayden's mother cry, and then it was done, and they kissed, and the room broke into applause.
Shane clapped. He kept his face composed. He looked at the back of the room where the couple had retreated. Hayden had his hands on Jackie's face and his face close to hers and was saying something that wasn't for the room.
The couple left to take portraits, and Shane went with them. His presence was required for the formal configurations, standing against the wood-paneled walls of the hotel corridor while the photographer shuffled them around, squinting into the flashbulbs, holding his shoulders straight beside Hayden while Jackie's train was arranged over the commercial carpet. He smiled when he was told to smile and stood where he was told to stand, aware the entire time of Ilya sitting on a vinyl chair near the coat check down the hall watching the machinery of a Canadian wedding rotate around him.
When the family groupings started and the photographer finally waved the rest of the wedding party away, Shane felt the wool of his suit sticking to his back. He caught Gilles's eye, gave a brief, upward jerk of his chin toward the elevators, and broke away from the hallway to check them in and freshen up before the reception began.
The corridor was a long T-shape. Gilles had taken his own key and headed down to the far western end, settling into a room that opened to a view of the exit stairwell, while Shane and Ilya's keys belonged to the two doors side by side at the eastern turn.
Shane unlocked his door. The room was a nauseating seafoam green. He set his bag on the luggage rack, unbuttoned his jacket, and went to the mirror to adjust his tie. He had just turned on the cold tap to wash the glare of the flashbulbs from his eyes when he heard the faint, muffled sound of movement from the other side of the wall, and then, a knock on the connecting door between them.
He opened it.
Ilya was on the other side in his shirt, his jacket already over the back of the chair, looking at the two rooms. "Connecting," he said.
"Yeah."
The corner of Ilya's mouth twitched upward. "Maybe I leave my side unlocked tonight."
Shane looked at him. He was still holding the memory of a conversation with Scott Hunter in Edmonton, the distance between them that had not apparently been enough. "We need to be more careful," he said. "No more hotels. Someone will hear us."
Ilya considered this. "You will need to be quieter," he said.
Shane glared at him. Ilya smirked back. 
"We have to go back down," Shane deflected.
"I know," Ilya said. He didn't move immediately. Then he picked up his jacket from the chair and put it on, working the buttons. He glanced in the mirror and adjusted his collar. "The door is unlocked," he said, without looking at Shane. "In case you want to visit."
He went back through to his side and pulled the connecting door shut.
The room was converting itself from ceremony to reception, chairs being shifted, the bar opening at the far end, when Ilya appeared at Shane's elbow and said, "I know why the wedding is such a rush." He leaned in conspiratorially. "Jackie is pregnant."
Shane stared at him. "Why would you say that?"
"Her tits are much bigger than before," Ilya said, his voice entirely conversational and far too loud. "I see this with the wife of my brother."
"Keep your voice down," Shane hissed, the words coming out in a rush as he looked over his shoulder. "And don't say that word here."
Ilya frowned slightly. "J.J. said it is the correct word for the front."
"I am going to have a talk with J.J. about all the words he's teaching you. Don't say it."
Realization dawned across Ilya's face. "You knew this!" he said, looking offended. "You knew and you keep this secret!"
"Hayden asked me not to tell anyone."
Ilya appeared irritated, but then Hayden appeared beside them. Ilya's expression immediately shifted. 
"Very good job," Ilya said. "I mean this. Jackie will be a good mother, and you will be there also."
"Did you tell him?" Hayden scowled at Shane, incensed. 
"Jackie's che—" Ilya said.
"Rozanov," Shane cut in, grabbing the lapel of Ilya's jacket a little too quickly. "He figured it out."
Ilya ignored the hand, looking at Hayden directly. "You will be good at this. Much better than you are at hockey." He nodded across the room at Jackie. "She will be also. This is obvious."
Hayden stared at him, unblinking. The utter bewilderment at the phrase faded into something else as the actual weight of Ilya's words landed. 
"I think he means it as a compliment," Shane said. "Normal people say congratulations, but you know." 
"Yes, congratulations," Ilya replied, rolling his eyes at Shane.
"Right. I'm going to go save Jackie from her cousins," he replied, and drifted away.
The hockey players had found the bar within twenty minutes of the room converting to the reception. Comeau was holding court with a story from the playoffs two years back with Gagnon and Drapeau. Ilya was among them, chatting animatedly with J.J., a cocktail in hand. He was in the hunter green suit. The shirt underneath was a crisp white, a sharp backdrop for the abstract gold-and-burgundy geometric silk tie that did something to his eyes that Shane had noticed and was sure he'd be thinking about later. He had dressed in Shane's room that morning, which had stopped being unusual enough to comment on. Shane, nursing a beer in his own navy suit and simple dark tie, remembered sitting on the edge of the bed and watching Ilya work on the knot of that geometric tie twice in the mirror before getting it right; Ilya had glanced at him in the reflection and said what? and Shane had said nothing and that had been that. What he had wanted to say is where do you get the bravery to stand out?
The hotel staff began pulling shut the heavy pastel drapery, cutting off the winter afternoon light and signaling the move to the dinner tables. Shane let himself be swept along with the rest of the team toward a large round table near the dance floor, where the place cards assigned him to a seat directly next to Ilya.
The master of ceremonies tapped the microphone at the edge of the stage, sending a brief ring of feedback through the room before bellowing the names of the newlyweds over the sound system. The ballroom erupted as Hayden and Jackie came through the double doors, the room immediately clinking water glasses with their forks to demand a kiss before the couple even reached their seats. Jackie was laughing as Hayden steered her toward the head table under the flashing lights, while the members of the live wedding band clapped from behind their instruments. Once the grand entrance applause damped down and the room settled into the low din of clattering silverware, the dinner service officially began. 
The first course was a potage that arrived in shallow bowls, and Shane had been picking at it when J.J. leaned across the table toward Ilya and said, "You ever think about it? Settle down? Get married? Stop screwing your way across Montreal?" he teased.
Ilya looked up from his bowl. He considered the question seriously. "Yes," he said. "I would have been told to find a wife. Probably this year, if I had stayed. It was expected. Settled soldier with stable family. Probably daughter of someone my father knew." He turned his spoon in the bowl. "But also, yes, I thought I would have this." He gazed wistfully at the front of the room, where Hayden and Jackie were at their sweetheart table with their heads bent together. "A wife. Children. A daughter, maybe. I have imagined this." 
J.J. nodded. "We are still young," he said.
"Yes," Ilya said. "Plenty of time."
He said it without looking at Shane. There was no reason to look at Shane. It was a conversation between two men at a wedding about the ordinary path of a life, and Shane was not part of the conversation. Shane stared at his soup. He ate another spoonful and reached for the salt. He looked at the room, the band tuning up at the far end, Jackie's aunts convening near the bar, someone's little cousin weaving between the tables, and kept his face in the gentle smile that was appropriate for occasions like this. He thought about the word daughter.
He had known Ilya's answer before J.J. asked, learning it through accumulation and attention rather than being told, like he knew most things about Ilya by now. Hearing it at a table in Drummondville with the potage going cold in his bowl was different. Sitting three feet away from Ilya while Ilya described the life he had always expected to have meant sitting three feet away from everything Shane was keeping him from. Shane didn't mean to keep him from that life, but the intent didn't matter. Ilya had come to Canada and in the time that followed, in the condo, in the kitchen, in the dark on a couch with the television off, he had moved in a direction that did not go toward a wife and a daughter. Shane was the direction he had moved in, and Ilya didn't fully know that yet, and J.J. certainly didn't know it.
A daughter. Ilya had thought about a daughter. Probably one with golden curls and a straight nose and full lips, who loved to skate and dance and wear bright colors. Shane had never let himself think about it directly. He couldn't imagine it with Rose. He had never been able to imagine it with anyone. There was no possible future in which Shane Hollander stood at the front of a room like this one and waited for someone to come through the door, and he had known this in some deep, dark part of his brain since he was fifteen years old and had been avoiding it ever since.
Ilya glanced at him. The split-second flick of the eyes, registering Shane's posture and moving on. He reached for the bread basket and passed it across without being asked.
"Have bread," Ilya said. "It is good."
Shane took a piece and set it on the side of his bowl and did not eat it. Ilya took two more pieces and ate them quickly, and refilled his soup bowl when the server came around. Somewhere behind them the band played the opening bars of something with too much accordion, and Jackie's mother laughed at something one of her sisters said, and the wedding continued around them, indifferent to what was sitting in Shane's chest.
During dinner, Comeau was loud at the far end of the table, his laugh carrying over the speeches, his glass reliably full. Shane wasn't alarmed yet, just watching, waiting for the pattern to be something he'd have to address.
The speeches were good. Jackie's father went first, gripping the microphone with a slightly trembling hand as he welcomed everyone in a thick French-Canadian accent, toggling between tracking his daughter's childhood milestones and staring at the bottles of L'Auberge wine on the nearest tables. The Maid of Honor, Jackie's roommate, delivered a beautiful and funny story that involved a terrible 1986 hair-perming disaster, and how Hayden had been utterly terrified the first time he met the family. Hayden's own speech, thanking everyone for coming, was short and genuine, and then they were back to dinner.
Hayden had asked him, as best man, if he wanted to say something. Shane said he'd think about it, when really what he wanted to say was absolutely not. When the moment came and went without the master of ceremonies introducing him, the relief that went through him was palpable. He would have done it. He could have managed a few sentences about friendship and brotherhood and what Hayden meant to him. He simply didn't want to stand up in front of everyone and talk about love, because he wouldn't have been able to do it without looking at Ilya at some point, and he had no idea what it would look like when he did. 
The food was plentiful and traditional, wrapping up with the hotel staff clearing away the remnants of the cream-sauce chicken, refilling coffee cups for dessert and bringing out tiny squares of white cake. By seven-thirty, the master of ceremonies turned the floor over to the live band. The feedback hummed for a brief second as the guitars kicked in, and the lights dimmed for the first dance. Hayden and Jackie moved slowly, rocking back and forth to the beat for a few minutes until the song ended.
"He is not a good dancer," Ilya remarked. 
"He did fine," Shane shot back. 
After the first dance, the band shifted into a lively folk tune. Jackie's father crossed the floor to his daughter with a crisp hundred-dollar bill between his fingers. He produced a pin from somewhere and attached it to the bodice of her dress, and then spun her around once.  The room began to applaud and a line started to form.
"The money dance," Shane said, seeing Ilya's interest in the proceedings. "You pay to dance with the bride."
"Yes, we have games like this also," Ilya said. "No pins. Sweeping up money, or hiding it on her plate. Same idea."
Ilya watched with amusement as one of Jackie's uncles, next in line, pinned a bill carefully below her shoulder, spinning her around a few times. In only a few minutes, Jackie's dress was starting to glitter with colorful notes, clusters down the bodice and one sleeve, growing denser with every twirl. Ilya got in line. 
He pinned twenty dollars onto Jackie's sleeve, kissing her hand. Then he gave her a single spin, and said something that made her laugh.
"What did you say to her?" Shane asked, when he returned. 
"I told her if she split the money with me I would help her escape." Ilya looked entirely pleased with himself. 
Afterwards, the dance floor filled almost instantly. Jackie's aunts had claimed the territory nearest the band, their high heels clicking as they moved to the music, leaving the hockey players to cluster back toward the bar.
Ilya danced. Shane had seen him sway at clubs while he was trying to meet women, a loose movement designed to blend in, but this was different. This was dancing. He watched from the edge of the floor as Jackie's sister led Ilya into the sweating, swirling center of a set carré. The traditional folk music was fast, driven by the rhythmic, percussive stomp of the band leader's boots on the stage, and Ilya went with it, tracking the pattern with intense concentration. By the second pass through the formation, he caught the timing perfectly, pivoting his massive frame with fluid elegance that made an aunt say something in sharp French, prompting a wave of approving laughter from the women around her.
Then it was Shane's turn. Jackie's sister dragged him out by the hand during a fast pop cover, and Shane went because the alternative was standing alone like a prop. While Ilya moved with an innate, sweeping grace, Shane looked like he was keeping a strict, mathematical tally of the beat. His steps were precisely on time, but they were tentative and halting. He held his hands at a polite, awkward distance, nodding a stiff rhythm to the girl in front of him, tracking the perimeter of the room to make sure he wasn't about to back into an aunt. When the song mercifully ended, he retreated to the edge of the floor, his heart hammering harder from the sheer awkward self-consciousness of it than it ever did during a third period.
The drinks were flowing and the room was a blur, but Ilya moved through it like he was reading lanes on the ice. It was effortless, physical, and completely mesmerizing. He twirled one of the defensemen's wives with a crisp, snapping rotation, then Sullivan's girlfriend, before sweeping Jackie herself onto the floor for one high-energy track, a real dance, not the single twirl from before.
The silk of his tie caught the light as he spun the bride, his shirt slightly damp at the collar, completely unbothered by the chaos of the room. Hayden stood beside Shane at the perimeter, nursing a drink as they watched the new Mrs. Pike laugh.
Hayden shook his head and said, "Can he be bad at something, just once?"
"Social cues?" Shane supplied, his eyes tracking the line of Ilya's jaw as he guided Jackie through a final turn.
"Yeah," Hayden said, taking a slow sip. "Maybe that."
The high-energy folk tunes and pop covers eventually bled into a slower rotation, but Comeau's volume had been climbing all evening to compensate. By nine, he was leaning heavily against the bar with no particular companion, his face turned squarely toward the center of the dance floor. Shane thought he was watching Ilya, tracking him with that weird intensity Shane had been half-convinced he was seeing for months. But then, Shane couldn't be entirely sure if that was what he was actually seeing, or if he was just projecting his own hyper-vigilant tracking onto everyone else. Maybe Comeau was just drunk, staring blankly into the middle distance at nothing at all, and Shane was simply inventing a look that wasn't there. He watched them anyway, stepping near a mirrored column to keep both of them in his line of sight, intensely self-conscious of the fact that, either way, he was the one who couldn't stop looking. 
The hotel staff wheeled out the buffet de minuit at eleven, cold cuts, rolls, and a chafing dish that smelled like tourtière, and the room predictably redistributed itself toward the food and away from the dance floor. In the sudden, multi-directional drift of wool suits and clattering plates, Shane lost track of Ilya. He knew Ilya would be descending on the food, but then, he wasn't there. 
He forced his way through a conversation with Hayden's cousin, nodding at the right intervals while his gaze frantically scanned the room over his shoulder. Ilya wasn't at J.J.'s table, or the buffet line, or the bar, or—anywhere. The sudden, suffocating vacuum stole his breath before he could fully process the room's geography. Ice flooded his stomach, sharp and visceral. Where was he? 
Then his eyes whipped back to the bar, and the realization that Comeau was missing too congealed the cold into something worse and more immediate. His heart slammed against his ribs. The hyper-vigilance he'd been fighting all night shattered into fight-or-flight urgency. 
He was already moving toward the back corridor, his legs wooden and uncooperative with dread, when he heard it. It was Comeau's voice, but it was deep and gruff, shouting a raw, slurred bark of sudden pain and furious shock that echoed loudly through the closed door. Gilles appeared behind Shane, having followed him in his panic.
Shane's hand was inches from the handle when the door to the men's room flung open and Comeau stumbled through it, one hand clutched over his nose and fresh, dark blood smearing his lip.
His expression when he saw Shane was instantaneous. The calculation visible, the rapid construction of a story that he would repeat to the guys, to the coaches, again and again. Shane looked at him, his own breath shallow and rattling in his throat. Comeau pushed past and out into the room.
The door opened again. Ilya came through it, his face neatly composed, his right hand at his side. Their eyes met.
"We should go," Ilya said.
Shane found Comeau one more time, standing near the bar again, blotting his nose. The story was already assembling. A narrative where Ilya was the problem, where it had come from nowhere, where Comeau had simply been standing there. It was always going to be that story with a man like Comeau. Someday, the full accounting would come due and Shane would handle it when it did, but not tonight, not here.
"Yes," Shane said. "We should."
He put his hand at Ilya's back—just two seconds, the same gesture as the mall, the same instinct, except this time he knew exactly what it was and did it anyway. They walked toward the elevator. Behind them the wedding continued, the band playing something slow now. Shane pressed the button and the doors opened and they stepped in and the noise of the reception disappeared behind them.
The elevator doors slid shut. Shane turned sharply to Gilles.
"Where were you?" Shane demanded, his voice low but vibrating. 
Gilles kept his eyes fixed on the illuminated floor numbers. "Doing my job." 
"He was in there with Comeau for—"
"I was outside the door," Gilles said. His voice was flat, the tone of a man who had already run the accounting and was not interested in running it again for Shane's benefit. "I heard it. I was moving."
"Not fast enough."
Gilles glared at him then, his gaze frosty and unblinking. "You want me to follow him in there? Watch him take a piss?" He let the silence hang for a beat. "He wasn't alone for more than two minutes." 
"Two minutes was enough."
"Shane," Ilya said.
Shane whipped his head around. 
"Is fine," Ilya said. The tone was even, cold, deciding the argument was over. "This is not his fault." 
Gilles had gone back to watching the floor numbers like he had won an argument and was too professional to show it. The elevator stopped at four and they exited without another word.
The corridor was empty. Shane unlocked his door. Ilya unlocked his. They went into their respective rooms without a word.
Shane sat on the edge of the bed in the seafoam green room and stared at the connecting door. He stood, crossed the carpet, and pushed it open.
Ilya was sitting on his bed in his shirt, jacket over the chair, shoes off, his geometric tie loosened around his unbuttoned collar. He looked up. 
"What happened?" Shane said, leaning against the door frame.
Ilya flexed his fingers, the knuckles on his right already scuffed and darkening into a violent red. "Comeau followed me to the bathroom." A pause. "Drunk. He asked me to suck his dick. He said he knows I do it." His mouth tightened. "And then he put his hand on me. I was not thinking when I punched him."
"He put his hand on you."
"Yes, here," he gestured to his groin. 
The words Comeau had been using in the corridor, always deniable, and then the same word in a bathroom with his hand where it was, the hypocrisy of it so complete. He called Ilya pédale in public and then cornered him in private. The laugh. Shane thought about the laugh most of all.
"I wanted him to not touch me," Ilya said.
Shane crossed the room and sat down on the bed beside him. Close enough that their shoulders touched. Ilya did not move away. Ilya rolled his right hand open against his thigh and flexed the knuckles, like he was confirming the hand still worked. The skin was tightening already, going dark with the growing bruise.
"He cannot say anything," Ilya said. "About why."
"No," Shane said. "He will make something up."
Ilya stared at the wall. He was processing. Shane watched him do it and said nothing and kept his shoulder where it was.
After a while Ilya said, "He said other things too. Before. At the bar. He said he knew what I did with men. He used the word—he talked about who gets fucked, how it works, like he was explaining a joke to the guys." A short, humorless exhale. "He was wrong. He does not know. But he said it like he knew."
Shane sat very still. The image of Comeau at the reception bar, leaning in with a wet smirk, tossing those words around while the band played in the background at his best friend's wedding, turned into something heavy and sickening in his stomach. He thought about asking and didn't, and then thought about not asking and found that worse.
"Do you?" he said. "Do that."
Ilya looked at him, like he'd been waiting to see if Shane would actually say it. "We have not," he said delicately. "You and I."
"I know. But have you? Before."
"Yes. Before. In Moscow," He turned to face Shane more fully. "I wish you were not asking because of Comeau."
"We've never talked about it and we need to." Shane heard how that sounded, the captain register creeping in, and softened it. "I'm not trying to make this about him. I just—I don't know what we haven't done because we haven't gotten there, and what we haven't done because neither of us has said anything."
Ilya was quiet. "I do not want to make you talk before you are ready," he said. 
"But you want to."
"Yes. Very much. With you."
They sat with that, the admission doing something to the air in the room. Shane considered the health unit posters in English and French that had gone up around the city over the past few years, the ones in the Forum's washrooms that nobody talked about but everybody had read at least once.
"I need to think about it," Shane said, his voice dropping, the phrase hanging in the small space between their shoulders, "I want to be careful." 
"Yes," Ilya said. "Obviously." He said it like the obviousness should have been assumed, which embarrassed Shane slightly, though he didn't regret saying it plainly. "I have done too much to be stupid now."
"Okay."
"Okay," Ilya echoed. "It is not going to get easier."
"No," Shane said. "It's not." He threw his arm around Ilya. "I'm going to get ice for your hand."
"No, stay," he kissed Shane. "Stay."
"Okay," Shane whispered back. The lamp went out, Ilya's hand, reaching back without looking, and in the dark Shane found the back of his neck and pulled him in, and Ilya came without resistance. Ilya's tongue moved against his, his hands arranging Shane's face, tilting it where he wanted it. Shane allowed himself to be arranged. Ilya pressed him back against the pillows and slid a hand between them, working Shane's belt open while his breath went uneven. He took Shane into his mouth, but then, he shifted two fingers back, pressing, tapping on his hole. Shane stilled. 
Ilya stopped, meeting his gaze. "Only fingers," he said gently. "Nothing else."
Shane exhaled, nodding. Ilya worked slowly. One finger, then two, reading the resistance, adjusting when he needed to. Then he took Shane into his mouth at the same time, and Shane's hand clenched the sheets. Ilya curled his fingers on the next thrust and Shane's hips came off the bed entirely, a sharp exhale of pleasure wrenched out of him before he could contain it. 
"Quieter, milyi," Ilya mumbled.
Shane bit down on his own wrist. Ilya did it again anyway, watching him from below, and Shane's spine arched and he said something that wasn't a word, muffled against his own skin. Ilya stayed there, working both at once until Shane's thighs shook, until he finished with his head pressed back into the pillow and Ilya's name somewhere in his throat that he didn't let out.
After, when his pulse had come back down to something manageable, Shane pushed himself up. Ilya was still dressed. He undid Ilya's trousers and held his cock in his hand first, holding the weight of him, watching Ilya's head tip back. Then he bent and took him into his mouth.
Ilya exhaled hard through his nose. Shane found the pace that made Ilya's thighs tense, that pulled the breath out of him in short controlled intervals. Ilya said his name once, low, in a voice that Shane only heard at night, when they were like this, and Shane felt a hand tangle in his hair and go tight. He didn't pull away. He held on, swallowed, and stayed there a moment longer than he needed to, his forehead against Ilya's hip. Ilya placed a hand under his jaw and drew him up. He kissed him slowly, tasting himself in Shane's mouth without any concern about it, his thumb moving along Shane's cheekbone.
Ilya pulled him close and held him there, one arm across his chest, his chin against the top of Shane's head.
"I cannot feel his hand anymore," Ilya said, after a while. "Where he touched me. Now I only feel you."
Shane didn't say anything. He pressed his hand flat against Ilya's sternum and felt his heartbeat coming down. Outside, February pressed against the glass and several floors below them Hayden and Jackie were dancing and none of it was present in any meaningful way.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Lots to talk about today.
1. I love my beta readers.
A million thank yous as always to my phenomenal beta reader  Aphantastical  for their tireless constructive criticism and kindly pointing out the inconsistencies in my logic (I don't know how spies think). Thank you to   WholeKittenCaboodle with the extremely detailed copy editing, catching so many tiny silly errors.

2. Hiatus?
As an aside, I am on vacation for the month of July. At the moment, it appears like there will still be new work from me while I am away. I have been working hard to make sure that there will still be updates as I am able. I was certain that summer would mean more time for writing, and it has, for the most part, but my writing and uploading schedule has become a little wonky. I'm still here. I'm still writing. I'll try to get you updates as soon as I can, but I don't want to compromise the quality!

3. Series Status
You may also notice that this is now listed as a series(!!). In a few weeks (mid-July), I'll begin posting the (much, much shorter than this monster) story of Scott and Kip's NYC life that takes place at the same time this story is occurring. The best way to know about that is to subscribe to the series  here, or subscribe to me as an author  here. I'm very excited about it, but please, please mind the tags when I post it. It is NOT required reading for the rest of this fic to make sense, but much like the canon books, adds in some context that makes scenes richer.

4. Context Notes:
Beaulieu makes a comment that a phone tap takes less than two minutes. For someone at this time with a copper landline (normal), it would have taken less than fifteen seconds if you had access to a phone inside the house. Wild stuff. It was one throwaway line that I spent over an hour reading about.

The wedding. Located right off Highway 20 in Drummondville, the Hôtel Universel was THE mid-tier destination for regional events, weddings, and hockey tournaments in the late 1980s. The dusty rose color palette, wood-paneled walls, and commercial seafoam carpeting are as period-accurate as I could find for Quebec hospitality style at the time. I could have described a wedding for hundreds of pages. 80s wedding pageantry is so fascinating to me. Jackie would have had an enormous dress, which is ivory in this case because she’s pregnant and I’m certain someone would have said something about that (eye-roll).

In addition to typical pop music, the wedding would have had a live band that played French-Canadian square dances, which can be seen in this chapter. The Maid of Honor's joke about a perm hits the peak of the home perm craze of the mid-to-late 80s. Jackie absolutely would have used a Lilt and Toni kit to try it herself at home, then she would have spent the late 80s dealing with the frizzy, brittle grow-out phase.

There almost certainly would have been a dollar dance called La Quête. Ilya makes a comment about them having something similar in the Soviet Union, which is also true. In the late-Soviet era, wedding money games were serious financial planning masked as comedy. Because consumer goods were scarce and a young couple couldn't just go to a department store with a bridal registry, cash was the only appropriate gift. There were games like stuffing cash into baby booties to vote on their first child's gender, or forcing the bride to sweep coins and bills off the floor while guests kicked them away.

Y’all know I love talking about food and I wasn’t able to cram as many food facts into the actual chapter as I would have liked. Seriously, the wedding scenes were getting out of hand. Before the main meal, guests would be hitting a bar with beer, wine, hard liquor, and a massive punch bowl filled with ginger ale, juice, sherbet, and rum. Dinner itself would have started with a classic creamy potage or yellow split pea soup before moving to chicken in a rich cream sauce with peas served with carafes of sweet, domestic wine right on the tables. For dessert, alongside the rigid royal icing of the vanilla wedding cake, guests would gorge on cake baked in maple syrup and sugar pies. The midnight buffet featuring tourtière (meat pie) is a deeply entrenched wedding tradition. Because Quebec weddings often involve heavy drinking and hours of intense dancing, serving a massive spread of cold cuts, rolls, and hot tourtière right around 11:00 PM or midnight was practically required to keep the party going until dawn.

I love you all. Thank you for reading. I will see you in comments, even if I can't respond to them all. ❤️


  


      

  












      Chapter 30: Reckoning
  


    Chapter Summary

    If he has his way, Ilya is never going to play on a line with Comeau again.



    Chapter Notes

      Chapter Warnings (minimal spoilers, I think)Aftermath of Ilya's assault by Comeau.
The use of the outdated term "suicide" to describe the athletic drill, not self-harm.
Comeau is his own warning at this point.
Period-typical swears, slurs, and homophobic language throughout the chapter, but not gratuitously, and a small amount of physical violence.
Super dialogue-heavy, this one. Sorry!

I know I have been posting other things (all pre-written), but thanks for your patience waiting for this one. This was my first really meaningful break since I started writing fics again. I want to assure you that nothing is going to be abandoned. There's no concern about that. I love your excitement about this work, and it fills my cup so much, but it is a huge time commitment. I hope you can see the amount of work and care that goes into this. I have a real life, with obligations, and a family, and a job, and sometimes the updates will be slower. I'm very quick, but writing the first draft usually takes somewhere in the neighborhood of eight or ten hours per chapter, plus time for any new research or fact-checking, then editing and redrafting on top of that. Just something to keep in mind.
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  Reckoning (noun)

	The act of settling accounts, adding up what is owed.

	A long-overdue punishment, arriving too late. 

	A bloody collision in a hallway after months of coping.


Example: "I was only thinking about me. Selfish. That is the word. Enough people were hurt by me." — February, 1989
Theriault had the lines up on the whiteboard. Another switch. Ilya was being returned to the second unit. It was totally reasonable under any other circumstances. They had a playoff push to make now, and they needed three strong lines, if not all four, instead of just one outlandishly impeccable one. Ilya didn’t want to switch out his line. He was doing just fine with Hollander, even if he understood why moving him made sense. The main consolation is that he'd get to play center again, which he greatly preferred.
It was Thibault-Rozanov-Comeau. Ilya saw it and felt the floor fall out from under him. He should have expected it. It was the decision that any sane coach would have made. Stark names in black, as if the dark print could hide what happened over the weekend. Ilya laced up and didn't speak to anyone, because he had already decided how he wanted to handle this.
He had thought, walking into the room that day, that ignoring Comeau would be the hardest part of it. It turned out to be one of the easiest. The tough part was that it required him to be deliberately bad at the sport he had dedicated his life and sanity to being the best in. The drill, Comeau on his wing, required Ilya to know where he was at all times, and he did. He was an expert at playing to perfection. It was done through dozens of practices’ worth of repetition until he knew his patterns perfectly. In his head, he knew exactly where Comeau would be eight strides from now, and he needed to override it at every moment. It was a separate act, laid over the top of the skating and the skill itself, like watching a spider crawl across his hand and choosing not to flinch. 
Comeau called for a pass on their first shift on the ice, and Ilya didn’t send it. He had the puck, the lane was wide open, and he had every reason to pass it to Comeau. Instead, he carried it himself and completely lost it. Genaud, arguably their worst defenseman, plucked it right off of him. No goal. No victory. He went back to the bench and sat down.
“What the fuck was that?” Comeau spat from two seats down. 
Ilya didn’t answer. He didn’t even look at Comeau at all. He had decided, somewhere between Comeau’s hand groping him roughly in the bathroom and this minute, that Comeau didn’t exist in any variation of reality that he was willing to participate in. There was no way Ilya would acknowledge his presence as a teammate, much less a person. Maintaining that discipline, however, was much easier said than done. He would pay for it later, one way or another. He felt the stiffness in his jaw, held so tight his molars started to ache, his lip trying to twitch up into a sneer. Shane stared at him every instant he wasn’t also consumed with drills, hoping, perhaps, that Ilya would acknowledge him. He did not. He could not.
The practice continued like that. Comeau open on the wing, Ilya finding any other possible option instead, including one play that put two defensemen on him and ended catastrophically. Comeau kept screeching his name, begging him to send the puck. Then he gave up, growing more irritated and sharper by the second. Ilya kept his face expressionless, precisely how he had trained it to be in rooms much more difficult and unpleasant than this one, in front of worse assholes than Comeau. Ilya let the part of him that wanted to slash a stick across Comeau’s collarbone sit dormant, available if he needed it later. On a give-and-go practice, Comeau planted himself directly in Ilya’s path, expecting him to turn the puck over, but Ilya skated around him as if he were a pylon. The skin on the nape of his neck flared hot, and he could feel the sweat beading along his forehead when he did it, but he did it anyway. 
“Rozanov,” Theriault’s voice was piercing. “The fuck are you doing? You’ve got a winger. Use him.”
Ilya skated the next drill without using him at all. 
Ten minutes later, Comeau seemed to finally realize that this wasn’t about hockey. “Hey cocksucker,” he shot, getting in front of Ilya, breathing hard. He was close enough that Ilya could smell his sour, rancid mouthguard. “I’m talking to you.”
Ilya let his eyes glaze over and waited for the whistle to start the next drill. If he had learned anything from his father, it was this. How to exist in the same room with officers he did not respect. Eyes that passed through rather than looked at anything. It worked on Comeau how it worked in Moscow. Ilya felt the flush of helpless fury rising in his face, but remained solid. He would not respond. He was not going to give in. It would only work if he remained strong.
“What’s your fucking problem?” Comeau shoved Ilya’s shoulder, trying to force a response by any means necessary. That did it. He couldn’t contain the rising anymore. His hand shot out, just like it had at Hayden’s wedding, and laid into Comeau's face. It wasn’t particularly hard. It didn’t even draw blood, but Comeau’s head snapped sideways and his glove came up to his nose by reflex. He went to raise his own fist to Ilya, but before he could, Theriault cut it off with a whistle. 
“Line up. Goal line. Drop the sticks.”
The groan went around the rink immediately. Every player recognized what it sounded like when you pissed off a coach just enough that now the entire room had to pay for it equally. Hayden lined up beside Ilya, his lips thinned into a tight, white line. J.J. was on his other side, his shoulders squared.
“I hope you know what you’re doing,” he mumbled so only Ilya could hear.
Ilya nodded. “I do.”
“Do you run suicides in the USSR?”
“What?” 
He didn’t have time to hear J.J.’s explanation when it started. Theriault's whistle sent them off the goal line to the near blue line and back, then to center and back, then the far blue line and back, then the length of the ice and back, each leg longer than the last and no rest between them, the whole line stopping hard enough at every mark to leave skate grooves in the paint before reversing. 
Yes. Ilya recognized this. Chelnóchny beg. Shuttle runs. He skated the first one, pouring all that useless, murderous rage straight into the growing burn in his thighs. He understood what this was in every language. Skating until his legs failed was at least familiar. It was a punishment he could wrap his brain around. The feel of Comeau’s hand on him in Drummondville had returned as soon as they were in the same room, and he would rather skate until he was sick than think about that for one instant longer.
They skated and skated until LaChance went to the bench and began throwing up in severe, wracking retches into the trash can. Theriault, finally determining this was sufficient, said, “Rozanov. Your ass in my office, now. Comeau, get LaChance cleaned up.”
The rest of the line visibly relaxed as soon as he was off the ice, happy to be done paying for someone else’s argument. Ilya sat on the bench in the corridor only long enough to snap the guards onto his blades, fingers thick and slow from the cold and the exertion of the drill, then turned to walk the remaining distance to Theriault's office on rubber soles that still felt awkward after years on the ice. Ilya didn’t look at Comeau on their way to the tunnel, but Comeau kept running his mouth the entire time. 
"You're really fucking things up around here," Comeau said. "Keep this up and they'll ship you back to Russia. Bet you'd like that. Bet you'd fit right in over there."
Ilya kept walking. He had every intention to just keep walking. 
"I heard things are different in those gulags. A pretty boy like you ends up on his knees real quick or bent over a bench on the first night. I bet you’d love the attention."
Ilya’s head snapped around. He couldn’t help himself, the words tumbling out before he could stop them. “Oh, I am the one who loves it? Seems to me only one of us grabs dicks.”
Comeau’s fist connected with his jaw before he saw it coming, with a harsh, ugly crack that he felt in his teeth. Ilya whipped around and punched him without thinking about it at all, and the blood streamed out of Comeau’s nose instantly, staining his practice jersey. Shane was behind him before either could throw another punch.
“Enough, Rozanov. Let’s go.” He hauled Ilya bodily toward Theriault's office. Ilya let himself be hauled, the fight burning out of him as fast as it had arrived. Theriault was waiting at his desk when Shane pushed the door open, depositing Ilya into a chair.
“Out, Hollander,” he barked. 
“No,” Shane said, not so much sitting as planting his body. “I’m his captain. I’ll be staying.”
Theriault held his gaze before exhaling angrily through his nose.
“Fine,” he shot at Shane. “Rozanov. What the fuck is going on with you?”
Ilya and Shane shared a glance. Ilya’s eyes were pleading with Shane not to say it. Not to mention any of the things that had happened. Please don’t say that part of it out loud.
“I will not play with Comeau.”
“You’ll play the line I put you on,” Theriault snapped.
“Not if he is there.”
“You made that crystal clear to the entire team for nearly an hour. Give me a good reason, a real reason, and I’ll think about it. Otherwise, you need to get in line. I say play and you play, got it? You're an alternate. Fucking act like it."
Ilya felt the conversation quickly heading down a road that he had not prepared for. His English, reliable enough at this point, came apart under him. How do you explain what happened that night? The bar and the bathroom and a hand where no one but Shane should get to touch. The words queued in Russian first, and arrived in English clumsily and irregular, the consonants stumbling on his tongue.
“He did to me,” Ilya mumbled, his voice smaller than he meant for it to be.
“What did he do?” He could feel his face growing hot, even as he willed it to stop.
“I do not say the words for this. I am not playing with him. This is all.”
Theriault stared at him. He had assumed the answer here was simple, and was discovering it clearly was not. “Did he hurt you?”
“No.” That part was, at least, true and easy to say. “He did not. But he will not again because he will never be that close to me.”
“So did he hurt you, or didn’t he?” Ilya could only shake his head in response. "Hollander." Theriault turned on Shane instead, out of patience for getting anything more out of Ilya directly. "What the hell is happening here?" 
Shane held Ilya's eyes a second longer before he answered, the question underneath the question. Can I? He cleared his throat. “Can you get Beaulieu down here? Rozanov will talk to him."
"What?" It came out as a gruff snap. They were skating on thin ice, and Ilya did not care. 
"I think he's worried about what he's allowed to tell you," Shane said. "Beaulieu's a better judge of that than either of us." Ilya nodded in agreement, fast, grateful for an excuse that was also almost true.
Theriault studied the two of them, strongly appearing like he suspected he was being managed but decided, for now, to let it happen. "Fine. You've got ten minutes. Then I expect both of you back on that ice." He left the office without shutting the door fully behind him, which Ilya understood as his own kind of message. Privacy, but not very much of it. 
Beaulieu arrived in under five minutes. He took in the scene. Ilya’s jaw was swelling on one side, and Shane was now standing instead of sitting. He shut the door firmly behind himself.
“Start talking,” he said. 
Ilya did, words flying out of his mouth, stilted, before he could stop them. 
“At the wedding,” Ilya started, because it seemed like the only concrete place he could start. “Pike’s wedding. Comeau is with me in the bathroom.”
“Followed you, or already in there?”
“Followed.”
“What did he do?” 
Ilya’s jaw started working before the words came. “He put his hand on me, here.” He touched his own front, briefly, before dropping his hand. “I did not ask for this. He would not stop. I made him stop.”
“Did he say anything to you?”
“Yes, before, at the bar. Again, in the bathroom.” Ilya thought about softening his words, but decided against it. “Suck his dick. That I take it up the ass. I do not remember all the words. I did not know them all, but I know what he was saying.” He took a breath, then made himself finish the thought. “I will not play with him. We are on same line now. But I will not play with that man again.” 
“And the hallway, after the drill?”
"He followed me. Said I would be sent back to Russia. Maybe I would like to get fucked in the gulag. He does not even know what it is like in Soviet Union. He has no idea. None.” Ilya's voice strained further, the words arriving in the order he could manage rather than the order that sounded best. "I said something back. He knew what I meant. He hit me first. I hit him after." 
"What did you say to him? The exact words.” 
Ilya's English deserted him the second time around as completely as it had the first. "I said only one of us spends his time with his hand on another man." He could feel his own cheeks reddening. "I should not have said it where others could hear. I know this."
Ilya left out the rest. The parts that only belonged to him and Shane. The past few glorious weeks that had nothing to do with Comeau at all. He watched Beaulieu’s face for any sign that he could detect the careful omissions from the story. He hadn’t, or if he had, Beaulieu had decided it wasn’t his business this afternoon.
“Hollander, were you there?” Beaulieu asked. 
“I went to find him as soon as I noticed he wasn’t at the reception anymore. I didn’t see it happen.” 
“Gilles?” Beaulieu asked. Shane shook his head shortly. 
“I should have called you,” Shane admitted. “That’s on me.”
Beaulieu met his eyes, considering. “We’ll talk about that separately, a different time.” He turned to Ilya. “So you are insinuating that Comeau is a homosexual and that is why you will not work with him?”
“No.” Ilya said hotly, before the question could turn into something it wasn’t. “He touch me and I will not work with him for this. He can be gay alone all he wants. Not my business.”
“Okay. Comeau touched you. So you spent the morning trying to prove to the team that something happened without telling anyone what.”
“I did not ask for this to happen. Did not plan to hit him.”
“I assumed as much,” Beaulieu almost smiled. “Here’s what I will do. I’m telling Theriault that you are having a conflict with Comeau. It happened off the ice and the team doesn’t need the details. I’ll ask him to take my word on it and keep you two separate. He’ll be pissed off, probably at you more than me, but you’ll get your line change anyway, because I outrank him on exactly this kind of problem and he knows it. You get what you want. Comeau is going to have a conversation with me and the GM that he won’t enjoy. You are not to tell anyone else about this. No one. Got it?”
Ilya nodded. “But if he talks? To the others.”
“What else can he say?” Beaulieu straightened his coat and moved toward the door. “Get some ice on that jaw. It’s going to look rough, and you will certainly have your photo taken when we get to Chicago. I’ll handle the rest.”
He turned, grabbing the door handle, but then turned around. He exchanged a long look with Shane. “Hollander. I think we need to talk about Gilles.” 
Shane nodded, his fingers bunching in the fabric of the cuff of his practice jersey. Beaulieu swept out, the door clicking shut behind him with finality. Shane was studying Ilya after they were left alone. “You good?” he asked.
“No,” Ilya said. “But it is done.” 
He returned to the ice, popping the guards off, and went to finish the practice Theriault was owed. The line sheet on the whiteboard had been wiped and rewritten, Comeau's name moved down to the third unit. Sorenson and Girard were both printed above it in Theriault's blunt hand, pulled up to fill the spot Comeau had vacated, taking Thibault with him. Sorenson caught his eye across the circle and gave a short nod. Ilya nodded and let it be settled. 
Hayden cornered him later in the equipment room. "So you decked Comeau and got two guys promoted in the process," Hayden said. "Efficient afternoon." 
“I think so,” Ilya tried to say casually. It came out a little more fragile than he had intended. 
“Was this about that shit that went down at my wedding?”
“Drop it, Pike.”
“Jackie says hi.”
“You have a very good wife.”
“Don’t I know it.”
“Ilya is a very nice baby name.”
“Fuck off. Nothing that gets us any more suicides, please?”
“I will try not to.”
Ilya patiently waited for Shane so that they could leave. He had gone to find Beaulieu to discuss Gilles, whatever that meant. Ilya knew Hollander was still fired up that Gilles had let him into the bathroom on his own with Comeau, but Ilya appreciated the freedom. The alternative was someone breathing down his neck constantly, and who knew what they would find out when they did that. Or he could take Gilles. Blissfully ignorant, pointedly distant Gilles. 
Ilya was slumped in his stall when Shane came in.
“Is good?” Ilya asked.
“Fine,” Shane said. “Let’s go.” 
Ilya followed him into the hallway. “What did he tell you?”
“Nothing.”
“Shane.”
“It’s nothing.” He wasn’t looking at Ilya. “Not here.”
“When?”
“Later. Not here.”
Ilya studied the side of his face, seeing the strained composure as he kept his eyes facing away. “He told you not to tell me.”
Shane walked away.
“Shane,” Ilya followed him, keeping his voice as measured as possible. “It is my life.”
“It is.”
“Then you will tell me?”
“We’ll talk. Later." He picked up his bag and didn’t elaborate, so Ilya let that be the end of it for now. Ilya let him walk away.
They didn’t talk on the drive home. Ilya made macaroni and cheese from a box for dinner. He was waiting for Shane to complain about the deeply unhealthy nature of the dinner, but he surprisingly didn't say a word. Afterwards, Shane rinsed the dishes and loaded the dishwasher before he spoke to Ilya again. "Can I turn it on?" he asked.
"Is fine, Hollander. Just do it." Shane nodded and the dishwasher whirred to life with a loud rumbling noise. They went into the living room. Ilya sat on one end of the couch, with Shane on the other. Shane didn't look at him, choosing to study his hands intently instead.
“Talk, Hollander. Is about me.”
Shane sighed. “Okay. It’s Gilles. Beaulieu thinks he’s bad at his job. He’s a bad handler. Beaulieu thinks he’s skipping work when he should be with you. He was supposed to be there all the time. All the time. No breaks. That nastiness with Comeau shouldn’t have happened at all, because Gilles should have stopped it. Blocked off the bathroom so you could be alone or something.”
“And Beaulieu tells you that this is a secret?”
“He wants to manage it from his end. He thinks you'll be mad if you see that they're not on top of things as much as they should be. He doesn't want to look incompetent.”
Ilya's first thought was to snap at Shane. Incompetent. Ilya knew this word, in English and in Russian. некомпетентный. They should feel incompetent. He did not care for how decisions were being made about him, or how conversations were being had, without his input at all. But Ilya took Shane in from across the couch. Protective, loyal Hollander with his beautiful freckles and dark eyes that were trying so hard to maintain eye contact. He would not do anything with this information tonight, he decided. He would wait until he heard from Beaulieu directly, and then he would decide what to do with the anger that was gently simmering within his chest.
“Go to bed,” he said. Shane nodded and headed up the stairs. Ilya sat on the couch for nearly another hour, trying to figure out what to do with this information. He was comfortable with their arrangement now. He could go out to bars, or the gym, or the grocery. As long as he stuck with Hollander, everything was fine. It was only when Shane wasn’t there that it was a problem. And he could stay with Shane every day for the rest of his life without it being a problem for him. But was that fair to Shane, who hadn’t asked for his whole life to be disrupted by playing minder to Ilya? He considered heavily whether he should go to his own bed, and continue turning these ideas over, but decided against it. He would go be with Shane. They had a roadtrip coming that would guarantee at least one night apart.
Eventually, decision made, he turned off the lights and went to bed. Shane was already asleep, or at least doing a very good impression of it when Ilya crept into the room. Ilya lay down beside him as gently as he could, trying not to disturb his sleeping form. After only a moment, Shane rolled over, curling into his body, one hand splaying across Ilya's chest. Ilya didn’t move it, and soon found himself drifting into sleep. That night he dreamed of men with gray suits and blank faces speaking Russian, dragging him into the trunk of a car while he screamed for Shane, but Shane didn't come. He woke5 in a cold sweat.
The flight to Chicago left from Dorval Thursday afternoon, the team's plane idling on the tarmac at the private terminal while their bags went through the customs line. Ilya had stopped finding the procedure either interesting or stressful, and now saw it as mostly an inconvenience. Gilles was on this flight, as well as a younger man Ilya didn't recognize. The new man had handled his documents, and then sat three rows behind him on the plane. He stared at Ilya nearly the entire flight, not reading or even looking out the window. His eyes scanned the cabin with the unpracticed attentiveness of someone new enough to the job that he hadn't yet learned to relax into. Ilya noticed the additional person whose entire job seemed to be watching him and did not ask about it, tucking it away next to the look that had passed between Shane and Beaulieu at the office door earlier. If this was the level of scrutiny he was going to face now, he didn't want it.
Shane sat with Hayden a few rows up, the two of them already deep in conversation about the upcoming trade deadline and who they thought was at risk, compared to who wasn’t. Shane considered himself safe, of course, and the team would be stupid to trade Hayden at this stage, so it was a fairly safe, if somewhat gossipy conversation. Ilya wasn't worried. Montreal wouldn't get rid of him for any reason short of committing a war crime.
Ilya had a row alone and was grateful no one had tried to sit next to him, although he knew his scowl was doing a lot of the heavy lifting there. He was happy to have a little time on his own to think. They were heading to play Chicago, and that meant potentially seeing Vanya. He didn’t know for certain if they would be close enough to each other at all, much less if they would be able to talk. But god did he hope so, if only to be able to speak candidly in Russian for even the shortest conversation. Ilya was grateful for last summer and Vadim’s agreement to their English-only rules. It was what he had needed at the time, with complete dedication to improving his English. But now he missed being able to speak quickly, freely, expressing complex words and thoughts. Here, he frequently felt like a caveman. He wanted to see Polyakov and joke with him. Talk with him about Moscow. Feel a tiny touch of home, for just a moment.
He was not confident that he would get the chance. He had watched two more of Vanya’s games on television. Vanya seemed thinner and slower than Ilya remembered. The commentary was still unkind, as it had been during his debut. Looks like the Steel is regretting signing this player. Ilya had wanted to put his fist through the screen, but had sat stoically on the couch next to Shane instead. By that third game, Vanya was given limited ice time and looked no more comfortable than he had during his first game. It seemed more likely that he would be stuck on the bench for most of the game, certainly while Ilya was playing. His coach wouldn't send his line out when it was all but guaranteed that he would be outmatched.
Ilya was lost in his thoughts at cruising altitude when J.J. appeared in the aisle with a deck of cards, looking hopeful. “We’re short a player. Gagnon’s pretending to sleep, the coward.”
“I do not know this game,” Ilya said. It wasn't a lie. He often saw the boys playing cards on the plane, but had yet to be invited in. Shane never seemed to partake.
“Seven Card Stud, mon gars. I’ll teach you,” J.J. grinned. “Easy money for the rest of us.”
It was not, as it turned out, easy money for anyone except for Ilya. He had learned cards in the barracks at night with men who had nothing else to do, and only cigarettes to bet with. The version these guys were playing required the same kinds of skills he needed to win at durak and the other betting games the older officers ran. He had the logic of it down within the first few hands. He played badly on purpose, folding early, looking confused at the appropriate time, and letting Sorenson win a hand he certainly should not have. Then, as soon as they had let down their guard, he stopped pretending. 
By the time they were somewhere over Michigan, he had most of Drapeau’s money, and half of Sorenson’s. J.J. was staring at his own cards, looking betrayed, recalculating their entire friendship. 
“You said you didn’t know how to play,” he pouted.
“I did not know how to play,” Ilya said. “But now I do.”
“That’s not—” J.J. stared at the pile of cash in front of Ilya, then at his face, which Ilya had tried his best to arrange into an expression that was at least partially apologetic and sincere. “You’re a bandit, eh? Total hustler.” 
“I am a very good student.”
Drapeau put his head in his hands. Sorenson looked delighted, as young players sometimes did when they learned something new and kind of dangerous about a teammate. “Do it again,” he said. “I need to know if it was luck.”
“It wasn’t luck,” J.J. said, knowing he had just lost a hundred dollars and intending to be bitter about it the rest of the flight. Ilya palmed the deck of cards and shuffled them at a leisurely pace before executing a smooth riffle and cascade, the cards rearranging themselves while J.J. rolled his eyes. They played two more hands, both of which Ilya lost, to Sorenson's disappointment, before clearing up.
He found Shane afterward in the galley, getting some water, the galley lights already dimmed for the descent into Chicago. 
“Are you thinking about Polyakov?” Hollander asked. His voice was low, soft enough that the other players wouldn’t have been able to hear him. 
“Yes.”
“Are you nervous?”
Ilya considered the word. Was he nervous? No. Nervous wasn’t the right word. Nervous implied a kind of uncertainty about what would happen next, which he wasn’t feeling. He was feeling very certain. He had a line and a power play combination that he felt confident in, and Comeau had kept a very wide berth from him since the practice, probably under orders from Theriault. But he also wanted to see Vanya’s face up close and confirm with his own eyes that the player under the ruthless commentary, who had been with him to win Olympic Gold, was still in there somewhere. 
“I need to see him,” he said. “I have waited a year to see anyone from my old life. But I do not know what will happen.”
“You will be fine.”
“You do not know this.”
“I have a good feeling this time,” Shane said, smiling.
Chicago Stadium, home arena of the mighty Chicago Steel, was younger than the Forum by just a few years, but was a little more decrepit, with an organ blasting overhead during warm-ups. It felt to Ilya like the building itself was trying to whip the crowd up before either team had touched the puck. He stood at center ice during the anthem and let his eyes travel the length of Chicago’s lineup without hunting for anything. But he found it. Vanya. Three players down, watching him right back. The Steel’s colors were black and a violent, industrial orange, nothing like the thick red and blue stripes of CSKA that Ilya had seen Vanya in for years. The jersey resembled a traffic cone and a costume at the same time, clashing harshly with Vanya’s ruddy face.
Neither of them moved. Ilya kept his eyes forward, arranging himself for the cameras. He spent the whole first period at a slight distance. He finally saw Vanya properly for the first time on a line change midway through the second. The two of them passed close enough near the bench boards that Ilya caught, in the instant available, a new scar over one eyebrow and hair slowly growing out of the proper CSKA haircut that Ilya was intimately familiar with. Up close he seemed older, but also somehow more himself than he had on television, where the bluntness of the commentary had made him seem muted and bloodless. 
Vanya’s mouth moved, but Ilya did not catch it over the crowd noise. He nodded anyway and kept skating. 
The chance came in the third. There was a face-off that Ilya won perfectly, the puck skittering away to Girard, and for three or four seconds, Ilya was shoulder to shoulder with Vanya in the scrum at the boards, both of them fighting for position against players who had no idea how badly the two of them wanted to be by each other. 
“You look like shit,” Ilya hissed in Russian, his mouth barely moving, but making no effort to hide the brief hint of a smile.
“Better that than a Canadian asshole,” Vanya grinned back at him.
They broke apart, the linesman sending them to their benches, and Ilya carried the sound of Vanya’s laugh with him the rest of the period. 
Montreal won, four to two. The extra goal ahead let them ease off in the third, making the end feel more casual. The final horn went. There wasn’t a handshake line for regular-season games with nothing riding on them, and Ilya regretted that. It would have been the perfect opportunity. Both teams were funneled towards their tunnels in a loose, unceremonious way. Now or never, Ilya thought. Fuck it. He broke away from the rest of the team. He had skated over before anyone could decide to stop them. Vanya was still on the ice watching him come. 
Neither of them spoke first, then Ilya threw his arms around him, pulling him close. Vanya got both his arms around Ilya. They stood in front of thousands of people who had stopped paying attention and a dozen cameras that had not. All that discipline fell apart in that instant. They were laughing, unable to stop, as tears streamed down both their cheeks. 
“You’re crying,” Vanya said into his shoulder.
“So are you.”
“I am not.”
“You are. I can feel it on my neck.”
“Shut up, Roza.” Vanya pulled back far enough to study him. Both hands were still on Ilya’s shoulders, his face completely giving up on trying to control itself. “You look so stupid in this jersey. What is this logo?”
“It’s an M. For Metro.”
“Looks like a whore bending over.”
“And what the fuck is this?” Ilya replied, waving a hand towards Vanya’s jersey. A stylized rivet-and-girder mark stitched across Vanya’s chest. Vanya batted his hand away. 
“It is steel, Roza. Chicago Steel. The glory of industry.” Vanya straightened, mock-proud, the orange piping at his collar bright under the arena lights. "At least mine has a real city's name on it."
"Montreal is a real city."
“A fake city that the French used to own.” Vanya was laughing deliriously now. Ilya found he didn't mind. Two men on NHL ice were mocking each other in Russian while a Zamboni driver waited at the far boards for them to finish. 
“Are you good?” Ilya said. 
“No,” Vanya’s hand found his shoulder. “It is hard. But it is better here than at home, I think. But I don’t know yet.”
“It gets better,” Ilya said. He didn’t know, saying it, whether he meant hockey or English or the ache of being permanently displaced from home, or all of these things at once.
“Does it?”
“Some of it. Not all.” He wouldn’t lie to Vanya. “But some. Your family?”
Vanya shook his head sadly. “I can’t think about them or it is all too much. Nastya will take care of my sons, I know she will. And they will understand why I did it someday. Yours?”
“The same. I did not have a wife, but I also left people behind.
Vanya’s coach, a stern, squat man, was yelling at him from the bench. “Can I call you?” 
“They won’t like that, but yes.” He said his phone number quickly, and Vanya repeated it.
“Long distance charges.”
“You can afford it now,” Ilya grinned. Theriault was yelling at him now as well, telling him to get in the tunnel. He threw his arms around Vanya one last time, hoping it conveyed every complicated piece of the life he had walked away from. The joy and freedom of it, tangled with the grief and longing of starting anew, and then skated away.
“Thought you were gonna kiss him,” Comeau said to him in the locker room, keeping his voice low enough that the others wouldn’t hear. “You think this is over, but I know what you are.” Ilya didn’t break stride on the way to his stall, but the adrenaline and joy from the ice was fast fading.
“Shut the fuck up, Comeau.”
“We all saw it. Crying and holding hands like a little girl.”
Across the room, the equipment manager dropped an armload of heavy wooden sticks with a loud clack, keeping the attention of the team away from the two of them. Ilya pulled off his jersey forcefully, trying his best to ignore Comeau. 
“What’s the matter? Going to run and tell daddy to fix it? Can’t even fight your own fights? Pathetic bitch.” His voice was rising.
Ilya’s head snapped over. “You do not know a fucking thing about me,” Ilya snarled. He was on his feet, looming over the seated Comeau. “You open your garbage mouth again I break your jaw on the fucking ice and we see who cries like a little bitch.”
Comeau’s face flushed purple. “Try it, faggot,” Comeau spat. He shoved himself off the bench and squared his shoulders. Ilya had a couple inches on him and he craned to meet Ilya’s eyes. 
“What the fuck is going on in here?” Theriault’s voice was a low dangerous roar from the door of the locker room. Shane was standing beside him, looking apologetically at Ilya. Comeau’s chest was heaving, his hands balled into white-knuckled fists, but he didn’t say anything. 
“I said,” Theriault bit out, “what the fuck is going on? You two haven’t learned a damn thing, have you? You are not bringing your bullshit into my locker room.”
“He started it—” Comeau started whining.
“Shut up, Comeau,” Theriault snapped. “And you Rozanov. I have a mind to rip that A right off.” He gestured at the rest of the room, where the team had been watching in rapt fascination at the explosion. “You’re supposed to be setting an example. Act like it or I will bench your ass. I don’t give a shit who you are.” He whipped his head over to Comeau. “Comeau, pack your shit and get to the bus. Do not make me tell you twice.”
Comeau snatched his bag off the floor and stormed out, Theriault following behind him. The door slammed behind the two of them. Shane didn’t say a word, but as he walked past Ilya’s stall, his hand reached out to nearly imperceptibly press a fleeting touch to Ilya’s shoulder.
Ilya showered and dressed and took the team bus to the hotel with his forehead against the window, the city pitch black outside, nobody talking much even after a road win when the adrenaline had worn off before anyone had the chance to get a drink. He was sitting on the edge of the bed in just his suit pants when he heard the tentative knock on the door. It was Shane, as expected. Ilya watched as his eyes raked over his partially clothed frame, seemingly enjoying what was in front of him. He stepped inside and Ilya let the door shut with a loud thunk.
Ilya cupped Shane’s jaw with a large hand, drawing him in for a kiss. Shane complied, falling into it. Shane’s hand came up to rest on Ilya’s side and they stayed there until Ilya was ready to stop.
“You said not in hotels,” Ilya murmured with a soft smile.
“We will be careful.”
“Oh, will we now?” 
Shane backed off of him and said, “I thought you might want me here tonight.”
“I do not want to talk about Comeau.”
“You don’t have to,” Shane assured him. “Tell me about Polyakov.”
“He is a very good player. Not at full ability, but I believe he will be.”
Shane shook his head, smirking. “No, not about hockey. About him.”
Ilya didn’t immediately know where to begin. “He is thin now. New scar, here,” Ilya said, touching his own eyebrow. “But he is making jokes. I gave him the phone number of the condo. I know I should maybe not have done this.” Ilya sat back on the edge of the bed. “He wants to know if it gets better. It does.”
“Did it? Get better, I mean?”
“Yes. But I think he needed me to lie a little, and I did not. I could have been more kind.”
“He called you Roza,” Shane said.
“Yes, in Moscow, not normal to use your whole name.”
“J.J. calls you Rozy.”
“Yes, like this.”
“But I don’t get a nickname.” It wasn’t a question, but it had a question tied up somewhere inside it. Ilya studied him.
“You call me Ilya.”
“That’s your name. Everyone calls you Ilya.”
“No, everyone calls me Rozanov. You call me Ilya.” He paused, his brain rushing to find the English phrasing for pronouncing a name that shouldn’t have been this difficult to explain. He found himself missing the comfort even a few minutes of Russian had given him. “In Russian, it is softer. The I. You say Ill-ee-yuh. That is not how it is.” He said his name like his mother had said it, when she was angry, or when he had to provide it for official paperwork. Something closer to Eel-ya, where the L was nearly implied. 
“Say it again for me.” 
Ilya did. Shane tried it out, the syllables garbled in his mouth, like talking around marbles, but it was closer. “I’ve been saying it wrong the whole time.”
“Everyone in Canada says it this way.”
Shane tried again, stressing it like a Russian would, and got it perfectly, which landed in Ilya’s chest like a bomb. The sound of it seemed to linger in the room, Ilya determining what to do with that feeling, seeping through his body, when a sharp ring pierced the room from the phone on the bedside table. Ilya shuddered involuntarily. It was too late for this to be anything good. It had to be the KGB. There was no one else who would call this late. He reached for it with a shaking hand. 
“Do you want me to get it?” Shane asked, reaching his own hand out.
“You are not here,” Ilya reminded him. Shane nodded. No hotel rooms. 
Ilya reached over and picked up the handset.
“Hello?”
“Causing quite a scene out there,” came Beaulieu’s voice. Ilya let out a breath. 
“You saw.”
“It’s running on at least three networks. It’s the lead story on CBC right now.” It didn't seem like he was passing judgment, which was nice. “How do you feel?”
Ilya weighed the question because Beaulieu had never asked him a question like that. He was no-nonsense and all logistics. Ilya was legitimately taken aback by the idea that Beaulieu wanted to know his feelings. “Good. Also like a truck hit me. Both.”
“Understandable. The government is being cautious about permitting two Soviet nationals to meet socially, but I am doing my best to see if we can make something formal happen. The Steel are interested in helping Polyakov settle in so his performance improves. Talking to you might help that."
“Yes, thank you.” 
“I have something else I need to talk about. Are you alone?”
Ilya locked eyes with Shane across the room. He had taken both shoes off. Clearly he did not intend on leaving anytime soon. “I am alone,” he said anyway. Shane perked up, hearing the lie. “What is the problem?”
“I’m sorry, this couldn’t wait.” He hesitated a minute. “I am going to run through a few things with you. Nothing to worry about, but try to remember them as best you can. Humor me here.”
“Okay,” Ilya said cautiously.
"The pagers," Beaulieu said. "There were rules. You, Hollander, Gilles. Nobody else gets the numbers, nobody else pages you."
"Yes."
"Has anyone else ever paged you? Even once?"
Ilya thought back. "No. Only us three."
"And the night Hollander went to Toronto for the photo shoot. Gilles was with you the whole time?"
"He was outside, or would answer my page." Ilya felt the conversation organize itself around him into a pattern he hadn't noticed forming, the individual pieces of data inconsequential on their own and, under Beaulieu's sequencing, beginning to look like more than just trivia.
“The grocery store. The man who spoke to you in Russian. Where was Gilles standing when this happened?”
“He waited in the car. He was going to honk if he saw reporters.” Shane was staring at him intently now. “He said it would make more sense this way."
“Your running route. The one you and Hollander do. Does he go with you?”
“No.” 
He could hear Beaulieu sigh. "He should have been on every single one. We came into some information that was leaked to the Soviet Union describing your daily routines. Your running route showed up, described in detail. The exact turns, the times you're usually there. Do you remember Vadim?”
“Yes, I remember Vadim.”
“He took you on different routes constantly, didn’t he?”
“Yes.”
“And now?”
“Hollander and I run the same route most days. Fewer changes. Same one every time.”
“No one has to follow you to learn your route. We know you are being watched. Gilles is supposed to help prevent this.”
Ilya felt his skin go cold, the chill seeping inward to his bones. “They have a map. To find me.”
“That is the theory, yes.” Beaulieu’s voice didn’t change, which is somehow worse than if it had. “There’s also this. Your travel documents. They are supposed to live in a locked drawer here, accessible only by your travel companion and me. We found a photocopy of them that has no business existing.”
"Why are you telling me this?"
"Because somebody's been telling people details they shouldn't know. Small details. Things that shouldn’t matter. But they do. They are showing the gaps when you’re alone. The exact night you were alone in that condo wasn't supposed to be on anyone's radar outside the four of us who had those pager numbers, and it turned up in some letters we intercepted out of the consulate in Ottawa. Your schedule for the wedding weekend showed up the same way, almost to the minute."
“He left the building,” Ilya said, the cold in his chest turning into nausea. “At the wedding. He left the building. I did not think anything of it.”
“We checked the venue. They had a security camera on the front door.” Beaulieu paused, as if organizing his thoughts. "He told the venue staff he was checking the perimeter. There's no reason for him to be checking anything. He was gone forty-five minutes. It’s enough time to make a phone call you don't want overheard, or meet someone in a parking lot, or both."
Ilya stilled. “Is he one of them?” There was a long silence. “Beaulieu.”
“No, we don’t think so.”
“Then what is it?”
“Best guess, he was an easy person to convince to take some money in exchange for information. We're still looking into why that might be. It could also be that he's careless. Careless enough that he would be willing to give up some details he doesn’t think matter. Schedule. Habits.”
“He has been in my home.”
“I know. I’m sorry.”
“Hollander. This has put him in danger.” The sentence left him before he'd decided whether he wanted it to. Across the room, Shane went very still in the armchair, hearing his own name land in a conversation he had no part of and could not stop. 
“Yes. It has. I will tell him about this. I'd prefer he hears it from me directly," Beaulieu replied, his tone reverting into pure business. "We've had some conversations already. It is best handled from this office."
“What now? Am I in danger?”
“The pattern reads as logistics, not personal. Dates, routes, who's where and when. Nothing that says he's understood the risk of the information he's giving up." Beaulieu didn't soften, but he slowed down, acknowledging the size of what Ilya had just said aloud.
“What happens to him?”
“That’s not entirely my call. It’s been referred to CSIS, and they make all the decisions now.” Beaulieu took a deep, apologetic breath. “Whoever got to him, they’re pushing for more information. I think they are hoping to find an opening.”
“To take me.”
“Let’s not jump that far yet.” Beaulieu's voice dropped lower, the rare directness he allowed himself when the stakes had outgrown diplomacy. “I need you to act the exact same around him. The same amount of trust. The same routine. Everything has to seem normal until we decide how to handle this. Do you think you can do that?”
“What other option is there?”
“We tip him off too early, and you’d need all new staff, and probably a new place to live. I had high hopes for your arrangement with Hollander, but I am not feeling as confident that it is a safe choice. Do you understand?”
His home with Hollander was slipping out of his fingers. “I can act like normal,” he said quickly.
“Good.” A small sound came across the line. Rustling. “I'm going to keep extra staff on rotation with you for now. We’ll talk more when you’re back. I’ll try to get you a moment with Polyakov again, if I can. It was great for the cameras.”
"You told me to stay away from him."
"I would have liked it to be on our terms." Your terms, Ilya thought. "Bu even I have to admit that the shots they got were great. Stick to the plan next time. Especially given what we know now, we don't want to give our friends any extra opportunities to get to you."
The line went dead before Ilya could answer. He slumped onto the bed, the receiver still in his hand. He set it back in the cradle and thought of Gilles's hands on the wheel driving them to the airport, steady and unbothered, and planning what he was going to be selling next. Agents watching him embrace Vanya, planning to take him back there. Ilya felt like he was going to be sick. 
The armchair creaked. Shane stood and walked, sitting beside him on the edge of the bed. 
“Hey, hey. It’s fine. You’re fine. He’s not here.” Ilya was stonyfaced beside him.
“They think Gilles is selling my information to the KGB.”
“And they didn’t want me to know?” Ilya rolled his eyes. Of course, he just announced that the KGB was deeply interested in getting to him and shipping him back to Moscow to make an example out of him, but of course, Hollander was concerned with being kept on the outside.
“No,” Ilya replied. “He did not.”
“But you lied to him.”
“Yes.”
“Why?”
“Hollander,” Ilya studied him, dark eyes earnest in their concern. “Why would you be in my room after curfew on a game night?”
Shane blinked in recognition. Right. “Fuck. What are we going to do?”
“Go back to your room, Hollander.”
“You don’t want me to stay?”
He did. That was the problem. “Leave, please.”
"What the fuck? No. We need to talk about this."
"Please. Please leave now."
Ilya expected him to continue to argue, but he didn't. Shane stood, shoved his feet back into his shoes, retrieved his jacket from the chair, and left.
The team flew to Detroit the next morning, forty minutes in the air, barely enough time to finish a coffee. Ilya took a window seat and watched the lake turn black below them and then the flat Michigan country beyond it. Three rows ahead, Shane was talking to Hayden. Ilya could see the back of his head.
They had played together for a year now. Ilya knew how Shane moved in the corner, knew the cadence of his line changes, knew without looking when he was heading to the bench. He was also realizing, with clarity that swooped deep in his stomach, that he also wanted to know everything else about Shane. All the different ways that Ilya could take him apart, yes, but also his dreams. What he wanted the future to look like. Ilya hoped that future may include him. But that was not a conversation for today. He was going to win this game, and not think about Shane at all. 
The game was at Joe Louis Arena, a cavernous building that lacked the charm of the Forum. The Detroit Falcons were four points behind them in the standings and playing like they knew it. Ilya scored once in the second, a clean redirect off a feed from Sorenson at the top of the crease, and added an assist on LaChance's goal during a power play in the third. He served two minutes in the sin bin for hooking and sat watching the penalty kill, fuming. They won three-two. Afterward, in the locker room, Shane came past his stall and set a bottle of Gatorade on the ledge without saying anything. Ilya drank it. Shane did not come to his room that night. 
They flew home the following day. Montreal wasn’t as cold as Chicago had been, but had retained a strong, stabbing wind that the Windy City didn't even have. Gilles collected the car and picked them up from the terminal, driving them the same route he always took from Dorval, the same ease behind the wheel. This was the first time on the roadtrip that they'd had any meaningful closeness to Gilles. Ilya watched the back of his head for the length of the drive and said the normal words when they were called for but no more. Beaulieu had told him to be the same. He was the same. But he was boiling. It took every ounce of his patience and will to avoid saying a thing. 
Shane caught his eye once in the side mirror and looked away. Gilles dropped them at the building and Ilya thanked him. The door of the car closed. He stood on the sidewalk with Shane, bags in hand until the car turned the corner and was gone.
“Can we talk inside?" Shane asked.
Ilya nodded toward the door. The condo was exactly as they’d left it, down to the mugs in the drying rack, but Ilya understood now that this was not the reassurance it had been before. 
“You told me to go,” Shane said.
“Yes.”
“Because of Beaulieu.”
“No.”
“Then why?” Shane said.
"Gilles. We let him in." Ilya gestured at the condo around them. "He is watching, selling, planning. I have no idea of this. When I am finding out, you are there and I cannot think about everything at the same time." He stopped, chest rising. "I needed you to not be there. While I think.”
“You could have said that.”
“English is hard when I—” he gestured noncommittally.
“When you’re stressed?”
“Scared. I was scared.” Ilya confirmed. “KGB comes to take me and you will be hurt.”
“Ilya.”
“Something happens to me? Fine. Normal. But something happens to you? Because of me? I do not live with this, Shane.”
“It wouldn’t be your fault, you know.”
“It would be a little my fault.”
“It’s not your job to protect me.”
“It is your job to protect me,” he said, jabbing his own chest. “It should not be! I should not have let you do this. When it was decided I was only thinking about me. I wanted to go dance and the handlers would not allow this. Selfish. That is the word. Enough people were hurt by me already.”
“Thank you for being honest.”
“I am very honest.”
“Only when you think it won’t make me upset. I want you to be honest all the time.”
“No, you do not want that.”
Shane made a noise that was mostly breath whistling through his teeth. “Hayden said that some of the guys are going to a bar later,” he said eventually.
“I heard.”
“You want to go?”
“Yes, I think I do.”
The bar Hayden had chosen was only a few blocks from the rink, along the strip of bars that were rapidly becoming familiar to Ilya. Establishments that catered to hockey players and their fans, filled with women hoping to score, and men hoping to do some backseat coaching. The bar's overhead speakers were playing Paula Abdul's Straight Up at an obnoxious volume that made conversation difficult.
Sophie was there when they came in. Ilya saw her before she saw him. Dark hair gleaming in the bar lights, a bright pink slash of lipstick across her mouth. She was talking to the bartender, her side to the door. He went to find a table to sit at, and a few minutes later, she was walking over, a beer in each hand, like she’d planned the approach before she knew he was even there.
“Ilya Rozanov,” she said his name like it was the first time. “I thought you disappeared on me.”
“I have been here,” he said. “Playing hockey. It is the job.”
“I know what your job is,” she said. She set the beers down in front of him and leaned a hip around the edge of the table, close, her hand finding his shoulder and resting there. “You look good tonight. You always look good.”
“Thank you.” He didn’t move the shoulder, but he didn’t lean into it either. He could have. 
“What do you say we have this beer, and then we get out of here again?” A few weeks ago, things would be different. A few weeks ago, his answer would have been absolutely yes.
Ilya struggled to find the words to say when half his team was within earshot. 
“Sophie, you are very pretty, but I do not want this tonight.” 
He had expected her to stomp away, or to get irate, but she didn’t. She picked up her drink and patted his cheek patronizingly. “Worth a try,” she sighed. “If you ever get bored, you know where to find me.” She drifted back toward the bar without waiting for an answer, taking both untouched drinks with her. Sophie paused when she saw one of the defensemen, Wilson. She handed over the beer and laid her arm on his shoulder, just as she had done with Ilya. Wilson seemed much more receptive to the gesture.
Ilya turned to see Shane, who had clearly been watching the entire exchange from near the bar. He had a beer in one hand and a glass bottle of Canada Dry in the other. His hands were wrapped around his ginger ale so tight his knuckles had gone pale, and there was a nearly murderous look in his eyes. He stalked over to a table further down the bar, away from the rest of the team. Ilya abandoned his own table and made his way over. Shane shoved the beer that was clearly meant for him roughly across the table.
“You are angry,” Ilya observed. 
“I am not,” Shane protested. 
“I told her no. You heard.” He took a drink of the beer, the bottle making a slight clink when it hit the table.
“Took an awfully long time to get to that no. She touched you.”
“Puck bunnies like to touch.”
“No, she looked like she knew you.”
Ilya pressed his lips together, deciding if it was the right thing to do, to tell Shane right now. Shane wanted him to be honest, even if it was inconvenient. He had said that, and Ilya should honor it. “She—the lipstick.” He watched Shane’s eyes narrow. 
“That was her?” he hissed. 
“Yes.”
Shane opened his mouth and made a quick sound of frustration before he picked up his drink and walked away to sit by Hayden. 
J.J. dropped into his abandoned seat. “What did you say to piss him off so bad?”
“Told him his backhand was weak.”
“Câlice.” He turned to Ilya, clapping a hand on his arm, tilting his head poignantly toward the bar, where Sophie was still in deep conversation with the third D-pair. “And her. She's free to talk to, or you have a thing? 
“What do you mean by this?”
“The puck bunny. Will you be upset if I take her home?” he asked, spelling it out.
“No. If she wants to go with you, that is for her to decide. I thought you did not like puck bunnies."
"Desperate times," J.J. grimaced.
"You will have to steal her from Wilson.”
J.J. cracked his knuckles. “I like those odds.”
Ilya watched him go. Shane was still at Hayden’s side, his back to Ilya, the ginger ale nearly gone. Shane didn’t talk to him at the bar again. They didn’t need to talk. Ilya could feel it in the small glimpses here and there, despite Shane’s distance. 
Shane had driven them and gripped the wheel with both hands, set hard on it instead of the loose grasp he usually had. The door had barely shut behind them before Shane had him by the jacket, walking him backward through the condo, aggressively shoving his tongue down Ilya’s throat, possessive and hot. It was all his patience he had been rationing throughout the night, running off at once. Ilya pushed back, biting Shane’s lip between his teeth, not hard enough to draw blood, but enough to make his presence known. 
“Hey,” Ilya said, retreating an inch. “Hollander. You are very intense right now.”
“Don’t.” Shane’s voice had gone gravelly. “Don’t fucking speak right now.” Shane took his mouth again, one hand balled into the back of Ilya’s jacket, the other flat against the wall beside his head. He pulled away and hissed through gritted teeth. “She touched you. She was here and then she had the fucking nerve to touch you.”
“Shane, she does not know,” Ilya soothed, but really, he liked this. He liked Hollander worked up. It was much more fun this way, more interesting than the cool, composed version. “She does not know what we do.”
“You fucked her," Shane said, and it came out cracked. ”When you should have been fucking me.”
Ilya stopped and pulled away. Shane wasn't putting on any kind of show for him. His eyes were red and glistening, threatening to overflow. He was simply out of the capacity for composure, imagining Sophie's hand still somewhere in the room even though she was kilometers away. Not so different from the insidious, venomous ways Ilya has imagined Rose on a couch, laying her hands on Shane before he belonged to Ilya. Before. When Ilya didn't know what he was imagining was worse than the real thing.
“Shane,” Ilya murmured. “You do not want that.”
“But you do. You can do it. You can fuck me.” 
It felt like the air had been sucked from his lungs. Ilya shivered. He did want it. So badly. So badly it made his bones ache and his cock twitch in his pants. Shane, spread out below him, or above him, or on the side, or anywhere, hot and tight and inviting. God, what sounds would he make while Ilya fucked him into the floor, rug burn across his pretty knees? What would he look like when the control was gone, fully fractured away. What would it be like to take his time, with no one to find them or to listen in or to catch them? He hadn’t been able to do that ever. It had been abstract. A far-off dream, but over the past months it had solidified into a very real possibility. He felt the last of his control starting to slip from his grasp. He had to stop.
“Not now,” he managed. The words came out steadier than he felt. “Not like this.”
Shane made a frustrated sound that Ilya had never heard from him before. “Not like what?”
“Because of her. Not because you are angry at me.” He put his hand on Shane’s chest, feeling his heart beating fiercely. “I want. Yes. I want you. But not like this. When you will not have one regret. That is when I want you.” He rubbed his thumb over Shane’s lips, and Shane pulled it inside his mouth. “Yebat, Shane. You understand. You will regret being careless tomorrow.”
Shane exhaled. “Yeah.”
“Do not be angry.”
“I am not angry.”
"You are so, so angry." Ilya kissed him again. One thumb ran across the freckles on his cheek, which, even after months of living together and being able to see them up close, still didn’t seem real. Ilya half expected to walk into the bathroom one day and see Shane carefully painting them on, just for him. They kissed and kissed, barely inside the condo until the urgency needed to go somewhere. 
They headed to the bedroom. Shane pushed Ilya back onto the bed and followed him down, unbuttoning his shirt. He planted rough kisses all over Ilya’s chest, through the trail of hair leading downward. 
“Hollander.”
Shane lifted his head from where he was intently removing Ilya’s belt and fixed his eyes on Ilya. “I want to.”
"Hollander."
"I just want to touch you."
Ilya pulled him up with a gentle tug on his hair, not hard. "Okay," Ilya soothed. "Nothing new."
Shane dropped over him, his breath coming in ragged bursts against Ilya’s collarbone. He was moving too fast, his hands uncoordinated and unguided as they tugged off Ilya’s pants. Ilya didn’t let him keep the pace. He reached up, digging his fingers deep into the thick muscle of Shane’s hips and in one graceful motion, rolled them across the mattress to pin Shane down. Ilya held him with his full weight as the jump of Shane’s pulse began to steady. Up close, nose to nose in the dark like this, Shane’s face was entirely open, stripped of the stubborn composure he wore every day. He looked so vulnerable under Ilya, eyes shining like he was ready to give him the entire world if he asked for it. It was completely different from the Shane Hollander everyone else got to see. Ilya took his wrists, locking him to the sheets, leaving only the deep, hot drag of the two of them together. 
After, Ilya lay with Shane tucked against his shoulder, feeling his heart settle back to its ordinary pace. They needed to get up and shower. His stomach was sticky and covered in them but he wanted to keep holding Shane just a little longer. Hayden’s wedding had been just over a week ago. He said he needed to think about it. About taking that next step. But tonight he seemed ready. He had been upset, and Ilya needed to give him time to consider, when they were rational and out of the heat of the moment. But how long was that supposed to be? Because Ilya was done thinking.
As if he could read Ilya’s mind, Shane turned his head to look up at Ilya. “I think we should talk about it.”
“Yes.”
“I wasn’t trying to rush it, earlier.”
“Hollander, I know.” 
A pause, long enough that Ilya thought he might let it go. Then he said, "I need to ask you something."
"Ask."
"Stop sleeping with other people." Shane was looking away. "I know we’ve only been doing whatever this is for a little while, but that's the first thing. Would you? Stop?"
Ilya took a breath. "I told her no tonight." Shane blinked up at him. He looked so darling like this. “There has been no one since.”
“Really?” His eyes were so large and hopeful. 
“Yes, is no big deal, Shane.”
“I haven’t either.”
“Yeah, no shit.”
“Don’t be an asshole. Just us. Okay?”
“Okay.” Ilya shifted out from under Shane, moving toward the bathroom. He returned with a warm washcloth and delicately wiped up the stickiness across Shane’s stomach. He threw the cloth aside and pulled the sheets over the two of them. 
“Go to sleep, Hollander."
He lay awake after Shane had gone under and thought about Gilles. The person he had let into his life and his home in so many ways. Shane, trying and learning how to say his name the right way, the way he hadn’t heard it spoken in months. Shane who actually cared for him. Someone he could—keep doing this with, forever. If only they could.
He must have dozed off, because the next thing he heard was a voice downstairs. The clock on the nightstand read 5:21. He had not heard the phone ring at all. Nothing good happens when the phone rings at an odd time. Nothing. Ilya pushed himself up and out of bed, making his way down the stairs to find Shane hanging up the kitchen phone. Ilya looked at him expectantly.
“Who called?”
“Beaulieu,” Shane replied. Shane walked over to pull him into his arms. “It’s Comeau,” Shane continued, his lips by Ilya’s ear. “He’s been traded to Toronto.”
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A further reminder that there is a Scott and Kip companion work that has TWO chapters up now. It is also shorter than this one, promise 🤞

Content Notes:
What's that drill called: Wind sprints, all outs, or shuttle runs are what I hear now, but they certainly would have been called suicides well into the 90s. My recollection is that the term fell out of favor in about 2005, but I don't have a great source on that. Making a whole team pay for one player's behavior is a very old-school method of coaching. It's heavily frowned upon now by the major coaching organizations.

On "Gulags": Comeau makes a comment about prison assault regarding 'gulags'. This was a pretty common slang term to refer to a Russian prison at this time in North America, but it's worth noting that this term wasn't accurate. The Soviet penal system stopped using that term in 1960. This is partially why Ilya got upset about it with the "he does not even know" comment.

Names: The word 'Ilya' is stressed on the second syllable, and the L is referred to as being "palatalized", which is a sound that doesn't really exist in typical English speech. "Roza" is a nickname built off his surname, which is pretty normal in sports, especially hockey, even in the Soviet Union. Vanya is a typical nickname for Ivan.

Playing Cards: Playing cards on team flights was, and still is, a common activity for players. Five-card draw, seven-card stud, or Euchre were the most popular at this time. Texas Hold'em is the game of choice these days, I have been told, but it gained popularity in the early 2000s. I personally love the idea of Ilya being a secret cardshark, swindling everyone.

Sexual Harassment/Assault Reporting: In 1989, there wasn't a reporting structure in the NHL for what Comeau did. There was a player's union, but...it wasn't great. The NHLPA was headed by a guy named Alan Eagleson, who eventually was going to be convicted of fraud in the late 90s, so I think that tells you how things were going. He was an agent as well as a union organizer, so he frequently tried to maintain very close ties with the team management he was supposed to be bargaining against. They would have been no help in this matter. Beaulieu was convenient for this because he could make things happen for Ilya in ways team management wouldn't. Ilya could have reported it criminally as sexual assault under Section 271 of the Criminal Code of Canada, if he had chosen to do so. That particular law was reformed in 1983 to remove gendered language. I didn't say it in the chapter, but I really did not think reporting it to the cops would even cross Ilya's mind. I think he would default to "let's not involve the police" inherently in most situations due to his background.

Trades: The trade deadline in 1989 was March 7th. The biggest difference you'll see is that, in this time period, there was no cap space, cap hit, or LTIR because there was no salary cap until 2005. This is partially how they could pay Ilya whatever they wanted, and also made it really easy to get rid of players without having to scrutinize the finances as much. Teams frequently sold players outright for cash. When Gretzky was traded to LA in 1988, the agreement included $15M from LA that the owner of the Oilers used for his other business interests. In 1988/89, no-trade clauses were incredibly rare. Very few players would have the leverage to make that happen. Free agency team changes were also much less common. Signing another team's player was so expensive that it just didn't happen like it does today. The only effective way to move to another team was through trades. Someone like Comeau would have no say in what would happen to him at all. I sent Comeau to Toronto for both canon reasons and also because Toronto in 1988/89 was a shitty, shitty team (sorry). It was poorly run, having just fired their coach mid-season, and had the worst goal differential in the league. It would be a real punishment to be sent there.
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I was hiking and camping and also went to an F1 Grand Prix, and wouldn't that be a great AU? Not that I need another idea on my list.


  


      

  












      Chapter 31: Landed
  


    Chapter Summary

    Ilya gets some good news, and an old friend comes for dinner.



    Chapter Notes

      Chapter Warnings (mild spoilers)Ilya and Shane have an argument that has some physicality to it - Ilya grabs Shane roughly at one point; there's a glass that gets broken (accidentally, not thrown). No punching/hitting/anything like that at all, but if you are sensitive to domestic violence, it could be a trigger.
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  Landed

	
Admitted to a country for permanent residence; granted leave to remain.



	
Deposited, as cargo is, at a destination chosen by the carrier.



	
Finally arrived, no longer needed to be anywhere else.




Example: Welcome to Canada, Mr. Rozanov." —March, 1989
Ilya sagged into Shane's arms, his shoulders bowing forward. A weary breath slipped past his lips. It was over. Comeau would never be on his line again. They would see each other, at most, three or four regular games a year, and two of those games had already come and gone. Thank god. Ilya wanted to take Shane, climb back into bed, and take advantage of the relief sweeping through every part of his body, lifting his spirits. But today was a normal day, with practice. Instead of going back to sleep for a couple of hours, he went to the shower.
Ilya saw Beaulieu quite a lot over the next few weeks. Ilya was in his office only hours after he had called the condo with the news, pulling him in before he had a chance to get his skates on. "I know you think this is about Comeau," he started.
"Is not?" Ilya asked, quizzical.
"No. Good news."
"Comeau leaving is good news."
Beaulieu chuckled. "You have an appointment on March sixth. You will be late to practice. I will tell Theriault. Nine in the morning, at the federal building on René-Lévesque. I will pick you up and drive you there, and we will be meeting your immigration lawyer."
"I have a lawyer?"
"More than one."
"What is the appointment?"
"You are officially landed in Canada. On the sixth, you have an interview and sign some forms, and you are a permanent resident of Canada."
"I am not this now?"
"No. You have been a person Canada was choosing not to remove. It depended on the goodwill of the government. After this meeting, it is much easier for you to stay. The only ways to ruin that are very serious criminal issues, which we do not have to worry about." He arched an eyebrow at Ilya. "Right?"
"Right. And I can work? Travel?"
"You can work for anyone in this country who will give you a job. But you are still bound by your contract to us, of course. You can sign a lease. Buy a house. Move anywhere in the country you want. Leave the country and come back. It's good news. All of that is a future consideration. Nothing will change, given your current circumstances. But someday. You have options. It's good for us, but it's a gift to you. A very generous gift."
"Passport?"
"Not that." Ilya frowned at that. "Passports are for citizens."
"And I will be a citizen?"
"If you want. That part will be up to you. You can apply to become a citizen three years after becoming a resident. So it'll be 1992." Ilya nodded. He was certain he would still be in Montreal in 1992. He would be on a new contract then, but they would give him another. Maybe even with more money. "You will be getting new travel documents, but you don't have to worry about that part. That's my office's problem. If you want to go on vacation to the United States this summer, you should let my secretary know and we will help you figure it out. It would be very expensive, with the extra staff, but it is a possibility. With everything going on, I wouldn't plan on any travel for pleasure though until things are slightly more stable for your situation."
His situation. Of course. "When I am a citizen," Ilya began. "I can make other people a citizen? My family?"
"These are all questions the lawyer can answer, but usually, yes. Immediate family. Parents, children, a wife. Your brother wouldn't be able to do it. He's older, and independent."
Ilya shrugged. He wouldn't have offered that to Alexei anyway, not after everything. Even if he wanted to come to Canada, he would be on his own.
"A wife?" Ilya asked.
"Yes, if you are planning to wed someone from another country."
Ilya pondered that. He could marry Svetlana in three short years. Then she would be safe. He couldn't give that to Sasha, but he could give it to her. Shane wouldn't mind. It was a matter of practicality. They would need to talk about it, but he would understand. It's not like they could get married anyway. But that was a conversation for another day.
"What are the rules for the summer? Last summer there were not so many rules."
"Some of that depends on Hollander, if he's willing to stay with you, or if we need to take on extra staff."
"And Gilles?"
"When I know something, you'll know. Wear something nice to the meeting. Good here?"
Ilya nodded and walked away. For the first time in a long time, he was really looking forward to practice. It was going to be a deep breath of fresh air. The locker room, with Comeau gone, might finally be peaceful. He could talk to the boys without it being uncomfortably awkward and tense, and no one would make comments about what a girl he was. He could just play hockey. All he wanted was to play hockey.
The corridor outside the room had two of the equipment managers in it and a cardboard box that was filled with some things that were clearly Comeau's. Shane had explained that during a trade, the player was immediately barred from practices, and their things were sent on later. Ilya wouldn't see Comeau again until they met on the ice next. In the room, his stall had been stripped down to bare hooks and the number plate above it. The nameplate had already been removed, leaving a clean rectangle visible that was a different color from the surrounding wood.
The room was chattering away with the tense gossip that followed changes in the team. Montreal had made so few trades this year, letting the team settle in around Ilya, so he hadn't experienced quite this level of collective anxiety before. There was a radio going, the tinny bassline of Paradise City cutting through the chatter, and sticks being taped and clattering on the floor. Drapeau and Gagnon were talking animatedly with their hands. Ilya got to his stall, and the conversation ended.
It was off. The room didn't stop dead, but the volume dropped noticeably, and suddenly everyone seemed to be talking quietly about something else, and none of the conversations were directed at him. Gagnon and Drapeau both turned away at the same time. Sorenson, who was twenty and had not ever really experienced the room behaving this way either, glanced at Ilya and then away so fast that it was much more noticeable than it should have been.
Ilya grabbed a fresh wooden stick from the equipment manager and started taping, wrapping the top to create the knob he liked, like always. Some of the players were switching to aluminum, but it seemed too late in the season for that, maybe at training camp, in the fall. The team continued their strange, avoidant conversation until it came back around to the only subject that made sense to talk about.
"So, who are we getting?" LaChance asked. "Someone from LA?"
"Amatto," Gagnon said. "Anybody know him?"
"Only a kid," one of the defensemen supplied.
"He's twenty," said Pike.
Miitka, the backup goalie, had been reading the sports section and was running down the box scores with one finger. "Los Angeles, he's played eleven games," he said. "One assist."
"One!" J.J. exclaimed, incredulous.
"One," Miitka confirmed.
"He'll be in tomorrow for practice," Shane said. "I expect you'll all be welcoming."
"It wasn't about hockey," LaChance piped up. "The trade. Trades should be about the team."
"This was about the team," Shane said. "You play nice or you don't play at all."
"Some of us were playing just fine with Comeau," Drapeau spat.
"Say what you want to say," Shane shot back.
"I'm not saying shit."
"Are you sure? Because it sounded like you were trying to say someone who is out to fuck with our top scorer was a real asset."
"I said what I said."
"Then we're done. Anybody else want to say something?" He looked around expectantly. "No? Then get ready to go."
Ilya finished wrapping his stick and started on a second. He had words available. Team changes were stressful, and they were all just upset. It would pass, like these things always did. He mostly felt stupid and embarrassed that he had been excited to think this would be a peaceful day.
The practice was good. Shane made certain of it. Ilya was the first out and the last off. In the drills, he was faster and ahead of everyone else. Theriault ran them hard and didn't say much.
After practice, J.J. was in the stall with his bag packed. Ilya went over to make conversation.
"Lunch?" he said.
"I'm going out with some of the guys."
"Oh, where?" Ilya asked. J.J. gave him a long look.
"Not today, Rozy. Maybe you can come another time."
"You know this was not my fault," Ilya said, grabbing his arm.
"Then whose fault was it? You knew he was having a hard time, especially since the divorce. His ex took the boys and moved to Chicoutimi. It was five hours each way, so he was never seeing them." J.J. sighed. "I know he was not a friend to you, but he was a good guy. He was a good player. He didn't deserve this."
Ilya shook his head. "Good guys are not like this, J.J."
"Now they’re twice as far away. He's never going to see them now. You did that." He adjusted the strap of his bag on his shoulder. "I'll see you tomorrow."
Hayden caught him the next day, alone in the exercise room where the stationary bikes were. Ilya was on one with a towel around his neck when the door opened and Pike walked in and shut the door behind him. That was not something that was done unless there was about to be a conversation.
"You got a minute?"
Ilya checked the large clock on the wall. "I have twenty minutes." He did not stop pedaling.
"We're four points up right now. That's it."
"What is the point, Pike?"
"We lost one of our best penalty killers and got this shitty kid instead."
"He is a better skater than Comeau."
"I don't care." He bit out the words. "I don't give a shit how fast he can skate. We are fourteen games from playoffs and we needed Comeau."
Ilya stopped pedaling. "You are right, Pike."
"Oh fuck off."
"What?"
"Don't fucking agree. It's worse!" Hayden ran a hand through his hair. "Not all of us are you, okay? You fuck up, and it's fine because they've spent a mint getting you here and keeping you happy. I fuck up? I get sent somewhere bullshit and have to pull my pregnant wife away from her family."
"Pike, it is not like that. You are not getting traded. You are on the first line of the most successful team. You are not Comeau. People like you. Not me, but people."
"People liked Comeau too, jackass. No one is safe!"
"Hayden."
"Whatever." He turned for the door.
"Pike."
"It was me. I was the alternate. And I would have handled Comeau a hell of a lot different than you did."
"You do not have all the story."
"I have enough." Hayden spat. "I'd have taken Drapeau and Gagnon and got him alone with the door shut. No coaches, no management, and we would have told him to cut it out and he would have."
"Do you really believe this?"
"It's what a captain does, and you aren't one." He stalked out.
Ilya got off the bike and stood there. Maybe he was a shitty captain. He wasn't an authority. He was good at talking to the refs, and not much else. However, Hayden was a simplistic fool if he thought talking to Comeau and telling him just to cut it out would be sufficient. It wouldn't have been. Hayden's impression of Comeau was that his brutality, his soul-deep ugliness, was a feature, not a defect. This was the Comeau who had played and acted this way for eight years, and would likely continue to do it for eight more.
Hayden thought the reason he wasn't a good captain was that he went upstairs instead of into a locked room, and that was a stupid foreigner's mistake, because Ilya didn't know how to do things here. But that wasn't what happened. A captain was someone his teammates could see through. You could stand in front of the team and speak honestly, and everyone would believe you. Hayden could do that. Ilya couldn't.
He couldn't be a good captain, because there was always some part of himself that he would be holding back from the men he was supposed to be leading. At this point, the A was a decoration far more than it was a symbol of anything. He could, right now, walk into Theriault's office and give it back. He should give it back. He also knew that Theriault wouldn't accept it. Not now. They had fourteen games. He needed to spend every one of them showing the team that he was worth it.
The next days were tense. Amatto arrived. His black hair stuck up in every direction. He was wearing a thin, teal and purple nylon windbreaker that had been bought in a place where it did not snow, and was shivering even inside, but he was thrilled to be here.
He shook hands with everyone, practically vibrating the whole time. "Rich Amatto," he told the room.
"Comment?" replied Gagnon.
"Amatto, from L.A. I'm your new wing."
Gagnon looked at Drapeau, who said something in French. Gagnon said something back. Then J.J. joined in. He said something to Gagnon and both of them looked at Amatto and shrugged, hands out, faces full of apology.
"Il parle pas français," Gagnon said sadly.
"Ah, c'est plate ça," J.J. added.
"Sorry, what?" Amatto asked, and the men snickered.
After that, it was settled. Thibault answered him in French. Miitka, whose French was worse than Ilya's, also answered him in stilted, broken French.
Ilya didn't engage with any of it. Maybe he should have. He had been in that room in April with hardly any English at all, standing in the corridor while men made decisions about him in a language he couldn't even begin to comprehend. He taped his stick, and went out and skated, and told himself it was not his business what the rest of the room did, even if he didn't entirely believe that himself.
After the drills, Amatto introduced himself to Rozanov directly.
"Amatto," he said, thrusting out a hand. Ilya was partially undressed, about to head to the shower.
"Rozanov," Ilya replied.
"Yeah, no shit, we all know you," he laughed. He was twenty but appeared about sixteen.
"Settling in?" he asked.
"Yeah. I didn't realize I needed to know French here. I guess it makes sense, with Quebec being—" he trailed off.
"I think you will be okay," Ilya assured him, before pulling off his base layer and grabbing a towel.
"How do you do it?" he asked.
"What, shower?"
"No. Your English is so good."
"I had a good teacher," he responded.
On the second day, the video session was moved to nine and nobody told Amatto in English. He came in twenty minutes late and got shouted down by Theriault at the front of the room while Gagnon and Drapeau snickered to each other.
Ilya caught him in the hall after. "You need to know the numbers in French. Nine o'clock is neuf heures. Nine thirty is neuf heures et demie. Say them." Amatto blinked at him. "Say it."
He did, badly. Ilya took him through the numbers to twenty. "They will not say heures," Ilya continued. "They will say a neuf and it will be very fast. Listen for the numbers."
Amatto's fifth day, Shane finally told the guys to knock it off, and they did, but Ilya tried not to see the dejected look on Amatto's face. It was just hazing. It happened everywhere. Ilya remembered being made to sleep closest to the door where it was draftiest in the barracks, or being made to carry the bags of the older boys even in junior hockey, and then doing it himself when he was a few years older. Once he sent a rookie on a four-hour quest to find a left-handed puck. But that had been different. It wasn't called cruelty then. It was simply how things were.
In April, Ilya had arrived with next to zero words. He had read shoulders and hands and smiles. Nobody had done that to him on purpose. It had been how his life was, and that isolation had nearly torn him apart. Everyone in this room had seen him struggle. They knew what it did to him, and how he had clawed his way out of it, one practice at a time. Nobody had called it off for Ilya. He could have called it off for Amatto.
The day of the immigration appointment, Ilya put on the most conservative suit he owned. Blue window pane, with a solid-colored tie. It was boring, but he needed to make a good impression on the bureaucrats that would be letting him stay in this country forever. Shane had straightened his tie and given him a kiss. "I am so happy for you," he said. "It's a big step to having everything be normal for you."
Gilles drove them down. Beaulieu sat in the front and read a document the entire time. Ilya sat in the back seat and felt a little like a naughty child being driven home after being scolded. The office building itself was dull. The lighting wasn't bright enough and made Ilya feel like he was going blind. There were rows of molded plastic chairs bolted to a rail in rows around the room, and it was already packed with families of seemingly every size and race. A man in a turban and his wife were wrangling five children, waiting for their appointment slot. There were also several stern-looking couples seated in the chairs.
When it was Ilya's turn, he went into the room with Beaulieu and the immigration lawyer the team had retained, Roy. Ilya was unsure if Roy was his first or last name, but he seemed to know what he was doing.
The officer was a no-nonsense woman in her forties with gray-streaked hair pulled up into a twist. She confirmed his date of birth, and then had him spell his name twice. She showed him where to sign on the form, and had him write out his name in Latin letters, before signing above it in slanting Cyrillic. He thought about needing to practice signing his name in English, changing his signature now that he was on the path to becoming a Canadian.
The officer signed underneath. She pressed a thick stamp onto the sheet and separated out the carbon copies. She slid one across the desk.
"This is your Record of Landing. Don't lose it. Don't laminate it. People want to laminate it, and then it's a problem for the rest of the process. Don't do it." She tapped her own copies on the table. The other document was a smaller folder. His photograph was inside, taken a few days ago by a man in Beaulieu's office who had told him not to smile while he stood against a blank wall. Beneath the photo was his name and date of birth and his height in centimeters. The line for nationality was blank.
He held it open. "This is your Certificate of Identity. It's not a passport, but you can use it like one. I think Mr. Roy is handling the specifics of your visas." The lawyer nodded from next to Ilya. The officer reached a hand out for a handshake. "Welcome to Canada, Mr. Rozanov."
Gilles was at the curb where they had left him. He looked at Ilya through the rearview mirror. "Congratulations."
"Thank you," Ilya responded icily.
"My father immigrated. Took nine years on the papers. Don't lose them."
"I won't."
Once, long ago, Gilles must have been a young boy hearing about his father's story of coming to Canada. Ilya wanted to know how he could do this. Not why. The why was money. It was always money. Money was a boring reason to behave this way. He wanted to know how Gilles could sit there and talk about his father and also spend months slowly selling every detail of Ilya's life. He had thought that Gilles was just a guy who didn't care very much. That had been wrong. Gilles cared quite a lot, but about the wrong things. He hadn't let Ilya bring Sophie over out of charity or friendship. It had been out of self-serving greed only. If Gilles could behave this way, it meant every person who had ever been kind to him in this country could too. There was no way to test for it, and there never would be.
"You want to stop for burgers or something?" Gilles asked.
"No, just to practice."
"Sure? There's a place on Guy."
"I am fine," Ilya replied, ending the conversation.
That evening, he sat at the table with the dictionary open and a pen in his hand. He found the word for citizen. But that's not what he was. He turned to the word for landed. Landed was what airplanes did, and he couldn't figure out how to reconcile it with him as a person, but he liked the idea that this was home, and he would not be asked to leave. He flipped to the very back and saw the picture of him and Vadim, standing too close, looking too intimate.
The picture seemed different now. He didn't feel the panic of it being far too close to being the truth about him. It was in the past. Vadim wasn't his future. Canada was. Shane was. He squinted at the photo, then he noticed it. The corner of the photo was creased. A soft fold, like it wasn't sitting square when the book was closed. When had that happened? He must have been careless with it.
That next night was Comeau's first game for Toronto. Ilya watched his interview on the television, Shane sitting beside him with a hand on his thigh.
"Any insight into the trade?" The reporter asked. Ilya scoffed. They should know that it wasn't a question that any player was capable of answering honestly without getting some kind of punishment later.
"You'd need to ask Montreal," he said, his lips curling.
"Montreal's management chose not to comment."
"Look, I had a great eight years there. It's different now than it was when I signed there."
"Different how?"
Comeau looked over the man's shoulder for a moment, maybe for reassurance from a manager.
"You want me to say it? Fine. They decided that a superstar player or two are worth more than everyone else." He cracked his neck back and forth. "That's the whole story. I'm a Guardian now and this is my team."
"Are things different here?"
"Oh yeah. There's a way you do things in this sport. If you have a problem with a teammate, you say it to his face. That's been true for sixty years. But now, you apparently just forget all that and go upstairs. And I'll tell you what, you go talk to the guys over there and they'll agree with me."
"Are you saying—"
"I'm saying I've got no complaints with Montreal. Not a one. Those are my brothers and they know exactly how this went down. You want more about that, ask Montreal. But they've been so talkative this week. Thanks, fellas."
The interview cut. Shane's hand was gripping his leg, hard. Ilya hadn't noticed.
"Okay," he said. "That was—"
"Was bad, Shane."
"He didn't say your name."
"He did not need to." The studio came back with two men in bad jackets discussing what Comeau had said for ninety seconds. You have to admire a guy who says what he thinks.
In mid-March, the press release came through from the Calgary Rustlers. Beaulieu had him in on a Thursday, the press release printed and laid out in front of him.
"You've seen this," he said.
"No?" Ilya asked curiously.
Beaulieu pushed it across the desk. Ilya skimmed the page while Beaulieu began talking. "Illarion Yaroslav. Twenty-three, almost the same as you. Left wing from Traktor Chelyabinsk."
The photograph attached to the press release was awful. A club portrait that appeared to be clipped out of a group photo. It was badly lit, with Yaroslav’s wide round face like a pumpkin staring blankly at the camera.
"Do you know him?" Ilya knew his name, but didn't know him. He had played against him a handful of times, and had been on a summer selection roster with him once years ago in Novogorsk, where Yaroslav had shared a few cigarettes with him before they were split onto different squads.
"Not as well as I know Polyakov. He was never chosen for the national team."
"The Sports Ministry has issued him special exit permissions and is allowing him to play with Calgary for the rest of this season and all of the next."
"He did not need to escape."
"No. He's allowed to be here."
"They let him do this?"
Beaulieu nodded the affirmative. "There are a lot of rules about how he gets paid, but he is allowed to be here."
"And his family?"
"Still in the Soviet Union. He will be going home for the summer."
"We play in Calgary on the twenty-second."
"A request came through the league office a few days ago stating that the two of you not be on the ice at the same time, in any game, this season or next. My contact in Chicago says the same request was made of Polyakov."
"I do not see how this is possible."
Beaulieu laughed shortly. "It's the government asking, not the team. But the league agrees it is not possible. We will not be making any accommodations to keep you separate." Ilya nodded. "But there is an understanding that we have all agreed to. You are not to have any contact with him of any kind."
"None?"
"Do not speak to him. Not one word, in Russian or English. Not in a handshake line, or at a face-off. Do not chirp him, and do not answer if he chirps you. Do not be close enough to be photographed with him. If he goes down, skate away and let someone else handle it."
"And if he speaks to me first?"
"Then he has made the mistake, but you will not make it worse. Stay away from him."
"Is this for me or for him?"
"Both," Beaulieu said. "But between us, you have much less to lose. Whatever the Soviets think of you, you have a huge number of people here looking out for you. He doesn't. He has a wife that they are not letting out of the country, and if he is an embarrassment, I imagine the punishments will be very severe."
The phone rang around seven that night while Shane was plating up some broccoli and tilapia for dinner. Ilya picked up the phone, the usual catch in his chest as he did so. "This is Rozanov," he said.
"Hello. It's Vadim."
Ilya leaned against the counter. He had thought about what this phone call would look like so many times. Back when Vadim had first left, he had the furious longing of just hoping that he would call, that he would plan to visit. That he would come back and they would go dancing and listen to music and talk about how hard it was to be in Canada, but also how easy at the same time. In none of those thoughts had he considered Shane as a real possibility in his life. He certainly had never thought the two of them would meet.
"It is nice to hear from you," Ilya said. And it was, mostly. Vadim had been a good friend when he needed one, and he thought of their time together with nothing but fondness, even if it had ended more abruptly than he wanted. Ilya remembered the hot summer days when they stayed cool by shopping at the mall, getting his driver's license, or all the other things. Someday he hoped he could take Shane to one of those bars with Haitian music that played too loud and bodies packed too closely together. Shane would hate it. He was a terrible dancer, if Pike's wedding was anything to go by, but maybe he could improve. Maybe Ilya could help him improve.
"I am in Montreal for a few days. I wanted to know if you would like to get dinner."
"Why are you in town?"
"The Metros wanted to interview me about a security matter. That wouldn't have anything to do with you, would it?" Ilya could hear the amusement tinging his voice. He sounded more relaxed than he had the last time they'd met.
"Dinner would be nice."
"Do you want to go out, or stay in? I seem to remember you liked it when we stayed in."
Ilya wrapped the phone cord around two fingers, and then unwound it, doing it again and again. He didn't know how to navigate this. He didn't know what it looked like to get together with an ex-lover in this way. They were either people he never saw again, or people where things had been casual enough that it wasn't awkward. Or, Sasha and Sveta. They belonged in their own category. This was different. It had been too much. He had gotten too attached. He had felt too empty when it ended. But he also had no intention of going back either. He was with Shane now. Shane who had lain in his arms and asked him so tenderly not to sleep with other people. Shane who would also leave him feeling wounded and empty someday.
"I have to ask," Ilya replied.
"Oh?"
"Yes. There is a person who must stay with me. He lives here too."
"A handler?"
"Something like that."
"I will give you the phone number for my hotel room. Think about it and let me know what you decide. Do you have a pen?" He gave Ilya his phone number, and Ilya jotted it down and read it back to him.
"I will let you know."
"Ilya?"
"Yes?"
"Your English is wonderful. You have done so well." Ilya felt warmth blossom in his heart. Vadim hung up the phone with a click.
"Who was that?" Shane asked. While he was on the phone, Shane had arranged dinner on the table, so Ilya took a seat.
"Vadim. He was the translator and my handler last summer. We spent a lot of time together. Three, four evenings a week."
"The one who showed you the city."
"Yes." Shane picked up his fork with a bite of fish, but then set it down. "Ask what you want to ask, Hollander."
"How old is he?"
"Thirty, probably. I do not know. That is not what you wanted to ask."
"I don't know what to ask." Shane moved his water glass on the table and then dragged his finger through the condensation ring it left behind.
"Try."
"He's the one from the photo." Ilya nodded. "Was it—" he started. "Was it like us?"
"No," Ilya said. Shane put his hands flat on each side of his plate, his fingers tensing. "I was alone, Shane. I did not know anyone. I did not know how to buy bread. Then a man comes and he teaches me how to write a cheque and buy a car." Ilya reached out a hand and placed it on Shane's. "He took me to clubs where men danced with men and showed me that Canada is different from the Soviet Union in every way." Shane's hand was stiff under Ilya's. "He was kind and made me feel like I could live here." He swallowed heavily. "And then he said he was going to Ottawa and that was it. Then it was done."
Shane cleared his throat. "Did you love him?"
Ilya wasn't usually taken aback by Shane's questions, but he was truly struck dumb.
He thought for a moment. Was this love? Is that what Shane was getting at? Did Shane love him? "It was not like us." He couldn't say it, but he hoped the implication was enough to placate Shane for now.
Shane pulled his hand back. "You don't have to—"
"With him I was learning," Ilya cut in. "Vadim always knew that it would end. This is not like that. You are not going to get a government job in Ottawa and leave me for a boring city."
"Hey, you liked Ottawa."
"No, I liked Christmas with you. It is different."
"What did he want?"
"He wanted to get dinner. Out, or here. One of those."
Ilya could see the wheels turning in Shane's head. "Okay," he said finally. "He can have dinner here."
"Okay. I will tell him."
"And I'll be here." Shane tilted his chin up, daring Ilya to disagree.
"Yes. I want you here."
Shane's defiant face turned puzzled. "You don't want to have dinner with him alone?"
"Yes. It is not complicated. You should meet him. Officially."
"It's a little complicated to me."
"You are important to me. You will be here." And that was the end of the conversation. After dinner, Ilya phoned Vadim back, and they planned to have dinner the following evening. Ilya would cook. Vadim would bring wine. Shane would be there.
Vadim arrived precisely on time the next evening, two bottles of wine in hand. Ilya had been nervously cooking since four. He had gone shopping on Beaubien with Shane that morning, stopping by the grocery owned by a shriveled Ukrainian man where he could buy dill and a jar of sour cream that was not like the kind you could get at the regular grocery stores in Canada. He had made kotlety how his mother had shown him, soaking dark bread in milk and pressing it out in his fist.
Shane had helped in bits and pieces until six, when he went to change his clothes into something nicer. He came out in clothes Ilya had never seen before. A pinstriped suit and a sateen shirt, and a bolo tie.
"What are you wearing?" Ilya covered the giggle that was threatening to escape with his hand.
"Is it stupid? Rose talked me through it."
"You do not have to try to impress him," Ilya commented.
"You don't like it?"
"Oh, I like it. But boring Shane Hollander does not wear a bolo tie."
"I'll go change," he said, turning to go, but then the buzzer rang.
"I guess not," Ilya quipped. Shane rolled his eyes and went to answer the door.
Vadim swept in, putting his bottles of wine down on the entry table while Shane took his coat. Vadim seemed older, but still good. His brown curls had started to show a few glistening strands of silver at the temples that weren't there the last time Ilya had seen him. He had a gigantic plum-colored overcoat and a scarf wrapped around his long neck. He had lost a little weight, making his cheekbones stand out even more.
Ilya took his hand, but Vadim pulled him into a hug, kissing each cheek. "Ilya," he said. Ilya looked at Shane over Vadim's shoulder apologetically, seeing the flash of envy in his eyes.
"Vadim," Ilya replied. "This is Shane Hollander, I think you may know his face."
Vadim held out a hand for a shake that did not turn into a hug. "Vadim Garaschenko," he said. "Thank you for having me. I did not mean to impose on such short notice."
"It's no trouble. Ilya's been the one doing the cooking."
"Really? Ilya mostly watched me cook."
"He cooks for me all the time," Shane said bitchily.
"Then he has changed a great deal," Vadim said, "And I would love to hear all about it."
Vadim took over the room, examining every corner and object. The view out the window, the record player, the sofa with far too many pillows.
"This is a very nice apartment," he said.
"It is his," Ilya said, gesturing at Shane.
"It is both of ours," Shane said from the kitchen. Vadim observed Ilya curiously but let that go.
The food was delicious. Ilya had fried the spicy, herbed meat patties, served with buckwheat tossed with fried onions and tangy pickles. He was proud of it. It was more than he would usually make for a casual dinner, but not exceptionally different either.
"Tastes like my mother would make," Vadim said. Ilya smiled at that. "Where did you find good dill in March?"
"That market on Beaubien. You know the one."
"Mr. Yanki, yes. I used to buy my cigarettes there, and I was sure he was making up the prices. I never paid the same amount twice." He turned to Shane. "Does he make you eat like this often?"
"Sometimes."
"Good, builds character," Vadim smiled. Shane laughed, the tension relaxing a little. Ilya wondered if Shane could see why the thing with Vadim had worked so well. It was easy.
They cleared the table at half past nine, and went into the living room with the second bottle of wine to settle in. Shane said something about putting on the end of a West Coast hockey game, and Vadim agreed. Ilya loaded the dishwasher, then reappeared in the living room. Vadim saw a forgotten mug on the coffee table and offered to put it in the dishwasher and get it started, which Ilya agreed to.
Vadim returned, and they turned on the hockey game, watching Winnipeg play against Edmonton, when suddenly there was a sound like a fist slamming into a metal plate.
Vadim jumped to his feet. Ilya's body reacted before his mind did. He didn't mean to cower, but he shuddered involuntarily, his hands coming up to his head. They were there. They were in the condo. His vision tunneled on the periphery and his heart felt like it had turned to stone in his chest. His mind was racing to every exit. The door was thirty feet away. He could jump out a window. It was a fifteen-foot drop. He could do it.
"The fuck was that?" Shane said, already up, moving, annoyed by the interruption. He was already moving towards the kitchen, towards the cabinet with the emergency direct phone. He didn't have a gun. He didn't have anything. Shane was going to die.
"Do not—" said Ilya.
"It's the fucking dishwasher," Shane said. Ilya put his hand on the arm of the couch, digging his fingers into the rough upholstery wool and made himself breathe. He was in the living room. He was safe. It was just the dishwasher. He came back into himself and walked to where Shane was standing, Vadim at his side.
The three of them stood in the kitchen and looked at the machine, which was now steadily leaking water across the floor. "Shit," Shane said.
"The—" Ilya started struggling for the word. He mimed twisting a knob with his hand.
"Valve," Vadim supplied.
"What valve?" Shane said.
"There is a valve," Ilya replied. Shane opened the cabinet under the sink and got down on the floor, snaking his hand around until he found two taps of the same size on two pipes with no labels on either.
"Which one?" Shane snapped.
"Both?" Ilya said. He had no idea. He didn't know what to do with a dishwasher. He barely wanted the damn thing in the house at all.
Shane was steaming. "It's brand new. The piece of shit shouldn't be breaking this easily," he complained.
He turned them both and nothing happened. If anything, the amount of water ejected out of the machine increased. It turned out there was a third pipe with a valve. Shane turned that one and the torrent of water stopped.
Ilya turned to Vadim. "Please, go sit and have wine. We will clean the floor."
"I can help," Vadim offered.
"No," Ilya said. "You are our guest."
Vadim put his hand on the small of Ilya's back and whispered, in Russian, "You went somewhere when the noise happened."
"It was loud," Ilya responded, in English. "Please, go sit. We will clean this." Ilya waved him off to the living room and Vadim reluctantly went.
Shane brought out every towel from the linen closet, and Ilya got a bucket and a mop. They knelt on the floor, trying to clean up as much water as possible. Shane was dabbing furiously with towel after towel, sopping up whatever he could, and Ilya could see the anger slowly seeping out of his body. Soaked, he yanked off the tie and peeled off the soaking fabric of the shirt. Ilya flicked water on his bare chest, making him flinch away. Ilya chuckled.
"We have a guest," Shane hissed, but flicked water back at him. Ilya put the wet towel on the back of his neck and Shane squirmed away.
"Are you sure you don't need any help?" Vadim had returned, standing a foot away from them.
Shane blushed and immediately got very serious about cleaning the floor. "Nope, we've got it," he replied.
A few minutes later, Ilya stepped into the living room with Vadim, having stripped down to his undershirt. Shane had retreated upstairs to put on a new shirt and joined them a few minutes later.
"Is it fixed?" Vadim asked.
"No, we will have to call tomorrow," Ilya said. "But the water is cleaned up."
"I should go," Vadim said, polishing off the last of the wine in his glass.
"We can have coffee still."
"Ilya," he said.
"I will make coffee."
"You have practice, and I have to head home early tomorrow." He wound his scarf around his neck. "I'm also quickly overstaying my welcome."
"I'll walk you out then," Ilya said. Shane nodded at him.
Ilya walked with him down the stairs. At the door, Vadim reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a small package.
"Vadim. You should not have."
"It is nothing. I didn't send a Christmas gift."
"I did not send you one either."
Vadim smiled. "Open it up after I'm gone."
Ilya smiled back. "Okay. Later."
"Ilya," Vadim said.
"What?"
Vadim wrapped his arms around him. He held on longer than he should have, pulling him in cheek to cheek. Ilya could feel his stubble, so different from Shane's smooth face. "I am so sorry," he said, his lips nearly against Ilya's ear. In a different time, it would have been comfortably, delightfully intimate. Today it was not. That was for Shane to do. Only Shane.
"What are you sorry for?"
"You know." He did know. For leaving him, for intruding on his new life, for dredging it all up again.
"You have nothing to be sorry for. I have an entire life, now."
"I won't tell anyone," he said. "About you and Hollander."
"There's nothing between me and Hollander," Ilya said, his heart skipping a beat.
"Yes, like there was nothing between you and me. I know how these things work." He patted Ilya's cheek, somewhat patronizingly. He leaned forward and kissed Ilya on the same cheek and walked away.
He opened up the package as soon as Vadim was gone. It was a cassette. It had a handwritten label that said Montreal, Été 1988. He would listen to it later when he was alone and could use his headphones. It seemed too intimate an activity to share with Shane just yet.
He made his way back up the stairs. Shane was standing by the sink, washing the dishes by hand.
"Vadim get going okay?"
"Yes," Ilya replied. "He is gone."
Ilya took the towel off the handle of the oven and started drying the dishes that Shane was placing in the rack. Shane was looking at him.
"He say anything else?"
"What makes you think he said anything?"
"Don't be an asshole."
Ilya grinned. "He gave me a music tape."
"Oh, sure."
"He also said he would not say anything about us."
Shane's hands stopped in the sink water. Ilya watched the tension work its way through his body, his shoulders inching up towards his ears. He pulled the plug and the sink started to empty.
"What did you say?"
"I said there was nothing between us."
"And?"
Ilya shrugged. "He already knew."
Shane wiped his hands and turned around to lean on the counter with his arms folded. "You trust him, though."
"Yes."
"So now he knows. That makes three."
Ilya felt the blood run out of his face. "Three?" He knew his voice was shaking. "Rose, Vadim, and—?"
"I was wrong," Shane corrected quickly. "Just two. Rose. And Vadim now. No one else."
"Hollander. Do not lie to me." His heart was sinking, threatening to drop right out of him. Fuck fuck fuck.
Shane averted his eyes. "We were seen. At the hotel in Edmonton."
"By who?"
Shane looked like he would rather get all his teeth pulled than tell Ilya what he knew. "Hollander. You will tell me now."
"Scott Hunter."
"Fucking Scott Hunter!” His heart was thundering in his ears, and he could feel the heat rising in his face. “You are telling me fucking dinosaurs know about us now? Is this why you say no hotel rooms?" Shane nodded. "And you trust this man who is older than the Soviet Union?"
Shane still wouldn’t make eye contact with him. He was staring rigidly at the now-empty sink. "I didn't really have a choice," Shane conceded.
Ilya exploded. "You had a choice!” He shoved his hand onto Shane’s jaw, wrenching his head around to face him. “You could have told me. You have known for weeks," he hissed, inches from his face.
"I was handling it!” Shane shoved Ilya’s hand away, his own temper flaring to match.
"I am so fucking tired of being handled!” Ilya roared, the sound echoing sharply in the kitchen. He backed away from Shane, needing to create some distance before he did something he regretted. “You are not supposed to handle me. You are supposed to be my friend."
"Don't do that." Shane stepped back toward him, closing the gap Ilya had just created, his eyes flashing. "You think this is just about you? You think I don’t have shit to lose here? My mom gave up her whole fucking career for me. To make sure I could be who I am. If this gets out, it’s not just me who gets destroyed. Don't lump me in with them." His face was going red. "I'm not Beaulieu. I care about you, so fucking much. He doesn't give a shit about you. I do!"
"If you cared you would not have kept this secret. You do not get to decide what I can handle. This is what they do. They sit in a room and they decide what I am allowed to have and know and be. No one ever asks Ilya this! It is not better than Moscow, you know that?" His chest heaved, panic and rage blinding him. Shane looked truly hurt. "I'm sorry," he said.
“Are you?” Ilya snapped. He snatched a wet kitchen towel and threw it at the counter. It clipped a glass in the dish rack, sending it shattering into the steel sink with a crash. “Fuck,” he screeched, looking at the shards of glass.
“Ilya.”
"Do not. If you are like them, there is nobody I can trust.” He breathed deeply, willing his temper to settle. 
Shane had flinched away from the noise of the glass breaking, but turned back to Ilya, his jaw set. He gripped his hands tightly on the edge of the counter behind him.
"Do you mean it?" Shane's voice was soft, but the color was still up in his face. "Do you really think it's not better here than in Moscow?"
"You are worse, Shane. In Moscow, they do not pretend that they are being honest with me! Beaulieu's job is to know a thing before I do and when he hides things I am not surprised. You are not paid to manage me. You chose this. And you keep fucking choosing it! You have so many times you could stop doing it, but you keep choosing me. It is so much worse because you do not even know what you are doing to me."
“I was scared! So fucking scared! We didn’t both need to be scared. Not with everything else!"
"You think I am not scared? I am scared all the fucking time! But you do not get to decide when I get to be scared."
"I know you're scared! You couldn't see yourself when that bang came through the condo. I haven't seen you like that since—" Shane trailed off. Ilya knew what he was going to say. Since Comeau. Since the last dishwasher panic attack. Since he sat sweating on the floor in pain because he couldn't go to a doctor. Since an envelope of photographs got them stuck in this whole mess. Since it turned out Ilya was too unstable to live a normal life. Since Ilya was more like his mother than he had thought.
He straightened. "It was loud. That is all."
"Ilya."
"I do not want to talk about this."
Shane stared at him, his chest heaving, before his shoulders slumped forward. "Fine. I don't have anything to say except for sorry. Rose. Vadim. Scott Hunter. That's everyone. If anyone else knows, I'll let you know right away."
"Right away,” Ilya demanded. His voice was tight. " You promise this."
"Yes."
The silence that followed seemed to stretch an eternity. The adrenaline that had fueled his rage was leeching out of him, leaving him feeling embarrassed and depleted. He should have been in better control. He should never have said those things to Shane. He could hear his father's voice in his ears, scolding him for being such a fucking child. Only the weak shout. 
He looked into the basin of the sink. The water glass was shattered into several large glittering pieces, scattered across the drain. Ilya, hand trembling, reached into the sink. He carefully pinched the largest curved shard of glass, pulling it out. Shane moved immediately. He reached for the trash can beneath the counter, dragging it out to Ilya’s side. Ilya couldn't look at him. Then Shane’s hands were in the sink too, methodically picking up fragments and putting them in the bin. The clink of glass was the only sound in the room, somehow louder than all the shouting had just been. Shane took a wet paper towel and ran it over the bottom of the sink, gathering up the nearly-invisible, powdery glass dust that had been left behind. When the sink was clean, he tossed the paper towel into the bin and pushed it back under the counter.  
Ilya let out a shaky breath, the last of the fight gone from him. His eyes were fixed on the floor. “I should not have lost my temper,” he said. “It was an accident, the glass.”
“I know,” Shane replied. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you.”
He turned back to Shane. "Scott Hunter is thirty-four."
"Thirty-five, now."
"And he has never had a wife."
"I don't keep up on the gossip, but no, I don't think so."
Ilya finally caught Shane's gaze and held it an uncomfortably long time. Shane looked away first.
"It must be hard. To be alone so long."
"I don't think he's alone. But I think he isn't married." Ilya met Shane's deep, dark eyes. So earnest. So honest. So willing to take a secret to the grave. That would be them. Not alone. Not married. What did they call it? He had heard it on a soap opera once. Confirmed bachelor. Shane might be this. He would need to ask, at a better time.
"We will need to call the repairman to come tomorrow," Ilya said.
"Ilya, will you come to bed?"
"No," Ilya said stubbornly. "I am going to bed. In my room, that I should sleep in."
"We're not done talking."
"Fine. But you ask me to be honest, so you must be honest too."
Shane took his time coming up. He started a load of towels in the washing machine. He went around turning off the lights, and came to the bedroom, pulling off his third shirt of the day. Ilya was in bed with his back resting against the headboard.
"That was a lot, tonight."
"Yes," Ilya agreed. Shane huffed and covered his eyes with his hands.
"Can we talk more? About tonight?"
"What is it?"
"I was making myself sick over tonight. I was so worried he'd know about us. I'd touch you the wrong way, and he'd know right away."
"You did not trust me."
"No, I didn't trust me. I know how I am with you. And then he showed up and he was so much better looking than I was expecting, and then I was worried about you."
"Why?" Ilya couldn't imagine what he was saying. Vadim was handsome. But he wasn't Shane. A bar of light came in through the strip in the blinds, illuminating the bridge of Shane's nose.
"I don't know. I was waiting for him to sit too close, or to look at you too much. He never did. I was waiting for it. For him to say he was coming back, and to make an attempt to win you back."
"Shane," Ilya said gently, running a thumb across his cheekbone. "There is nothing to win back."
"I know. I know there's nothing between you anymore. I saw it."
"You have no one to be jealous of."
Shane scooted closer, the mattress dipping as the space between them vanished to nothing.  Ilya snaked an arm around him. Shane was against Ilya’s chest, his face buried in the curve of his neck. The fight had stripped them both raw, leaving just the fragile truce behind. Ilya’s hand twisted into the hair at the base of Shane’s skull, listening to his shallow breathing. It was a terrifying way to live, this path they were on. But as their breathing slowly synced in the dimly lit room, Ilya felt in his bones it was worth it. It would be worth it, if they could learn to trust each other. 
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As a warning, I am back to my busy season at work. I think an update every couple of weeks is probably reasonable, but anything faster is unlikely. If you're following Scott and Kip in their story, same situation.

I'm light on notes this week, so I'll leave you with just a few things:

The paperwork Ilya signs is generally as accurate as I could find. He would have gotten a Record of Landing, signed in front of some witnesses. It was a sheet of paper with carbon copies, not a "card". Permanent Resident cards as we know them now didn't exist until 2002. I got mine in 2004!

Naming hockey teams sucks, but I did enjoy them being the Calgary Rustlers. Calgary has a bizarre and wonderful cowboy culture, which I greatly enjoy. See: tomato-colored Olympic cowboy hats.  I was not even going to try to name a Soviet team...so you have Traktor Chelyabinsk, which is the real name of a team.

A little more reality creeping in here. Yaroslav isn't real, but in March 1989, Sergei Priakin was granted official permission to play hockey for the Calgary Flames, becoming the first Soviet citizen legally permitted to work in the NHL. He wasn't a star, so when Calgary drafted him, they hoped it would test the waters and open the door for more players from the USSR. Fetisov, who I've mentioned before, was actively trying to get permission to play in the NHL and was still waiting (and livid). The Flames also weren't allowed to pay him directly. They paid Sovintersport, and they paid him. His contract was for $125,000 per year, but in reality he saw about 10% of that. He wasn't allowed to make more than a Soviet Ambassador, which was $1,000-1,500 a month.
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    Chapter Summary

    Ilya gets a gift from an old friend, and the run to the playoffs begins.



    Chapter Notes

      Chapter WarningsDiscussion of medical coercion and past medical trauma.
Threats against family members.
Paranoia, PTSD, and the makings of a panic attack.
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  Provision (noun)

	
Food or necessities laid in beforehand by someone who has learned not to trust tomorrow.



	
A portion issued in measured amounts by those who control the larger share, and withdrawn on the same authority.



	
A clause governing the worst, written by parties who do not expect to be present for it.




Example: "There isn't another Ilya Rozanov. They know that." - April, 1989
The flight to Calgary was Ilya's first time back there since his last, highly eventful day at the Olympics. He was a little excited at the prospect of winning on familiar ice, while also terrified at the thought of bringing up the memories of that day a year ago. Gilles wasn't with him on this trip, which also helped bring a sense of relief. Nobody had mentioned it to Ilya in advance. He had been doing as asked, staying as neutral as possible around Gilles, but he was filled with that cold sickness deep in his stomach whenever they were together, the kind that made the hair on the nape of his neck prickle. He had been replaced with yet another new face. This one was named Friesan, as he had introduced himself when he came to pick them up. He was about forty with light hair, and was built like a man who used to have a very physical job, but had since let himself go slightly soft around the middle. Ilya thought that maybe that would be him someday, after retirement, when staying at peak fitness was no longer his full-time responsibility.
Friesan had handled Ilya's new documents easily, and then boarded the plane. He kept one eye on Ilya, but also had a newspaper folded to the sports section, that he glanced at. When he set it down on his armrest to reach for his coffee, Ilya caught the headline. The Sports Ministry’s approval of Soviet players in the NHL. Ilya caught his name somewhere on the page before Friesan picked it up and folded it the other way.
Somewhere over Ontario, the guys started to play cards. "I play?" Ilya asked.
"We have a full group," J.J. replied.
Ilya sighed and returned to his seat, staring out at the clouds through the plane window. He flicked the metal lid of the empty ashtray built into the armrest. He wanted a cigarette.
Amatto dropped into the seat across from him with a paper cup of coffee.
"Are you good at cards?"
"Too good," he replied, catching J.J. looking at him out of the corner of his eye. They needed to do some winning, so the team would stop treating him like a cancer.
"They won't let me play either," Amatto said. "Drapeau said I had to earn it. What does that even mean?"
"Do you want to play?"
"Yeah, that would be great."
Ilya found another deck of cards in the galley and pulled out the cards they needed, shuffling. "We will play durak. It means fool. The person who loses is the fool. It is good. Can play with two."
He dealt the cards and put the rest of the deck on the table, flipping the top card. He walked Amatto through it a few times and then said they would play. He beat him nine times in a row.
"Fuck, how are you doing that?"
"You keep all your good cards!"
"You said to keep them!"
"Not until they are worth nothing!"
"Okay, deal again."
Amatto lost four more times, but then, suddenly, he won. He made a whoop of joy that turned heads. "Good! More fun if it is a challenge."
"Is it better with more people?"
"Yes," Ilya nodded. "Can have six, but three or four is nice."
Amatto turned and snapped his fingers, rudely, Ilya thought, at Friesan. "Hey, you play?"
The older man folded his paper. "Some," he said.
"You want in? He's killing me here."
Friesan looked to Ilya for permission, but Ilya gestured to the open seat next to him, feeling an annoyance with Amatto as he did so. It wasn’t Amatto’s fault. He didn’t know that the suits were not to be trusted, and now, in front of everyone, was not the time to educate him. It would be fine. One card game, and then he could go back to ignoring Friesan completely, keeping him at a safe distance.
"Hollander," Ilya called. "You want in?"
"Capitaine never plays," J.J. said from his own group.
"Yeah, I'll join," Shane replied, sliding in next to Amatto. Ilya dealt him in and went through the directions again.
Friesan unbuttoned the cuffs of his shirt and rolled them up.
"Settling in?" Hollander mused.
"Hoping I can put him in his place," he responded with a wry smile. It turned out he was very good. He lost only once in the first dozen hands.
"You have played before?" Ilya asked.
"No, just like to win."
Shane played like he had never been in a competitive setting in his entire life that didn't devolve into a life-or-death situation in his brain. He watched Ilya’s hands more than his own cards until he had figured Ilya out and was using it against him.
"You are counting," Ilya said, pleased.
"Am not."
"No, is good. How many spades are gone?"
"Six," Shane muttered.
The other groups had stopped their euchre, or their stud, or their crib, and were now watching Ilya's game. Sorenson stopped near them and watched two hands. Amatto narrated what was happening.
"Huh," he said. "Different."
"You could sit and try," Ilya offered.
"Nah," Sorenson replied, hands in his pockets. "I'd lose."
"Probably, yes." Ilya shrugged.
They played until the flight began to descend. "Next time we play for money, yes?" Ilya said.
"No," Shane said quickly.
"Why not?"
"I'm not letting you take the new guy for all he's worth."
Ilya turned to Amatto. "He is afraid."
"Someone needs to be the responsible adult here."
The flight landed and they headed to the hotel. The game was tomorrow, so it was nice to relax at the hotel. The team had reserved a banquet room on the hotel's first floor. Ilya sat at a table with Amatto, Sorenson, and Miitka.
Shane was two tables over with Hayden and J.J., plus LaChance. Ilya could see the side of his face. It was fine. Amatto had that glow of a rookie who had been included and talked steadily for the entire hour. Sorenson also appeared to be willing to talk to Ilya again, although in sparse, short bursts.
Shane held back for him as they started to break up, heading towards the elevators.
"I'm going to the pool."
"There is a pool?"
"Yes. I'm going to do that, and then I'm going to my room."
"Is this an invitation, Hollander?"
"It isn't. No hotels. I mean it."
"If you say so."
"There's no sex during playoffs anyway."
Ilya looked at him with alarm. "What?"
"Like the beards. Superstition. No sex."
Ilya stared at him, his initial shock morphing into a smirk. He leaned in close, certain no one else could hear him. "Okay. We make a deal, yes. If we win Stanley Cup, I fuck you." He knew it was a risk. He liked to push Hollander, but he knew this might be too much. But they had been dancing around it for so long.
Ilya watched Shane's pink tongue dart out and lick his lips. "What if we lose?"
Ilya reached out, ostensibly to clap a hand on Shane's shoulder. It would have been a perfectly normal gesture between teammates, but let his thumb press deeply into the firm muscle near Shane's collarbone. He hoped it would leave a bruise that Shane would have to explain away later. His gaze dropped down to Shane's mouth before slowly dragging it back up to meet his wide, terrified eyes.
"If we lose," he murmured. "Then we do not, and you have to spend whole summer wondering what it would have felt like."
Shane let out a shaky, stuttering breath. The competitive fire was in his eyes, warring with his need to avoid detection in a public hallway.
"You won’t be able to wait that long," he challenged, though his voice was halting and uncertain.
"Earn it, Captain," Ilya whispered.
Shane swallowed hard, his Adam's apple bobbing. He took a large step backward, and Ilya watched as his stoic mask slipped back into place, though his neck still had a bright flush creeping up past his collar.
"Yeah, okay." His voice was thick. "Goodnight, Rozanov."
"Goodnight."
Ilya was sitting shirtless on the covers at nine thirty, watching television, when he heard a knock on the door. He grinned. He straightened his shoulders and opened the door, expecting dark hair wet from the pool and some bad excuse that led him here, a chirp on his tongue.
"Hey," said Amatto. "You weren't asleep, right?" He had two bags of Old Dutch potato chips and a couple of cans with him, vibrating with nervous energy the way many rookies did. "There's a machine on my floor. It spit out two. You want one?" He held out the bag of chips. "They're ketchup, can you believe that?"
He was with a new team and didn’t know anyone. This was Ilya’s chance to make him feel welcomed. His chance to be a good captain. He fought the urge to send the kid away like a kicked puppy and stepped aside to let him in the room.
"They are very good."
"We don't have these in California."
"No?"
"I've never seen them."
"You have been here only a week. There are many other foods. The coffee candy bars are good."
"So you were here, for the Olympics."
"Yes."
"And you won gold? Do you still have the medal, or did it go away when, you know."
"You can say it. I still have it. It was with me."
"That's unreal. I watched all the games on TV. My whole family was over for it." He handed Ilya a can of orange soda. "Do you like this? It's my favorite."
They sat and ate chips and drank soda, watching highlights on the TV. It was comfortable, and although Ilya had really, really hoped Hollander would be in tonight to suck his dick, this was also fine. "Can I ask you something else?"
"Just ask."
"Who's the guy? He asked what I was doing when I came up to knock on your door. The one from the plane." Oh, maybe it was good that Hollander didn't come then. This handler was much more persnickety than Gilles would have been.
"He is here for me."
"Oh," Amatto sat back in his chair. "Okay. Because of the—"
"Yes."
"Right. Sorry, that was obvious. Does he go everywhere?"
"When we are on the road, yes." The answer was not just on the road. It was the car outside the apartment, and being followed to the gym, and the grocery, and the rink, but he wasn’t about to let Amatto know just how short the leash was.  
"How does that work when you. I mean, with girls?"
Ilya chuckled. "The man watching in the hall makes it hard, yes, but usually it was no problem. Puck bunnies do not care." That was mostly the truth, but it might get suspicious if the team suddenly saw him stop trying to pick up women. He would need to think about that over the summer. Some strategic photographs with women, somewhere. Something to keep the heat off of him and Hollander.
"There's a guy I played with in L.A., who had a whole thing going. Different girl in every city. He had an address book. I thought that's what you'd be doing tonight."
"Give it some time. I have only been here a year."
"Sorry, that's none of my business."
"Is fine, Amatto."
"I'm just excited to play with you, you know?"
"You should go to sleep."
"When I go out, if I see the guy again, what do I do?"
Ilya rolled his eyes. "You say goodnight."
"Okay," Amatto nodded. "He's intense."
"What did you tell him when you came in?"
"I was coming to bring you chips and say hi. Should I have said something else?"
"No, true is better."
"Okay. Night."
"Night."
Gilles had never done that. Would never do that. Gilles glanced up when Ilya went past and that was it. On the one hand, he appreciated that Friesan appeared to be actually good at his job in the technical sense. On the other hand, he was never going to have sex in a hotel again if this was how it was going to go every time someone came past his room.
The next morning, the Calgary press wanted only one thing from Ilya.
"Illarion Yaroslav—thoughts on him being permitted to come here, while you left the country behind to play?"
"He is a good player. I wish him well. I do not have anything to say on the ways we got here."
"Have you spoken to him?"
"No."
"Do you plan to?"
"No. Thank you."
He stepped away from the press and that was it. He stood in the tunnel and felt a shocking sense of vertigo. He had walked down this corridor for the last time a year ago, and eleven hours later he had been in a safe house, trying to decide if he regretted the decision.
The first he saw of Yaroslav was during the warm-up. He was number 16, at the far end, taking a pass and putting it into the corner of the empty net before skating back to the line.
He was thicker around the middle than Ilya remembered. He had the same heavy, straight skating, the same short, choppy strides that no coach was able to beat out of him. Ilya didn't go down that way, leaving him to his own devices.
Calgary cheered for him when his name was called on the visitors' starting lineup. Calgary remembered the last time he had been here, and somewhere in the intervening year, had decided Ilya belonged to them a little bit, from their part in his introduction to becoming a Canadian.
Then they went through the home lineup. When they announced Yaroslav, the crowd roared. Ilya noticed three red jerseys in the lower bowl behind the Calgary bench with CCCP across the chest, worn by young men who clearly thought it was funny. Ilya straightened and held his helmet for the anthem.
Then they were on. Yaroslav appeared to be on Calgary's first line, which he didn't deserve based strictly on skill. Theriault ran Shane's line against them for the entire first period. Shane took the opening draw, and every time the Calgary bench changed, so did they. It wasn't a bad strategy, but it was a losing one. Calgary had planned on the Metros putting Ilya in, so they played smarter and tighter than usual.
Hayden played at Yaroslav's inside shoulder nearly the whole shift and didn't give him anything. J.J. was able to strip the puck off of him once, but Shane's shot with the puck rebounded off the crossbar, leaving them with nothing.
Ilya played other minutes. He was up against Calgary's third line most of the time, and he was good, but none of it really mattered. Calgary got the first goal ninety seconds into the second period. J.J. showed up a millisecond too late, the Calgary forwards easily taking the puck off Hayden's pass and sliding around him, putting it in over Drapeau's shoulder.
Theriault pivoted the tactics after that. They played defensively and hard, spending almost all the time in their own end scrabbling for something. They were falling apart quickly. Theriault burned his timeout eleven minutes into the third, but didn't have much to say. "Rozanov. We need a goal. Make it happen." Ilya nodded.
He went over the boards, and Yaroslav went over Calgary's, and the crowd's cheers nearly drowned out the cresting drone that was coming back into his own ears. They were in the same corner within twenty seconds. Yaroslav came in over the top of the play and shoved a shoulder into Ilya's back, pinning him there, close enough that Ilya could hear his heavy breathing. The linesman came in and put a hand on each of them. The puck shot out the other side and sped off to some other zone and they separated, and the shift was over.
They were on together again five minutes later. Ilya took the puck at the Calgary blue line and Yaroslav came from behind, lifting his stick. The puck went to a Calgary defenseman and Yaroslav was gone in a flash.
His next shift, he nearly had the goal. LaChance was out there with him. They still hadn't quite gotten used to playing with each other around Comeau's absence. Ilya came off the wall with it and waited for his opening. The seam opened, but LaChance didn't read the pass. The puck went through the slot and out towards the far corner. Calgary broke out with it tearing back to the Metros' end. Drapeau had to make a save on the rush that was far too close.
Ilya returned to the bench and sat down and didn't say a thing to LaChance.
Calgary took their own timeout then. It was clear what the plan was. Two men on the puck at all times. Ilya still got the puck, but couldn't hang on to it. They were stripping it off him too quickly. He was frustrated. The team was broken. He shot towards the net, and it glanced off the goalie's shin pad.
Another shift. Ilya got the puck, he was moving, he set up the pass to Sorenson, and then—
The hit was clean. Shoulder to shoulder, into the glass. It was hard and legal. Maybe a little late, but not so much that any referee would have called it. Ilya went face-first into the boards. Yaroslav's face was down beside his. "Predatel," he hissed. Traitor. 
He was gone up the ice and the play was moving again. The whistle hadn't blown, and it was as though nothing had happened. Ilya got to his feet, ears ringing beyond what they should have been for that hit. He skated towards the bench. Shane was coming out at the same time. He gave Ilya a firm, masculine shove on his good shoulder, but Ilya shook it off.
The next shift, Ilya went to the slot and covered who he was supposed to and the period went on. Calgary got a third goal with fifty seconds left, and that was it.
3-0.
They flew to Vancouver on a very quiet flight and got into the hotel at two in the morning, which was five in Montreal. The hotel had put out a tray of sandwiches for them that no one touched.
They were exhausted the next day for Vancouver. Their practice wasn't until the afternoon, which meant Ilya slept until noon and inhaled the greasy pizza that was for team lunch minutes after waking up. But they were filled with the righteous need to come out on top after their thrashing. They won it four to one.
It wasn't a particularly dramatic game. Vancouver was eleven points out of playoff contention and was counting the days until they could be done for the summer. Montreal came out hard and played more aggressively than strictly necessary. Shane got two. Ilya got one and an assist. Drapeau only had to make nine saves. It was a good game. It was the game they needed.
The locker room afterward was beer and bad hip hop played on a boombox. J.J. handed one over without saying a word. Hayden walked past him and said, "Good game," and it felt like he had been handed a gift.
Theriault walked by, and Ilya followed him out. "I think you should give Pike the A."
"What?"
"Pike. He wanted to be Alternate Captain. It should be him."
"No. I can't have them all on the same line. It stays."
"He is better at it. Than me."
"Rozanov. It's yours now. I take it off you, it's a whole story. Beaulieu shows up and I get in shit for making our money printer look bad, and then my boss is here, and his boss is here, and we're not doing that shit today. Got it? Just get us to the playoffs."
"You said you would take it. After Comeau. I am saying you can, now."
"We're not fucking talking about Comeau again." Theriault walked away, leaving Ilya there stunned.
On the flight to L.A., Ilya was dealing cards for durak when J.J. sat down and said, "Deal me in." He lost, badly, but he didn't comment on it. This, Ilya thought, means all is forgiven.
Their game was two days later. If Calgary had hurt, L.A. was the final blow. They were up two after the second period. Shane had come off the ice at intermission. Never one for locker room speeches, he told everyone that this was it. They were going to win this game, and then the next twelve, and then they were going to the playoffs. The team looked at him like someone they could believe in, and whooped and cheered.
Then LaChance took a stick to a guy's hands. They ran the penalty kill, but not well enough, and L.A. scored, and then scored again. Amatto had one shift in the second half of the period. He was playing against a team that had just unloaded him and was next to useless, all nerves and sloppiness.
Overtime ran an extra two and a half minutes, until L.A. slotted one in right behind Drapeau, and that was it.
Ilya sat in the room afterward, his shoulder stiff and angry from where Yaroslav had slammed him into the glass days before. The room was full of surly, disappointed boys. Hayden threw a roll of tape at the wall and then went to pick it up. LaChance started to talk about the referee and J.J. told him to shut his mouth. Ilya tried his best to ignore it all. They earned two points out of a possible six, all of which should have been theirs.
Shane got up. "Listen, we can still do it. We'll need to win them all. But we will. And then we'll take the playoffs, and then we'll take the Cup."
Nobody said anything. He had said something too similar an hour ago, when they had the lead, and they had all believed in him. But now. Now they were losers.
"But we won't do it by moping around. So pack it up. Let's go home, and let's win the next one."
Amatto said "Yeah!" but he was the only one.
They didn't get into Dorval until seven the next morning. There was no practice, which was a blessing, and no games for three days, but they were exhausted and broken. Shane had slept a few hours on the flight, but Ilya had no such luck. They got home and Ilya staggered up to bed and slept into the afternoon. He had woken up in the middle of the morning to Shane's mouth hot against his skin. Shane had pushed his hips into the mattress and sucked his cock until he came with a muffled groan. But when Ilya's alarm went off several hours later, he was alone.
While they were away, Beaulieu had arranged for the dishwasher to be fixed. Shane was downstairs reloading it when Ilya came down.
"I should have come to your room," Shane said.
"When?"
"Calgary. I know Yaroslav said something to you."
"No hotels, you said."
“What did he say?” Shane pressed.
“Is not important, Hollander.”
“It is,” Shane urged.
“Predatel.” He searched for the translation for a moment, hand gesturing in the air. “It is a traitor. Is nothing I did not already know, but hearing it—” he shook his head.
"I wanted to ask you," Shane said nervously, clearly abruptly changing the subject. "Have you thought about summer?"
"No," Ilya replied. He hadn't. Last summer had let Vadim do all the planning, all the thinking, and he had been grateful for it. There was no chance he would have known what to do with himself all those months. He didn't know what this summer would look like without someone telling him what to do, and now there was a shorter leash.
"I usually do some ads or photos or something. My mom sets them up, but then, my parents have a cottage, a couple hours from here. I love it there, but I needed my own place. There was some land, near their place, and I put an offer in on it last summer, before, before we started living together. They've been working on it, and they say it should be done by the beginning of July."
"That sounds fancy, Mr. Three Houses. I think you will like it there."
"I don't have three houses. Real estate is a good investment. Anyway, that's not the point. I want you to come too."
Ilya hesitated. The yes would be so easy. He could spend summer with Shane. He had only had summer in the city last year. What would it be like to have summer in the countryside? Were there fields or forests? And then there was Yuna and David. Christmas had been so nice. It had made him feel so loved, for lack of a better word, to be with a family in a way that he wasn't prepared to address. Fuck, Yuna and David.
"What about your parents?"
"I think they'll like me having a place so close, and I'll still see them a lot."
"Shane. They will find out if we are this close to them."
Shane looked at Ilya with horror. Oh, Ilya thought. The thought of his parents finding out about him hadn't crossed his mind. Ilya cast his mind back to Christmas, when Shane hadn’t seemed to notice the discomfort his parents had with their growing friendship. What would they say now?
"They can't know."
"I think maybe I should not come."
"I want you to come. They won't find out."
"Shane," Ilya tried to give him the most sympathetic look he could muster. "They know you. They will know."
"No. No, they won't find out."
"They will."
"No, they won't. They can't."
"Shane." Ilya pulled himself up a little taller. "Listen to me. You do not know how this works and I do. Listen."
Shane's hand was tight on his shoulder.
"Your parents come by. To visit. It is nice. Your mother is bringing you some cake she baked. Your father has a question about something. They knock and come in, and most of the time it is fine and one time it is not. I was certain no one knew about Sasha, but then they send me pictures. We were careful. No one knew. But someone still did."
"We're doing it now!"
"No, we are not. There are two locked doors always between us and a visitor."
"So we keep the door locked."
"Every day with no mistakes."
"Never. I would never make a mistake if I thought your life depended on it."
Ilya looked at Shane's shining wet eyes. "It does a little." Shane's lip quivered. "But it is more about your life." He kept his voice level, which took some work. "Either of us makes this mistake and we do not know what happens next. Your parents stop talking to you and newspapers write about it and you can never play hockey again. I have papers now. I make a mistake and it is only hockey that goes away. I have less to lose now."
"They wouldn't—"
"You do not know if they would. "
"I don't think I can stop this," Shane said, his hand tightened around Ilya's. "Whatever this is. I need you there with me. I don't want to go without you. And what would you do? Sit here, alone?"
Ilya watched the strips of afternoon light streaming in through the now-perpetually closed blinds and did not say anything for a while, because what he was about to say might collapse the fragile house of cards they had been building.
"Shane. I let this go too fast. I think I should not have." Shane leaned on the counter with one elbow.
"What does that mean?"
"We did it all too fast. Everything is new and you cannot stop thinking about the person and what you would give up for them."
"So what, you want to be done?"
"I do not want to stop. But whatever happens next will hurt." It will hurt me so fucking bad.
"I don't think you get it. There is no something else for me. There is no future where I meet a woman and we settle down and I'm happy. There's no future with a woman for me at all. There could be for you."
"No, I do not think so." It was a bit of a lie. He could be with Svetlana. When he brought her to Canada. But it would never be like this. He would never find anything like this again.
"Can we try? Come to my cottage this summer. My new, never-before-slept-in cottage. We do not have to tell my parents. They don't even have to know." Ilya considered him dubiously. "Okay. They will know. But we will tell them something. The team wants it this way. And we figure it out."
Ilya reached across the table and put a hand on Shane's. "Okay. We do it. We try. But you know what is at risk."
"It's my risk to take. They're my parents. I'm going to call them today." Ilya nodded, pulling Shane into a tight embrace. He would keep taking, selfishly, as much as he could, for as long as he could.
Beaulieu summoned Ilya into his office the following day. On his desk was a small envelope that had once been white but was now grimy and covered in stamps and postmarks. Beaulieu gestured to the chair in front of his desk.
"What is this about?" Ilya asked.
"Since the photographs were delivered to your apartment last summer, we've been screening your mail," Beaulieu began. "It's not hard. You don't really get much."
Ilya frowned. That much was true. He had ordered a few things from a catalog or two, but there was no one to write him letters. His father and brother certainly would not, and Sasha and Svetlana could not.
"Since August," Ilya clarified.
"Yes."
"You did not tell me this."
"No," Beaulieu replied. He did not offer anything else in terms of explanation. It was folded into the heightened security protocols that were part of the bargain of being here.
"Were there more photographs?" he asked apprehensively.
"No, but this envelope was unusual, so I wanted to ask if you had any idea what this was." He held out the envelope.
Ilya took it delicately. It was small and weighed nearly nothing. He flipped it in his hands. It had already been opened, the top sliced through with a clean knife cut. The address was written in beautiful, slanting script. The letters leaned hard to the right, but it wasn't sent to his home. It was addressed to him, but at the Forum, and then just Montreal, Quebec. No postal code. It was how children wrote to hockey players when they were requesting autographs, but the calligraphic nature of the writing made it clear that this was from an adult. The primary postmark read Paris, France. Beneath it were other marks that had been through weather and machinery and were less legible.
Ilya reached inside the envelope, but there wasn't a note at all. All that it contained was a thin gold chain, with a heavy gold cross hanging from the middle. Ilya held it up to the light, watching it swing. His thumb went to the back of the cross and found the place where the gold was worn a little thinner and smooth from years of a soft hand holding it when a room became too difficult to bear. The chain had been mended near the clasp with a link that did not match the others, staying brighter than the rest. Repaired rather than replaced. Ilya remembered when it was broken, when Papa had grabbed it and torn it away from Mama's neck.
He had thought about taking it. He had thought about putting it into his pocket and bringing it with him to Canada. In hindsight, he was glad he hadn't. They had taken everything from him in processing, and what if it had been lost or taken before that? It was better that he could imagine it safely in his mother's jewelry box, in his father's desk. Beyond that, he had cast it from his mind.
"You recognize it," Beaulieu said.
"Yes," Ilya replied, his eyes growing hot. "It is my mother's."
"Do you have any ideas as to who or why it was sent to you?"
Ilya nodded. "Svetlana Vetrova. She knows it is important to me."
"Is this her handwriting?"
"It is," he nodded. "Her mother is in Paris. She would have been able to send it. I told you this in October."
"You did. She was in the broadcast. But she did not send you a letter."
"There is no letter because a letter is read. She would know that it could be read by anyone. This is special only for me." He gestured at the necklace. "I keep this now." It was a statement.
"Yes," Beaulieu agreed. He stood, effectively ending the meeting. "I would prefer that you didn't wear it anywhere that it would be photographed."
"Okay."
Ilya stood to leave, but Beaulieu held up a hand. "One more thing, Rozanov."
Beaulieu slid the phone across his desk. "Mr. Polyakov has been cleared to talk with you for fifteen minutes. The line is secure, but is recorded on our end and his. Fifteen minutes, alright?"
Ilya nodded, his heart swelling. Beaulieu dialed a long string of numbers and waited. Someone on the other end must have picked up, because he said curtly, "Patch it through."
Beaulieu handed the receiver across the desk. Ilya took it, thoroughly bewildered, but then he heard the crackling voice on the other end.
"Roza?"
"Vanya," Ilya breathed, his grip tightening on the plastic. A wide smile broke across his face. The line hissed, but Ivan's voice cut through it, sounding bright and relieved. Across the desk, Beaulieu didn't look up. He was reading something in a folder, his pen poised above the page. "How are you?" he said, slipping into Russian.
He was met with a dry, bitter snort. "Shit. It's all fucking shit. I played six minutes last game, Roza. Fucking six. The coach looks at me like I am dog shit under his shoe. They spent so much money bringing me here, and they tell me that every time I don't score." Vanya's voice was tight and uncomfortable. "The newspapers here—they are not polite to me. Not like how they write about you. They say it was a mistake bringing me here, or that I'm fucking it all up on purpose. I'm not." He took a deep breath and Ilya thought he might be about to cry. "Do they let you leave your house? I cannot leave ever. I am in this tiny, shitty apartment that doesn't even have hot water every day."
Ilya felt a twinge behind his ribs that put a sour taste in his mouth. He glanced at Beaulieu, who wasn't looking at him at all. It was guilt. It was a suffocating shame. Ilya should have been the one who was drowning, and in a lot of ways he was. He had the death sentence hanging over his head, an exile so complete his entire family had condemned him on television, and a whole slew of people whose entire job seemed to be to keep him happy.
On the ice, he was flourishing. He was winning. And he got to have Shane. Shane in his house, and in his bed. He got to go to the bar with his teammates, and the grocery store, and out for runs every day. Vanya had done the same, completely impossible thing. He had cut the tether that held his life together, and instead of the somewhat soft landing he had been expecting, he only found benchings, humiliation, and a cold apartment.
"You are an Olympic champion, Vanya," Ilya said quietly. "They do not know you yet. Make them adapt for you, play like us."
"That's easy to say from first place," Vanya muttered. There was no malice in his voice, only exhaustion. "I don't sleep. I can't stop thinking about Nastya and the boys."
"You said you had to believe they were okay."
"I don't believe that anymore. I know they are not. I got a cassette tape in the mail, just of her crying. That was all. Did they do this to you?"
"No," Ilya admitted, somewhat truthfully. He didn't know what they would do if they sent him a video of Sveta or his father screaming. Ilya's hand had drifted unconsciously over his chest. He thought of the constant double-bolted doors, and the paranoia that lingered even in the quiet moments at home. He couldn't offer that to Vanya. His troubles were neatly sheltered, but Vanya's were left out in the cold.
"Are you afraid too?" Vanya's voice broke.
"Yes, but you have to be brave. You have to eat. You have to skate, even when you feel like you can't. You have to win. It is all easier when you win."
"Six minutes all game is barely enough time to breathe, let alone try to score," Vanya sighed.
Beaulieu signaled to Ilya that he had just one minute left, tapping his watch and holding up one finger.
"Vanya, they're going to cut us off," Ilya said hurriedly. "Keep your head up. Try to get them to let you call me again."
"I will," Vanya said. "Good luck in the playoffs. Win the Cup. Make it mean something."
Ilya placed the receiver down, ending the call.
"Then that's the end of it for now." He came around the desk, opening the door for Ilya. "If anything else arrives, you will hear about it from me the same day. How's the shoulder?"
"Good."
"Great. Keep it that way. We need you ready for the playoffs. Good luck,” Beaulieu said with finality, sending Ilya out.
Ilya walked into the corridor and slipped the chain around his neck. It was a little too short for him, having been made for a dainty woman's neck. It settled into the hollow at the base of his throat and stayed colder longer than he was expecting.
Svetlana was okay. Svetlana was still thinking of him. He needed to keep thinking of her. She was safe, as far as he knew, and he needed to hold on to that.
Coming home from their West Coast swing with only two points out of a possible six, exhausted, and running on empty was not the way that the team had hoped to finish out the season. But Shane's hopeful, desperate, furious promise in the Los Angeles locker room held up. Over the final five games of the regular season, they eked out wins out of sheer spite. They took down Quebec City 8-0, then scraped out a draw against Minnesota. Then they took out Boston and Buffalo, closing out their eightieth game of the season with an overtime battle against Philadelphia. Fifty-three wins, and one hundred fifteen points. They were top of the division, with just a few games left.
On paper, they were a powerhouse. In reality, Ilya could see the entire team coming apart at the seams. Taped ribs and ankles were common, and all the joy had been sucked out of the game. For Ilya, it felt like being back in the Soviet Union. It was intensely physical, being pushed and pushed with zero praise, the only acceptable result was making it to the finals.
The Adams Division semifinals were against the Hartford Harpooners in four straight games of rough, dirty hockey. Hartford knew that they had zero chance of outskating the Metros, so they turned every possible play into an opportunity for violence. They hooked at Ilya's wrists and chopped at the back of his knees. They finished every check after the puck had cleared. Game 3, at Hartford Civic Center, they went to double overtime. Ilya's shoulder had flared from the dull ache he had been living with for weeks into pulsing, active agony. Every time he braced as he went into the boards, it felt like his joint was being pried apart with a cold chisel. They finally managed to sweep the Harpooners, but there wasn't any kind of celebration. They all just sat in the locker room with ice packs bound onto thighs and shoulders with Saran wrap, listening to each other breathe heavily with exhaustion.
The Raiders in the division finals were worse. Cross-checks became the standard greeting, and sticks were snapping all over the place. During the Power Play, Shane drove through the middle of the ice, his cheek taped up after it had been split open in Game 2, but it felt like Ilya was taking the brunt of his charge. Every Boston player made it their personal mission to pin his bad side to the boards. The worst collision happened in the middle of Game 3.
Ilya was tracking a loose puck along the half-wall in the neutral zone when Marleau came barreling across the red line. He slammed into Ilya with his full weight. Brutal, but legal. The pain was excruciating. Ilya's vision sparkled as the pain shot through his neck, making his jaw clench hard into the mouthguard. He lost his breath as he went down quickly. The whistle blew, but there was no penalty. It was, after all, a completely legal hit.
"Ah, fuck—hey," Marleau's voice was in Ilya's ears. "Fuck. Get up, Rozanov. Please. Come on."
Marleau was over Ilya, his gloves hovering without touching him, like he was trying to figure out which part of Ilya was broken. Ilya stayed on his hands and knees for an agonizingly long beat, waiting for the nausea to abate. His left arm was tingling, feeling useless in its socket. "Is okay," Ilya wheezed, taking Marleau's hand and getting to his feet.
"Sorry, man. Look. I'll get you a beer or something after the series. Now get the fuck out of here before Bourque finishes the job," he said, gesturing to the defenseman lurking behind him.
Ilya nodded and skated back to his bench.
Montreal closed out the Raiders in five games, but the toll was catastrophic. Ilya could barely lift his left arm high enough to slide his suit jacket off the hanger after the game. In the locker room, Shane sat with his head back against the wood of the stall, an ice pack over the split skin that had been reopened on his cheekbone, eyes dark and vacant.
That night, Ilya wanted nothing more than to go to Shane. He didn't want to have sex. He wanted to hold him, wrap his arms around him and sleep in the safety of his space. But Friesan was there. Outside his door, every night. Ilya seriously didn't know when the man slept. So he went to bed, alone, and wished he could whisper to Shane in the dark.
The next morning, before the flight back to Montreal took off, Dr. Beauchamp called Ilya into the section of the plane that had become his makeshift office. Ilya did not like the team doctor. He didn't waste words. He set a stainless steel tray on the small table. Resting in the center was a green surgical towel with a sterile plastic syringe.
"Have a seat, Rozanov," Beauchamp said, gesturing at the chair. "Shirt off."
Ilya didn't sit. He stopped, his spine going rigid. He stared at the syringe on the table. "What is this?"
"Cortisone. Twenty milligrams, probably," Beauchamp said, pulling out a dark glass vial and flicking the side with his finger.
Ilya took a step backward. "No."
Beauchamp set the vial down, and walked toward Ilya. Ilya didn't move away, but he had the impression that it was like a tiger stalking its prey. Beauchamp reached out a hand and gently but firmly grabbed Ilya's bad shoulder and gave it a gentle squeeze. Ilya gasped as the pain overtook him.
"Sorry," he said, completely unapologetically. "Listen. Quick little injection into the shoulder space, and it knocks the inflammation down. You won't be in pain for a few days."
"I do not want it."
"Ilya," he said. Fuck, the first name, Ilya thought. "We have four days before the conference finals. If you don't bring the swelling down, the capsule could tear, and you're out for months."
"No needles," Ilya replied bluntly. "No."
"It's not surgery, Rozanov. It's an anti-inflammatory," Beauchamp said. His voice had taken on the low, patronizing tone that medical men used when dealing with someone they had decided was wrong. "Half the locker room gets injected during playoffs. Hollander had it done last night. It's routine."
"I say no," Ilya bit out. His throat tightened, and his skin was prickly and hot behind the collar. "I will not."
"I need a good medical reason why not."
Ilya stared at the vial. He didn't have a good medical reason to give Beauchamp. He saw the stooped, peeling ceilings of the military infirmary. He remembered being seventeen, sweating through what he didn't know were the early stages of appendicitis, being told it was nothing until it was nearly too late, then being forced back onto the ice far too soon after surgery. Or being nineteen, the CSKA trainers pinning his thighs to the examination table while a man in an army captain's uniform sank three syringes of something into the meat of his leg so he didn't miss the tournament. They wouldn't tell him what it was. Vitamins, that was all. No one would be more specific than that. It was whatever lie would keep you on the ice until your tendons frayed into nothing and your liver gave out before your thirtieth birthday.
In the Soviet machine, he hadn't been given the choice. His body hadn't belonged to him. He couldn't say no. He could say no here. He could say no now.
"No," Ilya repeated. "Tape it, ice it, no needles."
Beauchamp stared at him, deciding whether to argue with him, but he eventually let out a frustrated sigh. He stripped off the gloves and tossed them into the trash can. "Fine. But you have to rest it and ice it as much as possible. If it gets worse, I'm not going to argue with Theriault when he says it needs some pharmaceutical help."
"Agreed."
“Can I convince you on a sling for a few days?”
Ilya scoffed. “No.” He was not weak. He did not need a sling.
“Suit yourself,” he shrugged. “I’ll be letting Theriault know.”
Ilya went back to his seat and sat down, with Shane across the aisle from him. "What was that about?" he asked.
"I do not want needles." Shane nodded knowingly.
"It's not like it was over there."
"Maybe this is true. Maybe not." Ilya tipped his head back and closed his eyes, ending the conversation.
The next morning, Theriault had given them the day off to rest and recover. Ilya was sitting at the kitchen table in gray sweatpants without a shirt. His left arm hung completely limp at his side. The skin over his shoulder was swollen and purplish-yellow, radiating heat. The gold cross rested across his collarbone.
Shane stood by the counter, wrapping an ice pack in a clean dish towel. He brought it over, setting it down against Ilya's shoulder with a featherlight touch. When Ilya didn't respond, Shane pulled out the adjacent chair and joined him at the table.
"Uh, Theriault called me," Shane said awkwardly.
Ilya stared into the distance. "I told Beauchamp no."
"Ilya, if you take the cortisone—"
"You know why I said no."
Shane rubbed a hand over his brow. "I remember what you told me, yeah. But last time, you got help and everything was fine. You can do that again, we can play, just a few more games, and then the season is over and we can just go rest."
"No," Ilya replied stubbornly.
"Can you tell me exactly why it's a problem now?"
"The needle shuts the nerve off," Ilya said. "It tells the mind there is no damage, but there is. You just cannot feel. Play the finals, win the Cup. That is all they care about. They do not care if I can still play in five years, ten, more."
"I think you're wrong about that."
Ilya looked at him curiously. "Oh? What does Shane Hollander with secret inside information know?"
"There isn't any secret inside information, asshole," Shane said. He was teasing, but his voice had entered that earnest register that always made Ilya apprehensive. "I have eyes. I know how management talks. When you're not very good, a third-liner or something, they'll chew you up and dump you down into minors. That's not you. You think the board spent millions of dollars on you just to fuck up your shoulder in year one?"
Ilya rolled his eyes, but he had to concede that Shane had a point. "There will be other players."
"There aren't going to be other players like you," Shane insisted. His voice had a fierce heat. His fingers brushed Ilya's hand. "There isn't another Ilya Rozanov. They know that. Beauchamp isn't going to poison you. He wants to get you a few more weeks so we can win, and then we have four months. Four whole months where no one touches you."
"No one?" Ilya interjected.
"Well, me," Shane grinned, his eyes smoldering.
"No needles."
"It's your choice. But I think you should think about it." Shane stood up from the table. He reached into the cabinet beside the canister of tea and pulled down a brown plastic bottle of generic ibuprofen they had bought at the pharmacy weeks ago. He unscrewed the cap and shook three brick-red pills into his palm. He set them on the table, along with a tall glass of tap water. "Take these. You'll feel better," Shane said calmly. "But we leave for Philadelphia on Wednesday either way."
Ilya looked at the three pills. His shoulder was throbbing with a hot pulse that matched the dull ache growing behind his eyes. He picked them up and tossed them into the back of his mouth, swallowing them down with a big swig of water.
The next four days, that became the routine. A couple pills with black tea in the morning, another before afternoon film. Another couple before he fell into bed at night. They took the razor's edge off the ache, blunting it out into just stiffness. It didn't help the mechanical failure happening inside the joint, though. When he lifted his elbow up past his shoulder, he could feel the bone catching like a rusty door hinge, sending a clicking sensation down the length of his arm.
Game 1 of the Wales Conference Finals was at the Forum against the Philadelphia Quakers. The tension in the room was high. They all knew what was at stake.
Gilles wasn't at the rink, yet again. Now that Ilya thought about it, he hadn't seen Gilles in a while. It was all Friesan now, and when it wasn't, a second man named Gio who hadn't said a word to Ilya yet. He was aching to ask where Gilles went, but also in many ways didn't want to know either. His absence made Ilya feel more unsettled. He had been fixated on how intimately Gilles had penetrated every aspect of his entire life. He was determined to keep Friesan at a suitably far distance, not allowing him to have that same opportunity.
Before the game began, Ilya was circling the neutral zone, testing his edgework while the defense ran breakout drills. The three ibuprofen he'd taken that morning were burning an acidic hole straight through his stomach lining, and he had to fight to keep the bile down.
His gaze swept up toward the executive suites hanging above the lower bowl. There were three men standing against the plate glass. It was May, and unseasonably warm outside, but they were dressed in stiff, boxy suits made of a low-grade wool that had no elegant drape to it. The unvented jackets were in drab petroleum blue and slate gray, with cheap polyester ties in wide knots under nylon collars.
Ilya's skate caught a rut, and his balance jerked violently. He knew those men. The heavyset one on the left, checking his watch against the arena clock, was Galaev from the State Sports Committee. He was with two other men. One of them Ilya recognized but couldn't name. The third man was Colonel Rogov. Rogov was with Sovintersport, but Ilya recognized him all the same. He had traveled with them to Calgary for the Olympics and had carried the briefcase containing all their travel documents.
Rogov was looking directly through the glass, his pale, hooded eyes locked onto Ilya's with the same dead-eyed patience Ilya had seen a thousand times in the Soviet Union. The breath vanished from Ilya's lungs. The arena collapsed into a high, piercing screech. Every other sound was drowned out by the persistent, roaring buzz that filled his ears. His mother's cross felt freezing cold where it touched his chest under his base layers.
He didn't stop skating. He kept moving on Pavlovian reflex, one foot after another. He worked through saucer passes with Amatto and pretended nothing was happening. But his fingers inside his gloves were numb, cold slicking his palms. His vision was so narrow he could only track the small black circle of the puck.
By the time the whistle cut through his fog to end the practice, Ilya was feeling like he could barely hold it together. He could still feel the sensation of Rogov's unblinking stare down the nape of his neck.
Friesan was waiting in the hall. Unlike Gilles, who would have been leafing through a trashy tabloid or complaining about the arena coffee, Friesan stood with his shoulders square, evaluating everyone with a sweeping clinical gaze. Ilya dropped his chin and blew past him without meeting his eyes. Do not look at him. Do not talk to him. He had let Gilles into his home, his kitchen, his life, and he was taking notes the entire time.
Inside, the room was full of the usual pre-game chaos. Across the room, Shane was pulling his jersey over his head. As he popped out the bottom of the thick well, his eyes locked onto Ilya.
Shane froze. Ilya could see the exact moment that Shane took him in. The rigid posture, the gray pallor beneath the sweat, and the violent tremor to his hands as he worked his laces apart. Shane immediately started across the floor toward him.
Before Shane could get to him, the door opened. Beaulieu stepped in from the corridor, his coat unbuttoned and his face drawn in sharp, unforgiving lines. "Rozanov," he said. "My office. Now."
Ilya stood, shoving his feet into his shoes. He could feel Shane's eyes burning into him, but he kept his head down and followed Beaulieu down the narrow hallway. Beaulieu didn't sit this time. The moment Ilya was across the threshold, Beaulieu pushed the heavy wooden door shut. He turned around, resting his lower back against the edge of his desk, with his arms folded across his chest.
"You saw them then," he said. He was more casual than normal.
"Galaev," Ilya choked out. "And Rogov, and one more."
"I didn't know they were coming. I was only told about an hour ago that they were here."
"They have no business being here!" Ilya's voice rose.
"Listen to me," Beaulieu interrupted, sensing the spiral that was about to begin. "The NHL wants Soviet players. Clearly. We have for a long time. And now we have you, Yaroslav, and Polyakov. It's happening. They are here to talk about next season, allowing the Soviets to play. We want the players, and they want the money. They aren't going to do anything to ruin that."
"You do not know how they work! They do not care about money, or—"
"There are four RCMP officers stationed in the corridor outside their suite right now. They will be with them the entire time. None of them have weapons. They can't touch you."
"Then why be here? In Montreal? Today?" Ilya asked. His throat was aching, a hard lump that he couldn't swallow around forming quickly.
Beaulieu looked at him for a moment. He wondered what Beaulieu was seeing, because he looked at Ilya like he might look at a terrified little boy. His face softened slightly, maybe even gaining an edge of sympathy. Or pity.
"He wants you to do exactly what you're doing right now," Beaulieu said. "He wants you to be staring at him instead of the puck during warmups. He knows he can't actually do anything without causing an international crisis, but he can stand behind a piece of glass and stare at you and watch his presence ruin your game. If you lose, he wins. He wants to prove to the Politburo that defectors are useless, and they rot from the inside out all on their own." He looked at Ilya again, his face uncharacteristically soft. "He's playing you."
"We will win tonight."
"Finish getting changed. Let trainers tape your arm. Get on the ice, and make that son of a bitch watch you win."
Friesan drove Ilya and Shane home for a nap that was not negotiable, according to Theriault. They needed to be rested and ready to take on the Philadelphia Quakers in a few hours. The ride home was tense and suffocating. He could tell Shane wanted to say something, but not here, not in this car, so the words unspoken hung between them, filling all the space.
Inside the apartment, Ilya immediately kicked off his shoes and made for the bedroom. Their bedroom. "Ilya," Shane said softly. Ilya didn't turn around, but he stopped on the stairs. His shoulder throbbed with a sickening wave of pain that matched the screeching in his ears.
"I need to lie down."
"Okay," Shane said, stepping toward him. "Me too. Let's just—three hours. We need to leave in three hours."
Ilya moved up to the bedroom like he was sleepwalking, and then stripped off his clothes. He didn't want to look at his shoulder, and he could feel Shane's eyes on it, lingering on the ugly mottled color he knew it was. He climbed into the bed and lay on his back. Shane came around to his side of the bed and slid underneath the covers as well, fully clothed. He stayed on his side of the mattress, the gap between them wide and cautious.
Then Shane moved. He rolled onto his side, facing Ilya. He laid one warm palm flat against Ilya's bare sternum, his thumb brushing light circles just beneath the links of gold chain.
"They're just watching. They can't touch you," he said softly. His fingers curled slightly against Ilya's skin.
"They do not have to touch me," Ilya whispered.
"He's an old man in a cheap coat. He doesn't get to take this away from you. He doesn't get to take this away from us."
Ilya turned his head on the pillow, looking at Shane. The bruise on his cheekbone was swollen, the little adhesive strips holding it together pulling tight against his pale skin. There was a longing in his expression, a terrible certainty that sheer willpower could defeat the Soviet Union as a whole.
"He wants to see me lose," Ilya said.
"Then don't," Shane answered simply. Ilya wished it were that simple. Shane reached up, his fingers sliding into Ilya's hair, massaging his scalp. It was soothing and comforting and everything he needed. "We will beat Philadelphia. We will go to the finals, and we will win a fucking Cup, and then what will he say?"
Ilya let his eyes slide shut under Shane's touch. The violent buzzing in his skull began to quiet, just fractionally. He let out a long exhale and let himself sink further into the mattress.
"Okay," Ilya murmured. "Okay."
Shane's arm stayed on Ilya's chest. Within a few minutes, exhaustion took them both, dragging them both down into a dead, dreamless sleep.
They arrived back at the Forum through the secure lower entrance. Friesan flanked Ilya to the locker room doors. The atmosphere inside the room was brittle and sharp. Theriault was pacing the rubber flooring with a cup of black coffee, shouting line adjustments. His eyes were bloodshot.
The trainer sat Ilya down and bound his shoulder with six tight passes of Elastoplast. The rigid cotton compressed his chest so fully that Ilya felt like he could only draw breath from the top half of his lungs, keeping it shallow. He hoped for short shifts tonight.
When Shane's line took the ice for the opening face-off, Ilya could barely hear the crowd. His eyes darted toward the owner's suite. Rogov was there, standing near the glass, unmoving.
They had gone in so hopeful. So sure that they would succeed. Philadelphia had studied the tape. They knew that Ilya was injured. On his first shift on the ice, their forward drove him straight into the boards with a raised elbow that caught Ilya directly in the taped shoulder. His stick clattered to the ice, and he dropped to his knees again before he had time to think. No penalty. The referee waved the play on.
Ilya's usual sense of timing was gone. He couldn't extend his arm to shield the puck and the powerful wrist snap on the passes simply wasn't there. He unconsciously started looking up towards Rogov.
The Metros could feel the hesitation. The seamless, machine-like rhythm they had built began to stall. Shane tried to compensate on his line, but the Quakers' defense pounced on him every time. Late into the first period, Shane took a roughing penalty after cross-checking one of their guys into a goalpost to retaliate for a late shove on Ilya, and Philadelphia scored on the power play.
Montreal pressed hard in the second. Ilya had a wide-open lane and took a pass from Sorenson, but when he went to shoot, the familiar catching sensation happened in his shoulder, and the shot fluttered weakly straight into the goalie's pads. The Forum crowd, sensing the unraveling, grew anxious and restless, their chants becoming less and less flattering.
Philadelphia seemed to capitalize on every mistake. They scored twice in the third period, taking it to 3-0. Shane managed to punch in a dirty, garbage goal from the crease with two minutes left to take it to 3-1, but that felt more like an ugly consolation prize. The horn sounded.
Game 1 was over, and even with the home-ice advantage, it hadn't been enough. The disappointment that fell over the crowd was palpable. Ilya's chest was heaving, and he looked up one last time. Colonel Rogov hadn't moved all game. He looked at Ilya, then at his watch, then turned on his heel and walked away.
Ilya and Shane made their way into the subterranean loading bay with Friesan at their side. Suddenly, Ilya caught the stench of cheap, sour makhorka tobacco. Ilya stopped walking.
Friesan kept moving, taking two large strides that put him directly between Ilya and the two Soviets. They didn't have the RCMP detachment with them that Beaulieu had promised. Friesan's right hand was near his belt, and Ilya realized with a jolt that he must be getting ready to draw a gun, if it came to that. "Gentlemen, this is a private area. Turn around and take the passenger elevator back up."
Galaev looked mildly unsettled, but Colonel Rogov did not. He took a leisurely drag from his paper-tube cigarette, the glowing ember flaring against the stubble of his chin, before blowing a long plume of smoke straight at Friesan's face. His eyes drifted lazily over Friesan's shoulder to Ilya.
Rogov spoke in Russian. "You play poorly on your left side, Rozanov. You always were a weak little chicken."
Everything around him had dissolved into white noise. He was back in the military barracks, fear flooding every one of his senses.
Rogov took a step to the side, peering around Friesan's wide chest to look at Ilya. Shane took a step forward, further blocking Ilya from his gaze. Rogov's lips parted in an amused smile.
"Do you like your little house? With your little friend?" Rogov's voice slid between them like grease. "You think you're untouchable here? Someone is always watching you, Rozanov. Every day. Every night."
Rogov paused, flicking a piece of ash away. "Do you miss home? Moscow is a big city, Ilya. Old men get confused near open windows. Unmarried girls walking home might find themselves in a dark alley."
A gasp tore out of Ilya. Shane didn't know the words, but he clearly recognized the threat. "You need to go." Shane lunged forward, his fist up, like he was going to strike Rogov.
Friesan's left arm cracked out like an iron rail, catching Shane across the chest and shoving him backward. "Hollander! Car. Now."
The RCMP officers who were supposed to have been there the entire time finally arrived. Galaev muttered nervously at Rogov. Rogov didn't respond. He flicked the cigarette butt onto the ground and ground it in with the heel of his boot. Then he turned on his heel, just as he had in the box, and walked away.
"Car, now," Friesan repeated, his face dark with fury. Ilya's knees weren't working. He fell into the back seat, and Shane scrambled in right behind him. Friesan dropped behind the wheel, clicking the locks with a metallic snap, and hit the gas.
Ilya sat curled against the passenger door, feeling like a helpless, weak child. His breath was coming in short, stilted bursts.
Your little house. With your little friend.
They knew. They had always known.
Beside him, Shane was shaking, his hands gripping Ilya's forearm. "Ilya," he pleaded, his voice harsh. "What did he say? What did he say to you?"
Ilya didn't answer. He couldn't turn his head. He stared fixedly out of the window at the neon streetlamps, watching the shadows of the alleyways blur past, terrified that if he blinked, he would see Rogov's pale eyes looking back at him.
Friesan parked the car outside their building. "Stay here," he ordered. He stepped out of the car, locking the doors behind him. He did a walk around the perimeter of the building, and they watched as he let himself into the condo and vanished for a few minutes. He returned and opened the door for them. "Straight upstairs, no leaving tonight, okay?"
Shane was out first, his face stony. The moment they were both upstairs, Shane slammed the door shut, bolting all the locks. "Ilya," Shane began, wheeling around. "Please. What did he say?"
Ilya couldn't hear him. The apartment felt blindingly exposed. The curtains weren't enough to keep the world out. None of it would be enough. There was an office building across the street. Could the scope of a rifle see through the slats in the blinds? He sprinted upstairs to the bedroom. Shane was right behind him.
"Ilya, stop," Shane begged. "Look at me, please. The doors are locked. Friesan is outside."
"Friesan is nothing!" Ilya hissed. "He cannot help us!" He ripped the blanket off the bed, throwing it over the blinds and tucking it in around the edges, another edge, making even the last tiny splinters of light vanish.
"What did he say about Moscow?"
Ilya backed away until his legs hit the edge of the mattress. He looked at Shane, with the split cheek and the innocent fragility of a Canadian boy who thought the police protected people.
Old men get confused near open windows. Unmarried girls find trouble in dark alleys. The words sat in Ilya's brain, stabbing him like broken glass. If he told Shane that Rogov had threatened his family, Shane would run to Beaulieu. Beaulieu would put Ilya in the safe house tonight, and the season, their life, would be over immediately.
"He said," Ilya started. His throat burned. "He said they are watching the condo. He called you my little friend. I think they know."
Shane went white. Ilya couldn't look at him. The room was too large. The bed too high. The walls were shaking with approaching vehicles. He could feel himself slipping away, but then Shane's hands were on him.
"Come to bed," he whispered. His voice was painfully tender. "Please. It's safe. You're safe. You're exhausted. We will sleep and then figure it out tomorrow."
Ilya looked at him, his chest heaving and gave up the will to fight. He needed the weight of Shane's body, the reality of him here, in the room, to convince himself that the world wasn't dissolving away.
Shane helped him out of his clothes, and pulled him into the bed in the now-pitch-black room. Shane slid in close, curling his body into Ilya's side, and hooking an ankle over his calves.
"Tomorrow," he murmured into Ilya's neck. Ilya lay flat on his back, staring up at nothing. The spinning in his head slowed. The screeching began to soften, and he let himself be dragged down.
One fifty-eight. The alarm clock glowed red beside him and he was feeling nothing but dread. The room had changed somehow. The air was icy and poisonous. Shane had rolled onto his back, slipping away from Ilya, breathing deeply in the dead of sleep.
He could not shake the thoughts. Moving with agonizing, single-millimeter-at-a-time slowness so as not to wake Shane, Ilya slid his legs out. His feet touched the carpet without a sound. He slipped downstairs, into the bedroom that was once his. He pulled the blanket and pillow off the unused bed and slid into the closet, pulling the pocket door closed behind him until only a hairline seam remained.
He dropped onto the low-pile carpet beneath the hanging hems of dress shirts, suits, and jackets. He wedged his good shoulder against the solid interior drywall and pulled the wool blanket over his head, curling his knees up into his chest until he fit neatly under the hem of the garments. Reaching blindly towards the shelf inside the closet, he found the dry saltines, the wax-sealed block of cheese, and the cans of sardines in oil, still where he put them months ago.
Three interior walls. No windows. No angles. Safe. Down here, enclosed in the dark with only the smell of clean laundry, the frantic bird-like thudding in his chest seemed to slow. Ilya buried his face into the blankets and let his eyes drift shut again.
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      Chapter 33: Guilt
  


    Chapter Summary

    Shane has never felt more like Ilya was slipping away, even as he tried to pull him tighter and tighter.



    Chapter Notes

      Okay folks, we're back with a Shane POV.
I also want to warn you that this is the third chapter I've had to split for length so far, so I think it's likely our total chapter count will land a touch higher. I just don't want you to be surprised when it hops up a little bit.

We're heading to the playoffs.
Chapter WarningsMore icky medical procedures.
Internalized homophobia and fears around coming out.
On-ice violence and injury.


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  Guilt (noun)

	
The fact of having committed an offense in terms of the law.



	
The feeling that follows, regardless of whether the offense was real.



	
Checking the deadbolts twice before you can sleep.



	
Two people carrying the same wound, each certain the blame is his alone.




Example: “We lose. Because of me.” — May 1989
Shane had been in the middle of the most phenomenal dream. Like many dreams, the details were fuzzy, like looking through a pane of fogged-up glass, but he remembered how he felt. He was flushed, but comfortable, and riding a joyous high. He was hoisting the Stanley Cup over his head, while Ilya looked at him with an absolutely filthy gleam in his eyes. There was confetti raining down around him, and Ilya was pressed to his side.
Shane blinked awake and realized that he hadn't yet won, and he was in his bed, and he was not flushed and comfortable; he was aching and sore. Last night, the Soviets and Ilya's panic all came flooding back to him. Suddenly he was bolt upright and clear-headed.
Fuck. Ilya. Where was Ilya?
The sheets were cool. There was no trace of him at all. He was gone. Shane was certain he was going to vomit, feeling the sourness rising in his stomach. He threw back the covers and tried to escape the bed, nearly being sent sprawling onto the floor as he was tangled up in the sheets.
He tore into the bathroom, feet sliding on the tile. It was empty, and the shower was bone dry. The brown bottle of ibuprofen also sat on the counter untouched.
They took him.
The thought tore through Shane's temples. His heart raced. Rogov, the garage, men sneaking up the stairs, or through a window. He hadn't heard a door kick open, or a struggle. Fuck, had he slept through it? Did Ilya try to fight them off with only one functional arm while Shane dreamed about the Metros throwing him a fucking parade? Where was Friesan? Was he dead outside? Where was Ilya? Was he already on a flight back to Moscow? Was he hurt? Dead? He had to do something. He needed to call Beaulieu. He needed to do something. He needed to get to Ilya.
Now.
Shane scrambled into the hallway, his heart feeling like it could explode out of his body. His forehead was slick with drops of cold sweat, and he ran down the stairs, trying to get to the main floor, to the phone, as quickly as possible. He could see the front door, the only door, ahead of him at the bottom of the stairs. All three deadbolts were still engaged. Shane stared at them, shivering violently. The chains were latched. The frame hadn't been splintered apart by a heavy boot slamming into it. The alarm for the downstairs entrance was still set. He should feel relieved, but the dread was still churning, mutating into something pointier and colder in his gut. They hadn't come in the door, so where did they—the windows? Did he miss something?
Shane stumbled to the kitchen, stupidly pulling open cabinets and then the drawers, like Ilya could have shrunk down to the size of a deck of cards and hidden in between the serving spoons. Then the living room, ripping open the curtains as if he expected Ilya to pop out from behind them at any minute, like they were playing hide-and-seek. He wrenched open the downstairs bathroom too. Ilya was gone.
Shane held himself against the frame of the doorway that led into Ilya's bedroom. He still thought of it as Ilya's bedroom, even though it was closer to a glorified closet at this point. It had that stale, unused feeling, and Shane realized that Ilya was really, truly gone. He needed to call Beaulieu, but he couldn't get a hold of himself. He pressed his head against the frame of the door and dry-heaved into the room. He's gone, and it's all my fault. I made him stay in this house. He could have been safer somewhere else.
Shane was trying to suck in deep breaths, to get himself ready for a phone call he absolutely did not know how to make, when his eyes drifted down. At the base of the closet, the pocket door wasn't entirely flush with the wall. There was a slit, just a centimeter or two, where the door was slightly ajar. The inside of the closet was impenetrably black in the gap, but something about it called to Shane. The pounding of his heart had been replaced by an agonizing high-pitched ring. He walked across the floor and hooked his hand around the door, sliding it open. Shane's eyes pricked with tears. There, wedged beneath Ilya's colorful rainbow of outfits, he could see a handful of dark golden curls visible, the rest of Ilya's body a massive, huddled blob wrapped tightly in his blanket.
Ilya was curled on the carpet against the interior baseboard. He didn't look comfortable. His shoulder was jammed against the wall, and his head lolled at an odd angle, but he was there. Ilya wasn't moving. Shane worried for a moment that he might actually be dead, but Shane saw the slow rise and fall of the blanket. Suddenly, the blanket flew off his face, his eyes bloodshot and unblinking. He was staring straight through Shane. Every line was etched with exhaustion, carving deep hollows beneath his cheekbones and under his eyes.
Shane's knees buckled, and he was on the floor, burying his face in his hands. He was shaking from his scalp to the ends of his toes, and his stomach cramped. Ilya, his Ilya, wasn't in the back of an idling gray car, or on a transport to Moscow right now. He was here, he was safe, and he was with Shane.
"Ilya," Shane said softly. His hand reached out reflexively. "Jesus Christ, Ilya, what are you doing in here?"
Ilya gazed up at him unblinking for several long moments. "I am fine," he replied in a voice entirely dead and rough from disuse. "The room was too cold," he muttered, looking past Shane.
Shane stared at him, totally bewildered. "Too cold? What the fuck? I woke up and thought you were gone, like taken. I thought you were locked in the trunk of a car!"
Shane's voice cracked, but Ilya's expression didn't change. He didn't give Shane anything. Shane waited for the flicker of terror, or an acknowledgment of the fear he had flooded Shane with. To put words to this moment would be an impossible weakness that Ilya wouldn't show him. Shane was begging him to be vulnerable, and he would not.
"You are being dramatic, Hollander," Ilya said.
"Dramatic. When did your English get so good?"
"Is same in Russian." Ilya looked at him stonily. "I came downstairs for the quiet."
"Quiet?" Shane echoed. His voice shook. "You won’t open the windows, and now you're hiding in the closet like—like—" He didn't know how he intended to end that sentence.
"Is just sleep, Hollander." Shane could see him gritting his teeth. "It is dark, it is quiet. I slept." He adjusted his injured shoulder. "Leave me alone. Go back upstairs."
"I am not going back upstairs!" Shane shoved a hand through his hair. "Talk to me, please," he begged. "You don't have to be fine. In the garage, he said—"
"Do not talk to me about those men," Ilya replied. "Leave me."
Shane looked at his stubborn face, trying to find the words to acknowledge that asking him to leave was the most unrealistic request that had ever been made. He sat outside the closet, waiting for Ilya to make a move. Any move. After longer than necessary, Ilya pushed the blanket back and tumbled out of the closet, his neck flushed.
"It's okay," Shane soothed, trying to pull Ilya into an embrace, but Ilya wouldn't accept it. He wriggled away, heading for the bathroom. Shane followed him. "What were you doing in the closet? Really." Shane asked.
"I was looking for a shirt," Ilya mumbled unconvincingly.
Shane had a decision to make. He could leave it there. He could let Ilya get away with that little lie, or he could make it a fight now, right here, in this instant. He took the coward's way out.
"You must have been really exhausted to fall asleep in there. It must have been hard on your shoulder."
"My shoulder is fine, Hollander."
Shane backed off immediately. "We have today off. Maybe I can make breakfast and then we can go back to bed?"
"No sex during playoffs," Ilya repeated the rules.
"Not for that, asshole. To sleep. You need it. I need it. We go to Calgary tomorrow." Shane was looking at Ilya, who was swaying worryingly. "Did you put any more thought into the cottage?"
"Is bad idea, Hollander. You go, I stay here."
"I'm going to call Beaulieu anyway."
"He will say no," Ilya started.
"I'm going to ask anyway."
"You did not let me finish. He will say no on the phone. Harder to say no in person."
Shane thought about that. Ilya definitely had a point. Shane stood in the bathroom doorway watching Ilya lean over the porcelain sink. Ilya was cupping water in his palm, splashing it on his face and letting the runoff drop away while his left arm hung stiffly at his side. The skin over his cheekbones looked tight and gray, leaving him looking sallow and undernourished. Shane wanted to cross the tile and slide his hands around Ilya, to let him know that he was here, that he cared for him and would do anything to keep him safe. Not like people usually mean when they say anything. Shane meant anything. It wasn't until they had been standing in that garage that he realized he'd kill for Ilya.
"You should eat," Shane said quietly. "I can make eggs. Or oatmeal."
"No eggs." Ilya reached for the hand towel and blotted his chin.
"Oatmeal then. Or toast," Shane said, his voice taking that nagging, stubborn persistence that he knew made him sound like his mother. "Will you sit, please?"
Ilya dropped the towel on the counter and pushed past Shane. He walked through to the living room and closed the heavy drapes again, plunging the room into darkness. Shane retrieved the small pot that was just the right size for two servings of oatmeal. Ilya walked in and sat down at the table, slouching back in the chair. He removed a bottle of pills from his pocket that he must have taken from the bathroom, putting it on the table with a thud.
"How many of those are you taking?" Shane asked. "It was just supposed to be for a day or two to get you past the worst of the pain."
"Is fine, Hollander."
"The bottle says to take two."
"I can read."
Shane could hear his eyeroll. He dished up a bowl of oatmeal, adding what was definitely too much brown sugar, but exactly as much as Ilya would want, and set it down a little too hard in front of him. Ilya shoveled in three bites before popping two brown tablets, and then pushed the bowl away.
"Not hungry?" Shane asked.
"Stomach hurts."
Shane nodded but decided to let it go. "Do you think he'll be at the Forum?" he asked.
"Who?" Ilya replied, confused.
"Beaulieu."
Ilya leaned back in his chair, one hand coming up to hold his cross necklace. Shane had noticed it but hadn’t asked about it. "Probably, I think so, yes. I do not think he ever goes home."
"Do you want to stay here, or do you want to come?"
Ilya idly rubbed the edge of the gold pendant. "I will come," he said, pushing back the chair. "You might say the wrong things."
"I wouldn't," Shane argued, although he felt a wave of relief at Ilya staying with him instead of being alone.
"You have no—discretion," Ilya said, snapping his fingers when he located the word. He stood and started walking up to the bedroom.
"I have plenty of discretion!" Shane called after him. "I've been so fucking discreet for months!"
He didn't get an answer, only the dull thunk of the door closing.
Twenty minutes later, Ilya was driving them in his Wagoneer. The city was baking under the unseasonably warm May sun, but Ilya was buried in a high-necked coat and a hat. His eyes kept flitting to the rearview mirror, tracking the dark blue Chrysler trailing a car or two behind them. Friesan, their faithful shadow.
Ilya steered them down into the underbelly of the Forum, pulling into Shane's reserved player stall. Upstairs, the administrative offices were still, but Ilya was right when they heard the clearing of a throat down the hall from Beaulieu's office. Shane rapped once on the doorjamb, and then squared his shoulders before walking inside. Beaulieu sat behind his desk, surrounded by stacks of papers. His eyes lifted, flicking from Shane's rigid stance over to Ilya, who was lingering behind Shane.
"Hollander," Beaulieu said. "Rozanov. You're supposed to be resting before your flight tomorrow."
Shane took a step into the room. "We wanted to talk about the summer."
Beaulieu leaned back. The leather chair creaked under his weight. "We have a series to finish. Take care of that, then we can discuss off-season schedules."
"No, now," Shane insisted. "I built a cottage north of Lanaudière that will be ready in July. We'd like to spend the summer there."
"We?"
"Me and Ilya."
"Rozanov, you want this?" he said skeptically, looking at Ilya.
Ilya gave a noncommittal shrug. "Sounds nicer than city," he said. "Quiet. Safe."
Shane braced for the wall of resistance. He was prepared for Beaulieu to bring up protocols, or lecture him on exposure, or insist on Ilya staying in a safe house or a hotel if he went out of town so he could be locked behind a gate like a car in an impound lot. He had spent the entire drive rehearsing the isolation of the lake, and how empty the woods around them were, and how there was no line of sight into the house from the road.
Beaulieu tapped his fountain pen on the desk. "Okay," he replied.
Shane blinked. "Okay?"
"Yes," Beaulieu replied. "There will be conditions. But yes."
Shane turned to look at Ilya. He hadn't moved at all, but his eyes were narrowed, his face exceptionally suspicious.
"What conditions?" Shane asked, mirroring his caution.
"Hardwired exterior cameras, security system of our choosing, and perimeter lighting," Beaulieu said, starting a new list on a legal pad. "A security detail within a five-minute radius somewhere on the access road. They don't need to be on the property, but they need to be near enough in case the alarm trips."
Shane nodded. "That could be possible."
"I'm not done," Beaulieu replied. "You also need to call this office every forty-eight hours that you are there, without exception. If the check-in is missed, ever, I'll have police at the door in minutes."
Shane stood frozen. It was too easy. All of it was too easy. He had been prepared for bargaining, pleading, begging.
"Is that it?" Shane blurted. "You're just letting us do this?"
"I'm sure I'll think of something else, but I think it's possible."
"Really?"
"A private road a couple hours outside of the city will be easier to secure than most options in town," he explained. "Unfamiliar vehicles out there will stick out like a sore thumb." Shane was unmoored by the sudden lack of friction from Beaulieu.
"I'll need maps of the township, and of your property on my desk at least three weeks before you plan on heading out there," Beaulieu added. "Now get out of here. Go home, make Rozanov rest his shoulder. I need you both firing on all cylinders on Sunday."
Shane turned to go and Ilya fell behind him without a word. Neither of them spoke about it as they took the fire stairs back to the parking ramp. Shane stopped by the car.
"That was too easy, wasn't it?" he muttered to Ilya.
Ilya reached for the door handle and climbed gracefully into the driver's seat. "Beaulieu has never given me one gift without a string attached," he replied. "In Moscow, if they give you an apartment with two rooms instead of one, it is not because they love you. It is because they want to know which one you are sleeping in."
"It's just a cottage in the woods. It's my place."
"Yes," Ilya murmured, his eyes flicking toward the ramp where Friesan's car was idling in the gloom. "And now it has cameras and lights and a time limit."
Shane knew this was yet again another instance when he should not push. He dropped into the passenger seat and pulled the door shut. Neither of them spoke on the drive home, Ilya sitting with both hands planted high on the wheel, eyes still flicking to the car dutifully trailing behind them.
Upstairs, the condo was dim, bathed in the muted light that could sneak in around the edges of the curtains. Ilya kicked off his shoes in the entryway, letting them fall wherever. Shane picked them up and tucked them into the shoe rack without thinking. Ilya was already up the stairs.
"I am taking a nap," he said. "Do not wake me." The door shut upstairs.
"Sure," Shane answered quietly, uncertain if Ilya heard him at all. Shane walked in socked feet to the kitchen phone and dialed Ottawa.
"Hollander residence," his mom's voice came through coolly, cutting through the rising dread in his chest.
"Hi Mom," he said.
"Shane!" she answered brightly. "I was just telling your father I hoped you'd call before you left. How was your birthday? We tried to call but there was no answer. Did you get the card?" He hadn't gotten the card, but he was sure that was because it went to his other house and he hadn't been doing a great job keeping track of the mail.
"Yeah, thank you so much. I'm sorry, with the playoffs—you know how it is." It was the truest thing he'd thought of in days. They had been so exhausted, so entirely run through, he had legitimately not been able to think about his birthday. It didn't help that there was no alcohol or sex during the playoffs, which would have been his decision regardless of superstition. He didn't want a single distraction leading up to the days when it was very possible they would be taking home a Stanley Cup. It had happened his rookie year too, when a playoff run had meant he was suddenly two weeks into being nineteen before he realized he missed the date itself.
"We'll have to do something when the playoffs are over. A big party maybe?"
"I don't want to think about that stuff now."
"Well, we're so proud of you. Twenty-three, first place in the division, and only four wins from a Cup."
"I know, Mom," Shane murmured, his finger twirling the plastic spiral cord of the phone. "It's been a lot."
"How are you? You must be exhausted. Are you eating enough?"
"Yeah, I'm eating plenty, thanks."
"And the cheek? We saw you take that high stick."
"Just a little scrape. Didn't even need stitches," Shane said, his voice taking that light, easy tone he slipped on like a coat when he needed to convince his parents that everything in his life was easy and normal and uncomplicated in every way. "Flight to Calgary is tomorrow at noon. I got you guys tickets for the 19th, so you could come to at least one."
"We're so excited, sweetheart. But it's going to be a lot more before it slows down." He could hear her rustling on the other line. "Bayer called. The Gatorade campaign is locked. Full-page print ads are hitting on Sunday to coincide with Game 1, and then two-page color spreads in June and July magazine issues. US and Canada. I told them how excited we were."
A sick weight dropped into Shane's belly. This was such a big moment. A Gatorade campaign. But that was the weekend that everything sort of fell apart, and then came back together. It gave him Ilya, but it also gave him all this mess that his mom absolutely under no circumstances could know about. The idea of those images, at the exact moment it felt like he and Ilya were being watched all the time, seemed like the worst possible timing.
"I don't know, Mom," Shane said, his throat feeling dry. "Maybe pushing the publicity so hard right now is a bad idea. What if Finals don't go well? I'd really prefer to lay low."
"We have a signed contract. You can’t just lay low. And we can't think like that, not when you're playing for the Cup!" 
We, thought Shane. We meaning me. 
Yuna sighed dismissively in a way that made Shane's heart hurt. "You have to ride the wave when it's here. They want you for a radio spot in Toronto, and at least two appearances this summer. You can't hide under a rock, and definitely not if you win the thing."
"I'm not hiding under a rock," Shane lied. "I want to focus on hockey. Nothing else."
"Of course, but this is a great opportunity, Shane. You need to take it." She paused. "Speaking of the summer, how’s your cottage coming along?"
Shane drew in a steadying breath. "Yeah, that's actually why I was calling. It's done in another week or two. I have a decorator coming, and they're saying I can be in there any time after July 1st."
"That's so exciting! Your father is already thinking about you two building a dock during the construction break. He could use a good project, and we're so close now we can come by anytime. It will be so nice to be able to see you this summer. It feels like we haven't gotten much time with you." It was true, they hadn't. Not since Christmas, anyway. But there it was. The unannounced visits. His mother walking through the door with a loaf of bread while Ilya was standing in the kitchen without a shirt, or worse, while both of them had let their guard down for a single, fatal five minutes.
Your parents come by. To visit. They knock and come in and most of the time it is fine and one time it is not. Ilya's cold, prophetic dread echoing within his ears.
"Actually," Shane started. "About that, I was thinking, maybe I might need some time to myself?"
The hush on the other end of the line was immediate. "What do you mean, time to yourself?"
Shane shifted his weight, socks sliding a little on the linoleum. "A couple of weeks, at least? I'll need to settle in, and then there's the decompressing from the season, so no visits, probably. I really would like a little space once the season ends."
"Shane, we haven't even had a meal with you since Christmas."
"Mom—"
"We were so excited to have you so close. And your father has been doing so well handling the contractor for you so that you could focus on the season, and now you don’t want us there?"
"Of course I want you there," Shane said. His fingers squeezed the plastic receiver until it creaked. He needed something rigid under his hands to make things feel more real. "My head is a mess. One of the trainers was talking to me about it. Silent meditation, a full reset. No visitors, no phone calls, no radio or TV or anything. Just ten or fourteen days of absolute quiet so I can recover. I won't be able to do it if people are coming over."
There was a beat of dead air. "Silent meditation."
"Yes," Shane insisted, the lie burning sour at the back of his mouth. "I want to try it."
"What about Rozanov?"
"What about him?"
"Is he coming up with you?" Shit, this was how he would get caught in the lie.
"I don't think he wants to do silent meditation, but I'm going to invite him for at least some of the time too, yeah."
"You want two weeks of isolation, but you're bringing Rozanov? Help me understand this."
"It's different," Shane answered, the lie becoming clumsy. "He doesn't talk anyway. He sits in a chair, barely says five words in English all day. It's not the same."
"I don’t understand." He could hear the hurt and disappointment in her voice.
"He's not just a teammate, he's dealing with—" Shane caught himself at the edge of the precipice. God, she was so fucking close to the point. They had never talked about what that phone call to their home at Christmas really was. She had to have a suspicion, but he’d never just come out and said it. It would be so easy to tell her, right now. Just let the words slip out, but this was not a conversation he could have over the phone, and definitely not without at least consulting Ilya first. "The team wants him out of the city during the off-season. There's all this stuff about new Soviet players being allowed in, and restructuring that, and they just need him gone."
"Why aren’t the Metros taking care of that? This feels like above and beyond any kind of captain duties, Shane. I’m also not sure how you can have a guest the entire time, but can’t see us."
"He doesn't expect anything of me," Shane said. He knew he was pleading now. "I don't have to be on with him."
"Is that how you feel when you're with us?" she asked, the pain in her voice worse than any lecture she could give him. "We just want to see you. We miss you."
Shane's throat closed up. "I know, I'm so sorry."
"We gave you so much space all season." She sounded soft and patient. "We were hoping the place across the lake meant we'd see you more than a few measly days this summer."
"You will," Shane responded fervently. "Just a couple weeks. July, to get my head right, and then I'll see you every day of August if you want."
Shane felt the pregnant pause grow between them. Shane could hear the faint, comforting sound of the clock chiming through the phone in Ottawa. It was the sound of childhood, of a home where he never had to tear the place apart to make sure that someone hadn't been abducted, or that he needed to lock all three deadbolts every day on the reinforced door.
"What about Rose?" his mother asked, her tone turning a little conspiratorial. "How are things going with the two of you?"
"Uh," Shane stammered. "No, I don't think so. She's really busy, with the movie and all. And we're just friends."
"Oh." Another soft, disappointed sigh escaped her. "Hopefully you keep in touch."
"I got it, Mom. But we're just friends. We're only ever going to be just friends."
Another long silence stretched between them.
"Okay, Shane," Yuna said at last. "We don't want to make things harder for you. We love you."
"Mom, you don't—"
"Take care of yourself," she murmured, cutting him off. "Win in Calgary. Call us when you land, and we'll see you next week, okay?"
"I will," Shane managed. "I love you too."
The line clicked dead. Shane held the receiver until the dial tone changed. He hated lying to his mother, and since Ilya got here, it felt like every interaction was a lie. He never shut her out. He told her everything. And now he had at least three very big things that he wasn't mentioning to her at all. He checked the deadbolts on the door, rattling the security chain to be sure it was caught, because he knew he wouldn't be able to sleep without doing it, and headed up the stairs.
In the bedroom, Ilya was lying on his right side, sprawled diagonally across the mattress, taking up as much space as possible. His left arm was cradled carefully across his chest. Shane loved seeing Ilya sleep. His face was slack, the usual tenseness that held his jaw firm gone. But he also looked so depleted. The last weeks had taken every ounce of peace from him, and it was showing in the dark circles under his eyes and the smattering of blemishes forming on his face.
Shane took off his pants and climbed into the bed, trying his hardest to avoid moving Ilya. He spread his fingers across Ilya's stomach and tucked his face into the familiar curve between his neck and shoulder. Ilya didn't move, but let out a low, rough sigh in his sleep. His body pressed back against Shane. Shane closed his eyes and let the exhaustion wash over him, falling straight into a dreamless sleep.
By the time Shane drifted awake, the room was a deep, hazy violet. Ilya was awake beside him, propped up against the headboard, staring at the sliver of light coming in from beneath the closed door.
"What time is it?" Shane croaked.
"Six," Ilya said, his voice husky. "Almost seven."
"We slept all day."
"I think we needed it."
“Will you tell me about the necklace?" Shane's reached out to touch the necklace with a careful finger. "I noticed it before, but then with the playoffs starting—” he trailed off. 
Ilya looked at him, as if calculating how much he wanted to share. “It was my mother’s. Her mother gave it to her, and now it is mine. She got it when she was,” he paused. “I do not know in English. Put in the church water?”
“Baptized,” Shane supplied.
“Baptized,” Ilya repeated. “She wore it under her clothes. My father found out and became very angry. He ripped it off her. A colonel’s wife with a cross, this is not allowed. But she did not let him throw it away. You can see, here, where she fixed it.” He gestured at a slightly brighter set of links on the thin chain. “I thought it was a game. She would pull it out of her shirt sometimes, then put it back. Never let Papa see.” He smiled but it didn’t reach his eyes.
“How is it here? You didn’t wear it before.”
“Svetlana, you remember her mother is in Paris. She sent it from there.”
“I’m glad you have it now.” 
When Ilya didn’t say anything else, they went downstairs for dinner. Ilya boiled a pot of salted water and dumped in a box of penne. To Shane's delight, he mixed in some handfuls of spinach into the cooked pasta before dumping a mountain of Parmesan cheese on top of it. They ate quietly, the air heavy with all the things that they weren't able to say yet. Shane pushed the pasta around with his fork, looking at the black pepper flecks against the white ceramic plate. He swallowed hard.
"I called my mom," he began.
Ilya stopped chewing and his fork stilled, but he didn't look up. "And?"
"She was hoping they'd be over at the cottage all the time," Shane muttered, doing everything to avoid saying you were right. 
"I told you," Ilya said, tone scraped clean of surprise. "They will find out if we go. I will stay here."
"No, I told her—I told her I was doing a silent meditation retreat." To Shane's surprise, a giggle erupted out of Ilya.
"Shut up," Shane said, but he was smiling too. "Was it that unbelievable?"
"For you? No. Not at all. Everyone knows you are weird."
"I told her a trainer recommended it, and I needed two weeks of total quiet and no one could visit."
"That does not explain why I am there."
"I told her the truth, kind of. I said the team wanted you out of the city. But then she started talking about Rose." Shane set his fork down, running his hands over his face. "If she was coming, or if I'm still seeing her." Ilya's eyes were washed out with hurt, but he didn't say anything, waiting. "I think I need to tell them," he blurted out. "Mom was so sad, like I was just ripping pieces out of her."
Ilya set his fork down with agonizing slowness, his eyes narrowing.
"Stop. What are you telling them?"
"That I'm gay," Shane said, the word coming out short. "They'll stop asking. They'll know why I need space."
"Hollander, you have lost all your mind," Ilya hissed. "I have been trying to be kind, to be nice to my good friend Shane Hollander who I care very much about, but you do not seem to understand. You say this to your parents, 'Your son, who you think you know so well, he sucks dick on the weekends', and they say, 'Oh, thank you so much for telling us. Now you have summer with your friend who is also a man?' Is this what you think happens?"
"They're my parents. They love me—"
"Do they?" Ilya snapped. "Or do they love Shane Hollander!" His anger made the consonants come out bluntly. "Do they like Mr. Gatorade Posters and Mr. Playoff Run? You tell them and what happens? They ask who did this, who made you like this because they know it was not them."
Shane flinched. He couldn't imagine a world in which his parents didn't love him unconditionally. But now the seed of doubt was there. Did they? "I don't have to tell them about you."
"Shane Hollander, you are such bad liar. It is one thing for us to be very very careful and maybe one day there is a little mistake and we get caught and have to do this and if that happens we will. But what you are doing now, you are blowing up everything when you do not have to. You lose your parents, you lose hockey, it all goes away and it does not need to!"
"I can't keep lying," Shane whispered. "It makes me sick."
Ilya reached out and wrapped his fingers around Shane's wrist.
"I have been lying my entire fucking life," Ilya spat. "Be sick. Be sick in here, with me, and keep all the other good things. You want to be honest, you want to feel clean again? This is for people with no enemies. We have only enemies."
"You said you thought the Soviets knew. If they know, my parents need to know."
"They need to know when you have no more choice. We do not know that Rogov knows. Could just be a threat. If you confess, there is no back for us. We have to keep forward."
"Okay," Shane breathed.
"Think about it more. Do not decide when you are tired and upset. Like now." Shane gave him a terse nod of his head. Ilya didn't let go of his wrist. "I am so afraid for you," Ilya said. "I think maybe I care too much about you." He released his fingers and slumped back in his chair.
Shane cleared the plates and rinsed out the pot in the sink, checking the deadbolts again, before he realized they were definitely going back to bed. Sleeping for nearly twenty-four hours wasn't the norm, but it wasn't totally unheard of during playoffs.
Shane turned off the bedside lamp and tunneled under the blankets. He rolled onto his side, pressing fully against Ilya, laying a hand on his good shoulder and resting his cheek on the warmth of Ilya. It was so intimate, so loving, and he knew the words were in danger of escaping his lips at any time. Because god, did he love him. He loved him enough to blow it all up, and maybe, just maybe, Ilya caring too much about him meant they were closer to being on the same page than he thought.
Shane woke suddenly in the middle of the night. His hand slid across the cotton beside him, finding only cool, empty sheets. For a brief instant, that familiar panic flared in his throat, the phantom sedans and gray-faced men storming the condo. But he caught himself. He turned his head towards the master closet. Its door was cracked open an inch. From inside came the slow, rhythmic sound of heavy breathing. He was there. Shane watched the gap of the door for a while. He didn't rush in and demand Ilya talk to him, or insist he come back to bed. He adjusted the blankets up over his shoulder and went back to sleep.
When Shane opened his eyes again, the mattress beside him was warm. Ilya had slipped back into bed sometime before the dawn had arrived. He was curled on his side, facing Shane beneath the heavy quilt. His fingers were tangled around the cross necklace.
Ilya's chest rose and fell in a consistent, measured drag. The sheet had slipped low, revealing the angry red across the crest of his left shoulder, but his face was still peaceful.
Be sick in here, with me, and keep all the other good things.
Shane couldn't argue with his logic, no matter how painful it felt. It was also easy to forget how much thinner the ice was under Ilya's feet. Shane had spent all twenty-three of his years in a world with two parents who did everything they could to make life easier, safer, more comfortable for him. He had coaches and trainers who looked out for him at all times, and the worst thing that happened was losing an elimination game in overtime. Ilya had spent all but the past fifteen months of his life locked inside a machine that controlled your documents, bugged your hotel rooms, and had men follow you around specifically to remind you that your body wasn't your own. Shane reached out, his finger hovering for an instant before he gently, almost imperceptibly, brushed back a sweat-darkened curl from Ilya's temple. Ilya sighed into the sheets, his brow furrowing for a split second before smoothing out again.
They had a flight in five hours. There would be cameras, reporters, and forty-something guys packed into a plane trying to pretend they weren't only four wins away from the summit. But right now, the world was just this bed, this room, the two of them. Shane pulled the blankets up again, tucking them around Ilya's bare collarbone to shield him from the draft. He shifted closer, waiting for the morning to finish coming in.
Ilya stood by the sink in his suit, ready to travel, the plastic bottle gripped in his hand.
"More?" Shane nagged. Ilya froze, but Shane had already seen what he needed to see. Four tablets into his dry mouth. Ilya swallowed the pills heavily. His eyes cut up to Shane, daring him to push the issue.
"I have a headache, Hollander. And my shoulder."
"Didn't it occur to you that this is probably why your stomach hurts so bad?"
"They work. Four more games."
"Hopefully just four," Shane grumbled. "You really have to take them with food. My uncle—"
"The thing making my stomach hurt is being stuck in a box with grumpy mother chicken Shane Hollander."
"Yeah, well, this mother hen wants you to win a game tomorrow," Shane shot back. "Sit down. Five minutes."
"I am not hungry."
"I don't give a fuck." He yanked out a loaf of bread and pulled out two slices, covering them heavily with peanut butter. "Sit your ass down, eat the bread, and then we can leave."
For three seconds, Ilya looked like he was ready to make a fight of the whole thing, but Shane remained planted, refusing to give up. With a muttered curse in Russian that Shane didn't need translated, Ilya dragged a chair out from the kitchen table and sank into it.
Shane watched Ilya take his first reluctant bite of the bread. He looked completely hollowed out. Shane saw the shadow of the man who he had first met across the ice all those months ago, playing under a different jersey. Ilya was choking down the bread like it was field rations. He was perched on the very edge of the chair, knees together, his eyes constantly tracking the seam of sunlight that escaped through the singular gap in the drapes. Even inside his own home, the place he should feel safest, he was listening for footfalls on the stairs. A wave of bitter guilt rose in Shane's throat, tasting worse than the bile-filled dry-heaving from this morning. Ilya being in this mess was his fault.
It had been Shane’s job to keep him safe. That was what he had agreed to, and he hadn’t kept up his end of the bargain. Shane had spent the past few months playing house, pretending they were just two ordinary guys, refusing to see what was staring him right in the face. He had let Gilles drive them to morning skate, let Gilles linger around their building while Shane laughed about line changes and took the long way home through the city. He had ignored every single red flag because he had been so desperate to keep his little bubble intact. Ilya had tried to warn him about eyes, about windows, about not making a mistake. And Shane had treated it like dramatic posturing, like something that only happened in paperback spy thrillers, until Rogov had stepped out of the shadow of a concrete pillar.
Shane had brought that danger here, and now, terrified that his stupidity would get Ilya shot, Shane was smothering him. Ilya finished the bread with several more joyless bites before standing up to grab his travel bag.
Shane sat across from Ilya on the flight, pretending to flip through a book, but his eyes kept darting to the front of the cabin. Gilles was there, presumably due to the need for additional staff during the playoffs. The sight of him made the bottom fall out of Shane's stomach. He had watched Ilya freeze on the boarding stairs, his hand clenching the banister until Shane reminded him that he had to move, he was holding up the line.
At least he wasn't alone. Friesan and a new driver named Geo were both with him. It felt like a transparent, heavy-handed cage. Gilles had been fully stripped of authority, but his presence hung over them like a cloud.
Ilya didn't play cards on this flight. He held the card deck out to Amatto to take for durak, but refused to join in. He kept his hat down over his eyes until the flight landed.
By the time they reached the Palliser Hotel, the air had turned crisp. Shane was in 712, Ilya in 714, the staff watching Ilya in 716. Outside in the corridor, Friesan took his post on a straight-backed chair, directly between their rooms. 
Shane waited until he heard the muffled clatter of room service carts coming down the hall before he crossed the carpet and unlocked his side of the adjoining door. The opposite door was already unlatched.
"Ilya?" he whispered. Ilya was sitting on the edge of the mattress in the dark hotel room, his tie undone, his dress shirt unbuttoned halfway down his chest. His gold cross caught the faint strip of light spilling from Shane's doorway.
Ilya stood up and walked through to Shane's room. "He was on the plane."
"I saw," Shane said. "But he's not alone. Friesan is right outside the door. Geo is on the floor below. Gilles can't touch you."
"It does not matter if they watch him." Ilya's eyes were bloodshot and hollowed with exhaustion. "He knows where we sleep. He knows the building. It is a game they play. Beaulieu thinks he is clever, keeping the rat where he can see him."
"Hey." Shane slid his hands up, pressing his palms flat against the sides of Ilya's ribs, grounding him. Slowly, Ilya dragged his gaze down to meet Shane's.
"We are four games away from the Cup," Shane said, his thumbs pressing into the warm skin beneath Ilya's shirt. "We're going to beat Calgary, and then we're going to the cottage. Just you and me. No handlers, no cameras inside the house. I swear to you."
A ragged, uneven breath hitched in Ilya's throat. His thick fingers curled into the collar of Shane's shirt, pulling Shane to sit on the bed. Shane leaned in, burying his face into the hollow of Ilya's neck, inhaling his scent. Ilya wrapped his right arm tightly around Shane's back, pressing him close, his forehead knocking against Shane's temple.
"You are an idiot, Hollander," Ilya murmured into his hair, but the bite was entirely gone. "A complete idiot."
"Yeah," Shane breathed, his lips brushing the hot skin beneath Ilya's ear. "I know. But I'm your idiot."
Ilya's thumb stroked the back of Shane's neck, and for the first time in three days, Shane felt Ilya's pulse settle down to something resembling human rhythm.
Then the outer door of Shane's room rattled on its latch. Ilya immediately jumped up, his face blanching. A fist slammed against the wood of 712, fast and terrified.
"Shane! It's Hayden! Let me in. Right now. I need you!"
Shane jumped like he'd been poked with a cattle prod, scrambling off the bed so fast he nearly tripped over the bed skirt.
Ilya dropped back onto the mattress, his face transforming in a split second from fragile exhaustion to wicked delight. He needs you, Ilya mouthed silently, his lips twitching into a vicious grin.
Shane threw a glare at Ilya, smacking his knee with the back of his hand. "Shut up," Shane said. Ilya scrambled into his own room, and Shane pulled his side of the door shut, before heading to the door and yanking it open.
"One sec, Hayd, I was just getting in the shower."
"Let me in. I've seen what you look like naked. Just open the door."
Hayden Pike stood in the frame looking like he had just survived a plane crash. His suit coat was missing, his tie hung limp over an unbuttoned shirt, and his hair was standing up in tufts where his fingers had repeatedly dragged through it.
"Hayd? What the hell—"
"Two," Hayden croaked, pushing straight past Shane into the room, his eyes wide and unmoored. "There are two of them, Shane."
Shane blinked, closing the hallway door and locking it reflexively. "Two what?"
"Babies!" Hayden exploded in a strangled stage whisper, pacing wildly between the television stand and the luggage rack. "Jackie had the ultrasound this afternoon while we were in the air. She just called. It's twins! Shane, there are two human beings in there!"
"Isn't it kind of late to find out there's two? She's gotta be getting close to done."
"Nine more weeks, yeah," Hayden panted, driving both hands back through his hair until it stood on end. "Nine weeks, Shane! I knew she was big. Too big. But you know what you can't do? Tell your wife you think something is wrong because she's huge."
Shane stood blinking, his mind struggling to shift gears from the raw adrenaline of having Ilya pressed against him to the absurd image of Hayden Pike wrestling with obstetrics.
"How did they not see that on the first ultrasound?" Shane asked, baffled. "She had one in the winter, didn't she?"
"They had one, back at the start of February!" Hayden wailed, pacing a manic trench between the luggage rack and the foot of Shane's bed. "One! And the doctor said the second one was hiding directly behind the first! Pinned right up against her spine, in the shadow! The tech thought it was an echo or an artifact or whatever the fuck they call it, and every time they checked the heartbeat, the doctor just thought, 'Oh, what a strong little thumper.' It was two thumpers, Shane! They were beating in sync, or the doctor was just hearing the same kid twice and moving the wand around like a dipstick!"
"Hayd—"
"She went in today because her blood pressure was creeping up and she couldn't breathe lying down," Hayden continued, his voice hitting a falsetto as he gestured wildly with both arms. "The tech put the probe down and then asked Jackie, 'Does your family have a history of twins, Mrs. Pike?'"
Hayden dropped his head into his hands, groaning like he'd taken a slapshot straight to the cup.
"Thirty-one weeks, Shane. Thirty-one! For seven months we thought we were having one little boy! We painted the nursery blue! We bought one car seat! One crib! Now there are two girls in there, they're running out of room, and the obstetrician told her they rarely go past thirty-six weeks with multiples! That's five weeks! I have five weeks to find a second crib!"
Shane didn't know what to do. The whiplash of it all was too much. Twenty seconds ago, Ilya had been about to help him break his no-sex-during-playoffs rule, and now Hayden was having a full-blown collapse over a crib.
"Hayden," Shane tried again. "Five weeks is plenty of time to buy a crib. Sit down for a second."
"I can't sit down. I think I might be having a heart attack." He walked toward the bed and threw himself onto it anyway. "Now they're saying she won't make it to forty weeks, and her mother is moving in, which means I'm going to have the woman who thinks I defiled her virgin daughter living in my house, two babies who won't sleep, and I'm going to have to go back to work when they're only like three months old. What the fuck is happening? I can't do this."
Shane rubbed the heel of his hand against his forehead, feeling a dull ache throbbing behind his temples. "Hayden, shut up for one second and actually listen to me."
Hayden was sprawled across the duvet. "I can't shut up, Shane. My life is over. I love Jackie. I would have married her anyway. But this is so fucked up now. I'm going to be changing two diapers at three in the morning while my mother-in-law sits on the couch judging my technique."
"You make three hundred and fifty thousand dollars a year," Shane said flatly.
Hayden blinked, his erratic breathing hitching for half a second. He turned his head on the pillow to squint up at Shane. "What?"
"You're a first-line winger in the National Hockey League," Shane continued, his voice taking on that calm edge he used when rookies started panicking. "You can afford help. Jackie can afford help."
"Help," Hayden repeated, as if Shane were speaking Russian.
"Yes, help. Hire someone. Hire a bunch of people. Get a night nurse, get a nanny, get a housekeeper who comes to do the laundry and wash the floors so your mother-in-law doesn't have an excuse to be in your kitchen. You think rich people in Westmount raise twins by themselves while the father is on a six-game road trip through the West Coast? They pay professionals, Hayden. You can pay someone to stay up all night with the bottles."
The wild, manic edge slowly drained from Hayden's eyes. "A night nurse?"
"You don't have to lose your mind. You hire staff."
"Staff," Hayden whispered, rolling the word around like he'd never heard it before. He pushed himself up onto his elbows, his rumpled shirt falling open. "You can just hire someone to hold a baby at three in the morning?"
"Yes. People do it all the time." Shane crossed his arms, stepping back toward the small hallway vestibule. "So stop acting like you're going to be out on the street with two infants in a basket. Call Jackie, tell her to ask her doctor about baby nurses in Montreal, and let her spend your playoff bonus on whatever makes her life easier."
Hayden sat up fully, swinging his legs over the edge of the mattress. He rubbed both hands down his face, dragging the sweat and panic with them.
"Jesus," Hayden muttered, looking down at the carpet. "Staff. Right. I can just pay someone."
"You can pay someone," Shane confirmed patiently. "Now get out of my room and go to bed. We have Game 1 tomorrow night."
Hayden hauled himself up, looking entirely wrung out, but the sharp hysteria had faded back into ordinary exhaustion. He clapped Shane on the shoulder on his way toward the hall door. "You're a good captain. Seriously. You have a weirdly level head for a twenty-three-year-old. I love you."
"I love you too. Go drink some water, Hayd," Shane said, pulling the hallway door open and ushering him through into the corridor.
The lock clicked shut behind Hayden, and Shane turned the deadbolt with a soft sigh. The adjoining door didn't even wait three seconds before it swung inward. Ilya was leaning against the frame in his unbuttoned shirt, arms crossed over his chest, his eyes glittering in the dim light.
"Oh, so you love Hayden," Ilya smirked, his thick accent coating the words with slow, theatrical disdain. "Hire a night nurse is so practical, Hollander. Very capitalistic. Solve all the problems with the Metros' payroll."
Shane grabbed the flat foam pillow off the armchair and threw it straight at his head. Ilya deflected it, the edge of his mouth curling into something that looked very close to a real smile.
"You are good captain, Shane," Ilya murmured, his voice dropping into that low, gravelly place that made the hair on Shane's neck stand up. "Very steady. Very patient with the hysterical baby man."
"Hayden isn't hysterical, he's just—Hayden," Shane sighed, resting his forehead against the solid curve of Ilya's right shoulder. He breathed in deeply, absorbing Ilya's scent. "God, my head hurts."
Ilya's good right arm came around him, broad palm flattening against the small of Shane's back, pulling him tight against his chest. "Mine too," Ilya whispered into Shane's hair. "Come. No babies in here. We sleep."
Shane let himself be led across the threshold into Room 714. Ilya didn't bother with the lights. The blackout curtains were already drawn tight against the Calgary skyline, sealing the room in total darkness. Shane kicked off his shoes, stripped down to his boxers, and slid under the crisp cotton sheets. When Ilya climbed in beside him, moving with calculated care so as not to jar the joint, Shane reached out immediately, curling his arm over Ilya's waist and resting his cheek against the heavy beat of Ilya's heart.
Ilya went rigid, his breath catching, before his forehead slumped hard against Shane's collarbone. A long, shuddering sigh tore out of him, smelling faintly of the butter mints that had been at the check-in desk.
"I do not like that he is here," Ilya whispered. "Gilles," he clarified.
"I know," Shane murmured. He shifted just enough to press his lips against Ilya's temple, right below the hairline where a small vein was jumping. "Four more games." Ilya didn't answer. Shane closed his eyes and let the Calgary darkness swallow him whole.
Shane stirred to wakefulness, again sensing the sudden absence of his bed partner. He had no idea how long he'd been alone. It could have been minutes or hours. He looked around the room. There wasn't a closet.
Fuck, not again, he thought. He strained his ears in the darkness, and he was, thankfully, able to hear the familiar deep rumble of Ilya's breathing in his sleep. It seemed to be coming from directly under him? No, that couldn't be right.
Shane slipped out of bed as gingerly as he could, and sure enough, the bedskirt was raised on one side. Shane gently lifted it away to find Ilya, jammed inside the tight space, a few packets of peanuts pilfered from the airplane on the floor beside him in a neat line. Shane legitimately had no idea what to do. What could he do in that situation? Ilya was panicked, and suffering, and needed to feel safe. If this is what it took, Shane didn't want to take that from him. Trying to talk to him about it last time didn't go over very well, and he didn't imagine it would after he woke him up from a dead sleep hiding under a bed. Shane let the bedskirt drop back down and climbed back into bed. When the alarm blared the next morning, Ilya was in the bed beside him, the sheets warm from his body.
Game 1 at the Olympic Saddledome that night was nothing short of a slaughter. The building was a hostile sea of fans in red and yellow. Many of the Olympic trappings were still there, and Shane wondered if that gave Ilya the same eerie tingle it gave him. Behind the penalty box, three teenagers were holding a crudely painted sign that read SEND ROZANOV HOME.
Ilya looked like he was playing in a straitjacket. His left arm was bound tightly to his ribs beneath eight layers of thick tape. He grimaced every time his weight shifted and Shane knew it had to be pinching into his skin. If he were any other player, at any other game, they definitely would have scratched him.
From the opening drop of the puck, Calgary made it clear that they wouldn't be going down without a fight. They had no intention of playing clean under any circumstances. They clogged every lane and dominated the neutral zone, daring Montreal to skate to the corners where they waited to slam them into the boards at every opportunity.
Shane watched them hunt Ilya. He unfortunately had a front-row seat from the bench. Every time Ilya went over, Yaroslav hopped over for Calgary, staying on top of him the entire shift. He was inescapable. After one particularly rough play, when Ilya left the ice, practically shaking, Shane couldn't help but be consumed with the thought of how unfair all of this was. Ilya was being pursued like a wounded deer caught in the sights of a rifle, while Yaroslav just got to exist here, skating his shifts and living his life.
Sure, moving to a new country was difficult, Shane was certain, but it couldn't have been as difficult as what Ilya had done. Yaroslav was the model Soviet citizen, sanctioned by every political committee under the sun. He probably could pick up the phone and call his wife whenever he wanted, while Ilya was left staring at a dark wall, wondering if his father was even still alive. Yaroslav definitely was not sleeping wedged against a baseboard under a bed frame or in the bottom of a closet, worried the gray-faced men with diplomatic passports were going to break the door down and drag him straight to Siberia to a life of torture.
He had no idea what path led him to be here, to be handed that legal, protected opportunity. But right in this moment, he wished beyond belief that in some alternate life, Ilya had been given that path to walk instead, rather than being forced to jump off the cliff alone and hope for a soft landing. Selfishly, Shane knew what that meant. They never would have met, or ended up building a strange, fragile life together out of a shared condo in Montreal, and his own life would be entirely different. But Ilya's life would be immeasurably better. Right now, watching him shiver on the bench, chewing heavily on his mouthguard, Shane would've given almost anything to get him to stop feeling that way.
Calgary broke through and scored early in the second period, a hard backhand shot from Campos heading low through Drapeau's five-hole, sending the Saddledome into a total frenzy. Montreal tried their hardest to claw back, but the officials had firmly pocketed their whistles. There was no way they were going to risk being blamed for a bad call that might disrupt the series. Cross-checks within the crease weren't called, and chops to the wrists along the boards were simply incidental contact.
Shane fought hard. He absorbed hits as best he could, driving down the ice, and finally, only nine minutes after Calgary scored, he tied it up. Hayden dug the puck out of the corner, straight to Shane, who shot it in fair and square, silencing the building. Maybe, he thought, maybe we really have this thing.
The confidence didn't last. On Ilya's shift, he was trapped against Calgary's top unit. Their top line center, a Finnish guy named Vainiola, dropped a slapshot that tore straight through. 2-1, Calgary.
Third period, another goal for Calgary. It was becoming violent and desperate. Theriault blew his whistle for a wholesale change. Shane vaulted the boards. Behind him, Ilya was skating off, his shift done. His arm was held in that tight, unnatural tuck as he reached for the gate of the Montreal bench. Yaroslav was changing too, but as he crossed paths with Ilya along the dasher, well out of play and out of the referee's sightline, he angled his path two inches tighter than he needed to, dropping a hard, compact forearm right through the tape on Ilya's left collarbone. It looked accidental. It was a casual jostling of bodies during a whistle, but it did what it needed to do.
Shane caught the contact out of the corner of his eye and something snapped. He launched himself across the neutral zone, his gloves falling from his wrists. Shane barrelled into him, driving Yaroslav abruptly into the boards. Shane hooked his hand into the collar of Yaroslav's red sweater and yanked him forward until they were face to face. This close to Yaroslav, he could see his pinched, beady eyes and ruddy cheeks. Shane always wore a visor, his mother terrified he'd get a set of black eyes that rendered his face unsuitable for advertising gigs, but he was far in the minority. The only time it really helped was in a fight, when it bought precious milliseconds while the other player stopped to tear off the helmet.
Except Shane Hollander did not fight. It was a league-wide fact. Hollander was the League's golden boy, with his smiling billboard-ready face. Last year he had two minor penalties all season. Shane had never dropped his gloves in his five seasons of NHL play, but today he drove a bare-fisted right hook straight into Yaroslav's pudgy jaw.
Shane could count on one hand the number of punches that he had ever thrown in his entire life. Yaroslav's head whipped sideways, his mouth guard flying out onto the ice. He immediately turned to swing a heavy, clumsy glove in retaliation, catching Shane in the ear. He knew it should hurt, but he had so much adrenaline coursing through his body at that point that he didn't even notice. He hit Yaroslav again, splitting his own knuckles open and smearing red on Yaroslav's face. He knew the crowd was doing something.
"Shane! Shane! What the fuck?" It was Hayden tearing across the ice, throwing his arms around his shoulders from behind, dragging backward with all his weight. A second later, both linesmen piled in. One hooked Shane around the waist. The other pried apart the fingers of his left hand, forcing them loose from Yaroslav's sweater.
"Get off him, Hollander, that's it, that's enough,” the referee barked.
"Get off me," Shane snarled, his voice unrecognizable.
"Shane, stop," Hayden yelled right into his ear. "Stop it, you're done!"
Yaroslav was being shoved back towards the Calgary bench by the second linesman, wiping blood from his mouth with the back of his glove. He stared at Shane in dazed disbelief. Hayden whirled him around, forcing his back to the opposing team. "What the fuck are you doing?" Hayden's eyes were wide and stunned. "Have you lost your mind? You're supposed to be the captain."
The fog in his skull wouldn't clear, but the air rushed back into his lungs. His knuckles were stinging with a sickly throb that was radiating up into his wrist. The referee's gaze shot directly into Shane's face, his arm raised high, pointing an uncompromising finger away. "Five for fighting, both of you," he said. "Hollander. Ten more for misconduct. And a game." He was looking at Shane like he had never seen anyone like him before. "Off the ice, Hollander, now." Twenty-five fucking minutes of penalties.
Ilya stood by the open gate. Staring directly at Shane. He was looking at Shane like he was seeing someone he didn't know, like the careful, untouchable fortress that Shane had built around himself in public had just been blown to pieces in front of 20,000 people. Shane made his way through the chaos. He wiped his bloody wrist across his nose, turned his back, and skated off towards the opening of the tunnel without looking back.
Shane went back to the locker room and ripped his helmet off, sending it skidding across the concrete into the corner. He tore off his gloves, his skates, his soaked pads, stripping everything off as quickly as he possibly could until he was in just his base layer. He stalked into the medical bay and sat down, waiting for someone to come in. He helped himself to a coarse white towel from the stack by the sink and buried his face in it, his chest heaving as he tried to drag air through his burning throat.
A few minutes ticked by. Through the cinderblock wall, Calgary's screaming horn sounded a long, brutal blast. Another goal, someone had scored. He knew it wouldn't have been the Metros. Not while he was in here. Shane put his head in his hands helplessly. Then it happened again. The arena siren. The game was officially over.
The corridor outside erupted into a barrage of slamming stall doors, curses in multiple languages, and the clatter of sticks being thrown down. The team was coming off the ice. Shane kept his elbows planted on his knees, his hands buried in his hair, waiting. The door banged open so aggressively the knob gouged into the drywall.
Theriault stormed in. He wrenched his tie loose, his face mottled a furious crimson. "What the fuck was that?" he roared, spit spraying across Shane's face. He slammed a palm against the desk with a crack that sounded like a gunshot. "What the absolute fuck was that, Hollander?"
Shane couldn't look him in the eyes. "He was targeting Rozanov. He hit him."
"I don't give a damn about the hit," he bellowed, towering over Shane. "You are the captain of the Montreal Metros! You are the fucking captain! You don't jump a guy during a whistle in the third period of game one of the Stanley Cup finals! You got your ass tossed from the game! You lost us this one." Shane knew that wasn't entirely true. The game had been long lost before, as there was no way they were going to make up three goals in a matter of minutes. But he knew he had fucked this one up.
“They're trying to take him out of the series,” Shane mumbled. “I wasn't going to let him do it.”
"You don't get to play vigilante on my ice!" Theriault leaned in until his nose was just an inch from Shane's, his blunt finger jabbing harshly into Shane's sternum. "Pellerin is on the phone with the league office right now, begging them not to suspend you for Game 2! Do you understand what that means? If they suspend you for a game, we're playing Tuesday night without our top-line center because you lost your fucking mind!"
Shane's knuckles flexed, droplets of blood seeping fresh from the torn skin. "I did what I had to do."
"No, you did what an idiot does!" he snapped, his face contorting in disgust. "Are you really protecting him when you do things like this to the team? We were down three to one! I burned our timeout, I pulled Drapeau with three minutes left to get the extra skater. I had a mediocre winger taking the biggest draw of the night. Calgary got an empty netter, and we lost four to one! Do you have any idea how hard it is to claw back from a first game loss? Especially one like this? No. Because you're just a dumb fucking kid who thinks he knows better. If you want a brawl, you can go play in the fucking Minors," Theriault yelled, his voice distorted with rage. Shane had never been on the receiving end of one of his legendary chewings-out, instead seeing him as curt and disdainful most of the time. "But if you're gonna sit here on my team, you're gonna take the hit, you're gonna swallow your pride, and you're gonna beat them on the score sheet. You hear me? You pull some shit like this again, and I will strip that C off your sweater before you make it back to Montreal!"
Theriault glared at him for several more suffocating seconds. When Shane refused to offer another apology or drop his gaze, the coach let out a harsh snort, turned on his heel, and stalked out. He slammed the heavy door so hard the framed equipment notices rattled on the wall.
Shane sat motionless on the metal bench, burying his face in his hands. A moment later, the latch clicked softly. Leon, the assistant trainer, edged into the room. Right behind him, shuffling in, still on skates, came Ilya. Shane's hands dropped instantly. Every trace of his defensive anger evaporated into thin air.
Behind them, Dr. Beauchamp pushed into the alcove carrying a stainless steel tray that clattered sharply as he set it down on the counter. "Up on the table, Rozanov," he said briskly, snapping on a pair of latex gloves without looking at him. "We don't have all night."
Ilya didn't move towards the table. His eyes reluctantly shifted to the tray. Shane stood up immediately and stepped directly into Ilya's line of sight. "I've got him, Leon," Shane muttered. Shane reached out, wrapping an arm around Ilya's waist to guide him towards the table. "Come on, Ilya," he whispered. "Sit down. I'm right here."
Ilya complied, sitting on the edge of the examination table, his shoulder, at this point, useless. Leon was assisting Dr. Beauchamp, using heavy surgical shears to slice through the blood-encrusted, sweat-hardened tape. As the final layer peeled away, tearing at Ilya's skin, Shane suppressed a gasp.
It was so much worse than he had been expecting. The skin had swollen into a purple bruised dome, radiating feverish heat. Beauchamp turned to the stainless steel tray and picked up a dark glass vial, drawing up liquid into a syringe with a long needle. He jammed the syringe into a second bottle, drawing up more liquid. Shane noted another empty syringe. Ilya's head jerked up. His hazel eyes went wild, and he retreated like a cornered animal.
"No," Ilya pleaded, his voice paper-thin. "No needles. I told you, no needles."
"Theriault says this is not negotiable."
"No," Ilya replied, half-rising off the table.
"Ilya, listen to me," Beauchamp said, devoid of any bedside manner. "The joint capsule is flooded with fluid. If you go back out there on Tuesday against Yaroslav, you are going to tear the tendon clean off the bone. You won't play next year. You might not play ever again."
"No!" Ilya snarled. "In Moscow, they do this! They numb you and you break! I do not do this!"
"We're in Canada, son," he sighed, tapping the barrel of the syringe with a flick of his fingers. "It's a little bit of a painkiller and then some cortisone. It's going to calm the swelling so you can skate without passing out. It isn't going to hide the pain so much that you break it."
"No," Ilya repeated, his eyes darting frantically toward Shane. He was begging Shane to pull him out of the trap. Tell him no. Get me out of here. Every protective instinct in his body screamed at him to grab Ilya, pull him off the table, and tell all these guys to go fuck themselves. But he heard Ilya's cold words echoing in the back of his mind. If you confess, there is no back for us. We have to keep forward.
Shane stepped across the rubber matting. He ignored Beauchamp's grunt of protest and sat down on the stool. His broad, bruised fingers closed over Ilya's hand, gently but firmly uncurling Ilya's white knuckles from the gold crucifix.
"Look at me," Shane commanded softly. "Don't look at him." Ilya's bloodshot eyes dragged upward, locking onto Shane's. "This isn't them. They aren't going to throw you in the street. But if you try to play on Tuesday like you have been, you are going to get seriously hurt. I need you out there with me. I need you to do this."
"I do not want it."
"We have to make it nine days. In nine days, this will be over. That's it. Then I swear to God I won't let them touch you again. But you have to let him do it now."
Ilya's throat hitched on a dry, shuddering breath. He looked down at their joined hands, Shane's fingers holding his.
Slowly, the fight drained out of Ilya's spine. He buried his face into the smooth fabric covering Shane's chest, his fingers wrapping around his damaged knuckles hard enough to reopen the split skin.
"Do it," Ilya rasped into the fabric. "Fast. Just do it."
The doctor didn't waste a second. The tang of alcohol filled the air as he swabbed the area and then picked up the empty syringe.
"Deep breath, Rozanov," Beauchamp murmured. "We're taking some of the fluid off."
Shane looked away, but he could tell when the needle sank in, when Ilya's nails dug so savagely into Shane's hand that the skin pinched white and numb, but Shane didn't flinch an inch. Shane's free arm came up around Ilya's back, holding Ilya's heavy torso hard against his own chest, holding him together through all of it.
"I've got you," Shane whispered fiercely against his temple, his eyes burning. "It's almost over."
The first needle came out, and the second one, filled with medication, went in. Ilya's grip was excruciating on his injured hands. What felt like an eternity later, the tension broke. Ilya's body went slack against him, slumping forward. His left arm hung heavy and motionless, completely uncoupled from the pain that had been eating him alive for three weeks. Beauchamp removed the needle, pressed a cotton square over the puncture, and taped it down with a strip of tan medical tape.
"Xylocaine," he said, snapping off his latex gloves and dropping them into the waste bin. "It will wear off tonight, and then the pain will be back. Ice it twenty minutes on, twenty off at the hotel. Don't lift a damn thing for the next twenty-four hours." He looked Shane straight in the eye. "We might need to do another on Tuesday. I'll give you a minute, but then I need the room."
The room went dead quiet after he left. Ilya didn't move. He stayed slumped forward, his forehead resting heavily in the crook of Shane's neck, his breath coming in slow, shuddering drags as the adrenaline washed out of him.
Shane kept his arm hooked around Ilya's waist, his hand cupping the back of Ilya's head, holding him up on the edge of the table. Shane wasn't sure how long they stayed there. Shane definitely needed new tape on his cheekbone, and some ice for his knuckles, but all that could be handled some other time, after he'd managed to get Ilya away from here.
"I've got you," Shane whispered again, his throat so tight the words scraped on the way out. "I'm right here. We're going to get you dressed, we're going back to the hotel, and you're going to sleep."
The metal handle of the door rattled. Shane retreated an inch, his guard slamming instantly back into place.
Beauchamp pushed the heavy door open, carrying a fresh tray of sterile dressings and tensor bandages. "Time's up, boys." He helped Ilya's arm into a sling, and gave him and Shane a handful of ice packs. "I want you to take these." He handed over a blister pack of capsules. "Indocid. It's better than the ibuprofen, but harder on the stomach. You have to take these with food or a big glass of milk, or you'll tear a hole in your stomach." Shane looked at Ilya, feeling vindicated, but Ilya's eyes seemed to have any trace of life sucked out of them. Beauchamp pulled a carton of milk out of a small fridge and handed it over. "Take two now." Ilya complied, moving slowly and robotically, popping two capsules in his mouth and gulping down the milk.
"I'll carry your bags," Shane muttered. He moved Ilya back into the locker bay and helped him dress, moving his arms into his shirt. He held out his pants for him to step into. Shane was grateful that the few guys who hadn't yet made it onto the bus looked away from what could have been an oddly intimate moment between him and Ilya.
Shane zipped their bags shut and hauled both the straps up onto one shoulder. He held Ilya's good elbow to steer him down the tunnel to the bus. To his surprise, Friesan was waiting for him outside as rain began to fall. The team bus was there, idling, but Friesan gestured to the rear door of his sedan. Shane dropped their bags into the trunk and slid onto the vinyl bench seat right next to Ilya. Geo was driving and put the car into gear as soon as Friesan got in next to him.
Downtown Calgary was a frenzy of celebration. Even in the growing drizzle, fans in branded cowboy hats were spilling off the curbs, beating on the hoods of stopped cabs, and howling their celebrations into the mist. Horns blared in flat triumphant bursts along 9th Avenue.
Shane's eyes were glued to Ilya the entire ride. He was wedged into the corner of the backseat, his arm held awkwardly across his chest inside a clean white canvas sling. Underneath the wash of medication, his eyes had taken on a glazed, glassy quality. Shane suppressed the need to reach over and grab his hand, and to tell him that Calgary didn't mean anything, and that one loss was just rough ice and a bad bounce or two. Friesan's eyes were watching, though, so Shane kept his hands clamped on his own knees and stared straight ahead.
The car approached the service bay of the hotel, and Friesan killed the engine. "Straight up the elevator, boys," Friesan instructed. That was when it occurred to Shane that the secrecy and the private drive were about the press avoiding seeing Ilya's sling. It wasn't a Soviet threat so much as a strategic one. The other team couldn't know Ilya was injured, and he couldn't be scratched for Tuesday's game.
They rode the elevator to the seventh floor, stepping out onto thick, sound-deadening carpet. Friesan nodded at Shane. "I'll be at the door until six. Geo's on the stairwell. Make sure he keeps ice on it. They aren't expecting Rozanov at practice or at film tomorrow."
"Thanks," Shane muttered. He jammed the brass key into the lock of Ilya's room and brought him inside.
"Come on," Shane whispered. "Let's get you out of all this." He peeled off the layers of Ilya's suit. Ilya was perfectly compliant the entire time. "Does it hurt?" he asked.
Ilya blinked down at him, his pupils wide, nearly eliminating the clear hazel of his iris. He looked at his arm like it didn't belong to him. "No," he said, carefully wiggling his fingers. "It is nothing. Like my arm is across the street."
"It's just the medicine," Shane said softly. "It's resting. You'll be ready to play on Tuesday."
Shane helped him out of his pants and into a pair of soft gray shorts, moving his limbs around like he was helping a small child. When Shane turned back the duvet, Ilya lay down without a word.
"Do you want me to stay with you?"
Ilya nodded, his eyes fixed on the dull beige wallpaper.
"Okay. I'll be back in a second." Shane walked out of Ilya's room to where Friesan was, turning to head through the exterior door to his own room. Keeping up appearances, he thought.
"Hollander," Friesan said, catching his arm.
"Yeah?"
"He trusts you. I hate to ask. Can you check on him? In the night? You have an adjoining door that you can keep open. I'm thinking he won't answer the door for me, but he will for you. Beaulieu will kill me if something happens to him overnight."
Shane tried his hardest to look like the adjoining door concept had just now occurred to him for the very first time and nodded. "Of course, yeah."
"Good. Shout out if you need anything."
"Thanks, Friesan. Can you get him some ice? I'll be right back."
Shane stepped into his room and latched the security chain. He stripped off his clothes quickly, changing into pajamas and easing the adjoining room doors open again. Shane sat gingerly on the edge of the mattress. "I'm here," he murmured.
"What did Friesan want?"
"He told me to check on you. He thought using the adjoining doors would be a great idea."
A ghost of a smile crossed Ilya's mouth. "Very smart man."
"Stay there. He's grabbing the ice right now. I'm going to take it from him at my hall door so he doesn't come in here, and then I'm coming right back."
Shane disappeared through the door to his own room, and out into the hall. The things he did to keep up propriety.
Friesan handed him a plastic bag of ice. "You know to wrap it in a towel or something, right?"
"Oh yeah. I've got it," Shane said, walking towards Ilya's door.
"Shout if he spikes a fever," Friesan added, giving a curt nod before turning back toward his chair.
Shane carried the bucket over to the small desk in the room, carefully scooping ice cubes into the center of a hand towel and knotting it into a tight, damp bundle.
"Ready?" Shane asked quietly.
Ilya's eyes flicked to him in the dark. "Is going to hurt?"
"Just cold," Shane soothed. "If you feel it at all."
Very gently, Shane reached down and slid the canvas sling down, exposing the angry, swollen ridge over Ilya's collarbone. He placed the wrapped ice directly over the taped puncture, bracing it carefully against the curvature of Ilya's shoulder.
Ilya drew in a sharp, hissing breath through his teeth, his spine stiffening against the mattress. "Blyad."
"So you can feel it. That's a good thing."
The ice pack leaked a slow, steady trickle of water down the side of Ilya's neck, but he didn't move to brush it away. Shane gently slid Ilya's limp left arm back into the canvas sling, securing the Velcro as gently as possible. Ilya didn't move much. He had to have been exhausted.
"Are you okay?" Shane asked
"Headache. Need to sleep."
Shane lay back down beside him, pulling the heavy blanket up over them both to keep out the draft from the hotel air conditioner. Shane expected to wake in the night to find Ilya gone, crammed into the narrow space beneath the bed frame with a spare blanket, or hoarding another stolen snack, like a prisoner waiting for the cell door to be knocked off its hinges. Whether it was the drugs in his veins or the bone-deep certainty of Shane's weight anchored beside him, Ilya stayed on that mattress all night.
Shane rested his forehead against the solid line of Ilya's collarbone, breathing him in. "We'll take the next one," he whispered. "We'll split the series, and then we'll go home." Ilya didn't answer in words. His breathing was slow, a deep rhythmic tide. Shattered, letting sleep drag him down. Shane's knuckles throbbed a dull ache against the cotton sheets, but he let himself drift off.
Shane woke up to the heavy rotary telephone in his room letting out an abrasive two-tone jangle that shattered the silence. Shane scrambled out of bed and back through to his own room, grabbing the black handset before the fourth ring could sound, but it had already woken Ilya as well.
"Yeah?" Shane rasped.
"Shane?" It was his mother. Her voice was perfectly modulated, vibrating with an icy disappointment that made Shane immediately feel nine years old again.
"Mom," Shane said, his spine stiffening. Fuck.
"Good morning. Your father and I stayed up to watch the game," she said, cutting right through the pleasantries. "Don Cherry was on the television until after midnight talking about you." Shane closed his eyes, pressing the heels of his bruised palms into his brow.
"Mom, don't listen to Cherry. You know he's a clown."
"He was calling you an embarrassment, Shane," she said, her tone level. "He showed the replay three times. He said you jumped a boy from behind during a change. David had to turn the TV off. He was so upset he wouldn't drink his tea."
Shane swallowed against the bile climbing in his throat. "He threw a cheap shot. Away from the play, and the referee missed it. Or didn't care, whatever."
"So you thought the answer was to behave like a common thug? You have an entire country watching you. There aren't a lot of players that look like you, Shane. You need to set a good example. You know that! You have never, not once, behaved like that on the ice. You don't fight. That's not who you are, and that's certainly not how we raised you." He could feel her disappointment across the thousands of kilometers.
"I had to handle it," Shane muttered.
"You have teammates for that," she countered. "You have boys who are paid to sit in the penalty box. But you're paid to score goals and lead. Now they're talking about a suspension. What happens if they don't let you play?"
"I don't know yet," he mumbled defeatedly. "I'm sure I'll find out today."
“Are you okay?”
“Just some scrapes. I can still play.”
“Okay. I’ll call Bayer and figure this out. Please, please try to control your temper on the ice.”
“Yes, Mom.” 
Shane sat on the edge of the mattress, the drone of the dial tone buzzing like an angry hornet in his ear before he finally forced the handset down into its cradle. Now that it was morning, he actually had time to look at his knuckles. The scabs were pulling tight against his raw flesh. It hurt, but not as bad as the pain that was now burning inside of his head. A common thug. His mother was right. That was the sickening part of the whole thing. He had spent his life manicuring an untouchable existence. Every polite smile for the camera, every textbook interview he had done, his nearly pristine disciplinary record. And in less than two minutes, he had torched it all to the ground.
A sudden creak broke through his spiral. Shane's head jerked up. Ilya stood in the threshold between their two rooms. He looked as exhausted as Shane felt. The skin beneath his eyes was a bruised purple, but his hazel gaze was clear and intensely focused on Shane. He had heard. Of course he had heard.
"Your mother?" Ilya said softly.
Shane scrubbed the heel of his hands over his face, feeling the fresh stinging ache of his knuckles. "She's so mad. Don Cherry had a field day with me on Coach's Corner last night. She wants to know why I lost my mind."
Ilya crossed the carpet, moving clumsily, and came to stand directly over Shane. "She is right," he said.
Shane flinched, his head snapping back up to look at Ilya. "What?"
“She is right to be upset, Shane," Ilya repeated, his voice dropping into a blunt, immovable tone. "You do not fight. You are Shane Hollander. You score the goals and make the play and do photoshoot for cereal box. You do not jump people from behind like an idiot."
"He came for you, Ilya!" The fury exploded out of Shane before he could choke it down. "What was I supposed to do? Stand there and let him break your arm?"
"Yes!" Ilya snapped, stepping right into Shane's space. "Yes, Hollander! You let him hit me!"
"Are you fucking insane?"
"I am a hockey player!" He shoved his good right hand against Shane's chest. "Look at me! Look how big I am! I am six foot three, I weigh over two hundred pounds, and I played Red Army hockey. After everything I have done, everything I have been through, do you think I am made of glass? Do you think this peasant farmboy Yaroslav can break me if you are not there to hold my hand like a little girl?"
Shane stared at him, his chest heaving, his mouth slightly open. "I was just trying to protect you."
"I did not ask for you to do this!" Ilya's voice was rising. "I do not need a bodyguard! Not on the ice! We have Gagnon, or Beaudrault, a giant fucking caveman who stands there and waits for someone to need their face smashed in on the ice! That is what we pay them for. That is their only job! Why the fuck are they on the roster if our captain who scores all of the points is going to drop his gloves and take a full period worth of penalties?"
"They weren't there!" Shane yelled, finally able to say what he couldn't to Theriault or his mother. "I was! I was the one who saw it! I watched him smash you into the boards. I saw your face when he did it! I couldn't—I couldn't just let it happen!"
"Then you need to learn to. You learn to skate away. You are the captain of this team. Shane, if you are suspended, we will lose the Stanley Cup. Do you understand that? We lose. Because of me."
Because of me.
Ilya's chest was rising and falling heavily. The anger in his face had cracked just enough. Oh, thought Shane. This is guilt.
"Shane, I will be okay," Ilya whispered, his voice suddenly thick. "I am not so valuable as you. The papers call me a traitor in Moscow. Here they wonder if I am worth the headache. But you. You are something. If you lose your season, your reputation, your sweater, your trophy, your parents, because you are fighting, because you are gay, because of me—" Ilya was stumbling over the words. "—I cannot forgive you for this, Shane. I will not forgive you for this. You are too good for—" he waved a hand at himself. "You do this and—for what? Because you—because we—I—"
Shane knew the word was right there, hanging between them, terrifying and fragile and true. Ilya's fingers curled around Shane's arm, dropping his face close to Shane's, his mouth open, finally ready to say the words they had been dancing around.
A sharp, authoritative knock cracked against Shane's door. Ilya let go of Shane and stepped back into the adjoining room, pulling the door shut behind him. Shane was alone now. There was another sharp knock.
He opened the door a few inches. Assistant Coach Pellerin stood in the hall, looking grim. "Get some clothes on," he said quietly. "The League is meeting us downstairs."
Less than ten minutes later, Shane found himself in a small meeting room. A large table occupied the center of the space. At the head of the table sat Stephen McCann, the team's general manager, looking grumpy that he needed to be here. To his right sat Coach Theriault, his face still blotchy and dark maroon with anger. Shane would not have been surprised if it stayed that color all night. Beside him, Pellerin had an open rulebook spread across the polished wood. Shane took a seat at the opposite end of the table, his hands folded neatly in front of him. The purple swelling across his knuckles was hidden underneath a clean wrap of white athletic tape, but the gash high on his cheekbone stood out in sharp, ugly contrast to his pale jaw. His sorry excuse for a playoff beard was slowly coming in.
"Hollander, you remember Mr. McCann, right?" Theriault gestured at the man at the head of the table.
"Yes, nice to see you again, Mr. McCann. Sorry it's under these circumstances." Shane tried to muster a professional smile, but knew he was failing.
"In a few minutes, Dutton is going to come in. He's the NHL's discipline guy. You're going to stand up, shake his hand. Then you stay quiet, and only talk when I say it's fine, got it?" McCann replied.
"I can do that."
Sure enough, they were joined a few minutes later by a paunchy, gray-haired man in his late sixties with a prominent nose and thick glasses.
"Ryan Dutton, Executive Vice President," he said, extending a hand to Shane.
"Shane Hollander, Montreal Metros," Shane replied, taking his hand. Dutton gestured at him to sit and he did.
"Nice to see you again, Stephen. Coaches, you too." He opened the leather folder he was carrying and took out a legal pad covered in notes. "Let's get to it then. I don't usually stop by in person myself, but with it being the Cup, and a few of us being in town, you can see why the League is hoping for a speedy resolution. We're currently looking at twenty-five minutes of penalties assessing unprovoked physical disruption."
"Unprovoked?" Theriault cut in. "Open your eyes. Yaroslav threw a dirty hit into my center's collarbone during a whistle! It's on the third period tape I had couriered to your hotel room last night!"
"I watched the tape," he replied without missing a beat. "It's incidental contact and a crowded change along the dasher. At worst it's an interference, a minor, and the back linesman missed it. What Hollander did was not incidental."
Pellerin cleared his throat. "Mr. Dutton, under Rule 44 subsection C, an aggressor penalty requires clear premeditated intent, and an unwillingness from the opposing player to engage. Yaroslav re-engaged. He swung back."
"He swung back after Mr. Hollander blindsided him and took his helmet off with a bare fist. Don't read me the book I helped write. Hollander crossed thirty feet of open ice, dropped his gloves before he reached the red line, and tackled the opponent into the boards. In the dying minutes of Game 1, no less. He has racked up five for fighting, a ten-minute misconduct, and a game misconduct. With twenty thousand people in the building and five million watching at home. It's unacceptable."
"Just an emotional reaction. We're all concerned that if we lose Rozanov, it would cost us the playoffs. Shane was protecting his team," McCann interjected smoothly.
"Sovintersport has officials monitoring Yaroslav and they watched him get targeted by Canada's finest. I had a call from the consulate at eight this morning asking if the NHL is going to permit assaults on their players," Dutton continued.
Theriault scoffed loudly.
"Can we talk about reality?" McCann said. "Shane has been a model player for years. He has never had a disciplinary hearing in his entire life. We never have to talk to him about illicit substances. He barely drinks. He doesn't fight. Unless he's got a secret family we don't know about his record is as close to spotless as they come. Yaroslav attempted to conduct a hit on a player that we know is being subject to immense geopolitical pressure. You know how crazy they've been this week since Stockholm. I can get you the surveillance documents in an hour if you need them. Hollander lost his temper. It is not a pattern."
"This isn't the kind of thing we can make exceptions about."
"No, but the League decides to suspend the captain of the Metros over a little scuffle during a line change, and you publicly decide who won the Stanley Cup. The ratings for Game 2 will crater by fifty percent, and every sponsor on Hockey Night in Canada will be calling you by noon. Is that what you want?"
Dutton seemed to be considering this. "Hollander," Dutton said directly, his voice filled with the promise of negotiation.
Shane cleared his throat. "Yes, sir."
"Did Mr. Yaroslav address you verbally before you initiated the contact?" 
Theriault's eyes flashed at him, daring him to say the wrong thing.
"No, sir," Shane said. "He made contact with Rozanov as he crossed the red line. I saw the impact, and I needed to protect my teammate."
"Here is my ruling. Given Mr. Hollander's pristine disciplinary record and the absence of serious medical injury sustained by Mr. Yaroslav, the League will decline to assess a supplementary match penalty." Theriault and Pellerin shared tense, triumphant smiles with each other.
"However," Dutton continued. "The five-minute major and the game misconduct will be upheld. A maximum personal fine of five hundred dollars is assessed to Mr. Hollander for gross unsportsmanlike conduct under Rule 66. The Montreal hockey club is further assessed a ten thousand dollar fine for failure to control the captain. And make no mistake, Mr. Hollander, you were on the razor's edge. If you take so much as a roughing minor behind the play on Tuesday night, you'll be sitting out for the rest of the spring. You will cost your team the Cup. Am I clear?"
"Yes, sir," Shane answered carefully. "I understand."
"Keep your bench in order, Theriault."
Dutton stood and left. Theriault shoved his chair back, planting both fists on the table and sneering at Shane. "Well, that was a fucking miracle, Hollander. Don't you ever pull that shit on my ass again. Tuesday night, you skate, and you don't even look at him. If he spits straight in your face, you're going to smile and skate to the bench. Do you get it?"
"I got it."
Shane looked over at Mr. McCann. "Thank you for defending me."
"It wasn't kindness, Hollander. Do not fuck with my team again. You just about cost the club a lot of money today. Only ten grand is a fucking gift. You're gonna head down there and have a press conference. Keep your answers brief. Don't mention Rozanov at all." McCann pulled out a cigarette and lit it.
"Yes, sir."
"I think you did the right thing. You just have to be a little more sneaky about it."
Heading into the large press room, Shane was nervous. They wanted blood. The reporters' questions were all about whether nice guy Shane Hollander had cracked under the pressure of a Cup run. Was this personal between him and Yaroslav, and was the dressing room out of control?
Shane sat sweating under the lights. The whirring of the mini-cassettes was distracting and he wished the endless clicking would just stop. The swelling of his right hand was hidden under the edge of the table in front of him. His cheek had been powdered lightly to mute the color for the cameras. He gave them nothing, exactly as expected. There was only one time that he slipped up. Just one.
A columnist from the Calgary Herald asked from the front of the room, "Shane, this is your first major, and it was a big one. It's been connected to you defending Rozanov. Is there a reason that you took that hit so personally?"
Shane's hands clenched into fists. "Rozanov is a teammate. No one, on any team, gets away with harming any of my players. That's the end of it."
"But in nearly five years? You've never needed to protect anyone except Rozanov?"
"He's not just anyone." Suddenly, it felt like every eye in the room was on him. There was a sudden, expectant quiet that fell over everyone in the room. Shane couldn't pull the words back, so he dug in deeper, leaning forward.
"Rozanov came to this country alone," he said. "He gave up his home, his language, and his entire family just to be on this ice with us. This season he has played through injuries that I know would have kept me on the bench. If you think I'm going to let someone run him from behind because it looks better for my statistics, you don't know a damn thing about what kind of team we have here."
The room was suspended for one electric second.
"That's it," Theriault's voice cut through the air like a bullwhip. "Conference is over."





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Thanks as always for your patience. My next update is most likely another chapter of Bright Particular Star, if you're doing a tandem read. If not, I'll see you in a few weeks. Work is NOT slowing down like I had hoped. Expertly beta read by Aphantastical.

Context Notes:
In "wow that worked out" news, the real-deal 1989 Stanley Cup finals were between Montreal and Calgary. I'm following the real calendar for the series.

Yaroslav is based on Sergei Priakhin, who really did join the Calgary Flames in spring 1989. He didn't play in the playoffs, so that's fictional, for more ~drama~. There's also a blink-and-you'll-miss-it reference to Stockholm. That would be Alexander Mogilny, our real-life Ilya inspiration attempting to defect, and in this case, failing. In real life, he would be in Buffalo meeting his new team.

The NHL didn't have instigator regulations until the 1992 season, but there was an "aggressor" penalty for whoever started and dominated a fight. The dollar amount in this chapter was real. The maximum dollar amount an individual player could be fined was $500. Today, that number is $15,000 with a hearing, or $5,000 without. Adjusted for inflation, $500 1989 dollars is about $1350 today, so the fines are just a lot higher.

Don Cherry. Don Cherry talking on Coach's Corner was THE color commentary. If you're unfamiliar, he was known for wearing garishly loud suits, having harsh and strong opinions, and defending fighting on the ice as an important part of the game. A Shane Hollander-type dropping his gloves in the Final would have been gold to him.

Ilya's injections are lidocaine mixed with cortisone, which is not really different from what he likely would have been given in Moscow. Not to drop too many spoilers, but the Big Sport Money Machine is not all that different in any country. It would undoubtedly weaken the joint, but would make him able to get through the playoffs with little pain. The milk in the locker room fridge is great for taking pills that are harsh on your stomach, but was really there because keeping lost teeth in milk until you could get to a dentist was still the best practice, but that would only be true for another year or so. After that, including now, there are tooth-saving solution kits that are used instead.

There's also a teensy reference to the construction break. Quebec has a two week mandatory vacation for all of the construction industry in late July. Planning your DIY projects for that time is a big dad move. It's such a silly little Quebec quirk I had to add it.

See you soon. I treasure all your comments. Playoffs end and we're heading to the Cottage next.
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          End Notes

          Thanks for reading! I appreciate any comments and feedback you have on the story!

The only places you can directly contact me are here, on AO3, or on tumblr, under my same username.

Some common thoughts/questions:

Where did the inspo for this thing come from? The Detroit Red Wings retired Sergei Fedorov's #91 jersey on January 12, 2026. Fedorov defected from the USSR in 1990 to join the team. I watched it on TV by chance -- it was on in the waiting room of an office I was in. I got to thinking, why not Ilya? I already had an interest in the USSR, so this was a natural extension.

Hey, you didn't include ____!? or ____ isn't accurate. Probably, yeah. It's fiction. I had to make some tough decisions. Please assume I thought about whatever it is. It is perfectly fine to ask, kindly, respectfully. I am happy to discuss my rationale!

Please also consider this your non-exclusive permission to create based on this work, whether that is podfics, remixes, translations, or other works inspired by this one. Please only keep these associated works on AO3, and provide appropriate credit and linking back to this work. And let me know if you do! I’d love to see.

Best wishes, S.
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